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Buffy The Vampire Slayer, Feminism, and Ten-Year-Old Me by Philip Elliott

The hardest thing in this world is to live in it. Be brave. Live.

- Buffy Summers, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, The Gift, season five, episode 22

I never understood the other boys. Their fierce competitiveness and 

fanatical interest in sports baffled me, as did the aggression that spilled out of 

them like water from a wrung towel. I didn't understand men either, with their 

dismissive and vulgar way of speaking to and about women and their frantic 

attempts to exude an impenetrable aura of 'masculinity.' I was a dreamer and a 

romantic, head in the stars, heart on my sleeve, and it was a lonely thing to be. 

Then I saw Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

Every Friday after school I had swimming lessons. I can't put into words 

how much I hated those swimming lessons. An hour of regimented exercises and 

being ordered around was the exact opposite of my idea of fun. But there was 

one good thing about those evenings: I'd arrive home just in time to catch the 

next episode of Buffy. Plunging through the water stroke after stroke, sulk after 

sulk, it was all I could think about, and when I finally got home, I would shun my 

dinner, sprint into the sitting room, scramble to get the TV on, and spend the next 

hour in an alternate, and, despite the constant threat of global destruction by 

creatures of Hell, better universe.

Buffy was a revolutionary TV show for a myriad of reasons. There is an 

episode almost entirely without dialogue (Hush, season 4, episode 10); one 

episode is performed as a musical (Once More, with Feeling, season 6, episode 

seven); and one episode is a dream sequence, complete with stunningly original 
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visual direction and character insights (Restless, season four, episode 22), to name 

a few. And it has the greatest theme song from anything ever made ever. But 

Buffy's true genius and importance is in its ceaseless determination to subvert the 

patriarchy in every scene, and this is personified through its eponymous 

protagonist, Buffy Summers.

Buffy kicks ass. Her role as the Chosen One, the slayer who 'alone will stand 

against the vampires, the demons and the forces of darkness' (opening pre-

episode narration), pits her against every kind of hellish beast imaginable, and 

many more, in her fight to protect the world. What Buffy is really fighting, though, 

is the patriarchy itself. The 'Big Bad' of season one is an ancient vampire called the 

Master. A horribly disfigured male (even vampires age eventually it seems), he 

calls the shots from inside the Hellmouth, an opening into Hell where he is 

trapped. He wants to break free, thereby opening the portal and allowing every 

horrible beast to rush out and devour the world. He wants something else too: 

the blood of the slayer, who at this time is a sixteen-year-old virgin. The 

connotations of sexual violence and male dominance are clear, and Buffy will 

battle them for the rest of the series. And she will win.

Buffy is physically strong to a shocking level. She is a master martial artist. 

But what makes her and the show so important is that these are not her defining 

features. Buffy's most powerful asset is her heart. A huge horror fan, the creator 

of Buffy, Joss Whedon, was sick of seeing movies in which 'bubblehead blonds 

wandered into dark alleys and got murdered by some creature' (Time Magazine, 

vol. 149, no. 18, 1997). So he flipped the narrative. The blond wanders into an 

alleyway, gets attacked by a creature, and defends herself with ease, punctuating 

the encounter with witty one-liners and pop culture references, both of which the 
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show became famous for. As Buffy tells a foe in season seven, 'I'm the thing that 

monsters have nightmares about' (Showtime, episode 11). But Whedon didn't just 

leave it at that. A female character who is simply physically strong in an attempt 

to deflect criticisms of sexism is just as sexist and dismissive as one who is 

helpless. It denies her a personality, a voice, and it sends the message that in 

order to be taken seriously a woman must take on traditionally masculine 

characteristics. Buffy is not, in any shape or form, traditionally masculine. She is 

the opposite: a make-up wearing, fashion-conscious, boy-adoring, girl's girl. She 

falls in love, has her heart broken, cries, tries to fit in, argues with her mother and 

her friends, is stubborn and at times arrogant, awkward and a failure. And she just 

happens to have the strength of a dozen people and the fighting skills of multiple 

combined black-belts. (Note: I don't support these, or indeed any, views and 

expectations of gender, but they're necessary for understanding the impact of the 

show within its cultural context.)

I didn't realise it at the time, but what I couldn't understand in the males 

around me was toxic masculinity and the effects of rape culture. I was ashamed to 

be male. I was a sensitive misfit who hated sports and competition, just like Buffy 

and her friends. I dreamed of romance and destiny, and I was not tough. While 

the other boys were kicking footballs, fighting and being cool, I was off falling in 

love with everything, discovering the soaring highs and frightening lows of 

emotional experience. Secretly, of course. I displayed a hardened exterior 

whenever my 'incorrect' way of being was exposed. I suffered silently, the stoic, 

eccentric loner, and the flames of passion that raged within were locked inside a 

windowless room. So every Friday evening, after a hard week in school rounded 

off with the relentless physicality and authoritarian nature of swimming lessons, I 
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rushed to the TV to visit for one more hour a world of vampires and demons and 

the super-strong, sensitive girl who made them all look like fools.

No creatures from the patriarchal underworld can stop Buffy. Not for long. 

Nor can any from the patriarchal human society. Not even death can keep her. 

But when her heart gets broken, through a failed romance or the loss of a relative 

or friend, she is crippled, a shadow of herself, until she begins the slow climb back 

to, not her old self, as this show understands that such events change us forever, 

but her self nonetheless. A new one, stronger and wiser, more grown up, with the 

scars to match. Emotion is both Buffy's greatest strength and greatest weakness, 

and that's why she's one of the most human and relatable characters ever 

created. It was this attribute that prevented young and sensitive me from thinking 

there was something wrong with how I was. Who I was. It made it okay to be me.

Buffy the Vampire Slayer taught me that strength isn't measured in 

appearance or how hard you can hit, but in being yourself and not giving up, no 

matter how unfair the fight or even the world as it tries to make you into who it 

wants you to be. It showed me that I am strong just as I am, that I am important, 

that I am special, even cool. It got me through that often difficult period of youth, 

and is without a doubt largely responsible for my passionate interest in gender 

equality and literature.

Buffy Summers: vampire slayer, world saviour, intelligent joker, loyal friend, 

carefree kid, mature woman, romantic dreamer, passionate lover--you were this 

little boy's hero, and you showed him how to be a man.
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Bio: Philip Elliott is Irish, 23 years old and Editor-in-Chief of Dublin-based 

international literary magazine, Into the Void. His fiction and poetry can be found 

in various journals, most recently GFT Press, Peeking Cat Poetry 

Magazine, Subprimal Poetry Art and Yellow Chair Review. He is currently working 

on his first novel, A War of Hearts, which he hopes to publish in 2017. He believes 

there are no characters, only people. If you ask him what day it is, he almost 

definitely won't know. Stalk him at philipelliottfiction.com.

http://philipelliottfiction.com/
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The Life and Times of a Male Childminder by Philip Harrison

My childminding career lasted just over three years from July 2009 through to 

August 2012.  My previous employment was as a Learning Support Assistant with 

children who had learning needs within a Primary School setting.

My wife and I in previous years, learnt the devastating truth that we will never be 

able to conceive children of our own. After several painstaking years of 

exhausting all possible options of having our own children the route of adoption 

became clear to us if we were ever to have our own family.

Throughout 2007 and 2008 we persevered with the laborious trials and 

tribulations that are involved with an adoption process. We supported each other 

through the terrifying panel meetings and we were ecstatic to be finally matched 

in 2008 with a two year old boy with severe Special Educational Needs.

My wife and I both had careers in education and employment involved in working 

with children. We were both in full-time jobs at the time we adopted our first son 

and so I had the standard two weeks parental leave and my wife had the 

following nine months leave to look after our new son. We made the joint 

decision in January 2009 it would make financial sense for myself to end my job in 

the Primary School at the end of the academic year in July and for my wife to go 

back to work in the September as she was on the higher wage.

As I still needed to earn a wage whilst looking after our son and with the 

background and experience I had of working in the Early Years it made practical 

sense to enrol as a self-employed childminder. I completed the introductory 

course in childminding during the evenings in the final two months of my work at 

the Primary School.
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During the summer of 2009, although I was registered as a childminder, I was 

required to get all my policies and procedures up to date, ensure my house and 

garden was inspected and safe to accept children and all my risk assessments, 

planning, evaluations, observations and activities were ready for the influx of 

toddlers and babies.

As well as the wonderfully unique experience of enjoying a summer with my new 

family with outings to the beach, theme parks, swimming and of course soft play, 

I prepared my new employment with great gusto and plenty of advertising. I 

decided to give my new venture the name of ‘Laugh and Learn Childminding’ and 

designed posters, leaflets, car magnets and a whole host of stationery.

I researched into how much I should charge and found that the local rate for a 

childminder was between £3.00 and £4.50 per hour. Although I was educated to 

degree level and had over twenty years’ experience in working with children and 

young people I humbly set my prices at £4.00 per hour per child and £3.50 per 

hour for a sibling.

I was to look after the children alongside caring for our son whilst my wife was at 

work Monday to Friday and we would have the weekends to enjoy our time 

together as a family.  September eventually arrived after a busy and fun-filled 

summer holiday. After extensive advertising online and around the local area I 

was expecting immediately to start getting enquiries and showing parents around 

our house and garden and showing off all my carefully prepared plans and 

policies.

The first day of my exciting new self-employed occupation had finally arrived and I 

was on tenterhooks, eager to show the world how I can survive in a severely 

female dominated role.  
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A visit to the park, lunch at home, an hour’s afternoon nap and soft play filled my 

son’s day with laughter and happiness. My waking hours were filled with 

confusion and uncertainty of why my mobile phone hadn’t rang or why my home 

voicemail was not beeping furiously full of expectant enquiries.

Day two in to this new era of my life resulted in another fun-packed adventure 

with my 3 year old albeit with a varied array of activities to the previous day. 

Again no contact was made to Laugh and Learn childminding from the childcare 

seeking world. The barren void of communication continued through for the first 

week.

On Monday morning, on the first day of week two as a male childminder, 

approximately at 9.15am, I received a call from a mother seeking childcare…

After I politely answered the phone, she asked to speak to the childminder of 

Laugh and Learn Childminding. The answer I received after responding that I was 

the childminder was as follows:

‘uh… oh, ok… I… I was just enquiring… Thanks,’

I listened to the dead tone of the phone for several seconds before returning the 

device to its base.

Puzzled at the response, I thought what I could say next time to continue the call 

for longer than the few brief moments I shared with my first ever call for my 

childminding services.

I received four more calls in the following two weeks, with similar anxious replies. 

To prolong a phone call for more than the caller hearing a male voice before 

hanging up, I tried, when possible, for my wife to answer the phone.

The same response occurred however, when my wife, explaining that I was the 

childminder, the phone being passed to me and a rushed, garbled voice saying 
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she only wanted to know prices or something similar before, again, hanging up on 

me.

This process continued for the next two weeks. Now a month had passed since 

Laugh and Learn Childminding was launched and not one child cared for, apart 

from my son, had occurred.

Until one day in the middle of October, I received a call from another father. He 

was in between jobs and as such was currently a full-time father for his daughter. 

He required childcare for his daughter whilst he was job hunting, attending 

interviews etc. We arranged a mutually convenient time for the tour around the 

house and garden to be taken by his daughter and himself. A take-home booklet 

of policies and procedures was given after what appeared to be a successful 

session. I was told by the seemingly content father that he will ask his wife to ring 

me to arrange a time for her to meet me have a look around my house. A day 

later I received the call, we arranged a time for her visit and she, as her husband, 

left seemingly happy at the services that I could provide in caring for their two 

year old daughter.  She did say, however, she was meeting two other 

childminders and would be in contact in the next few days.

The ringtone on my phone remained silent in relation to childminding, as did the 

landline for the following two days after the mother’s visit. The third day brought 

her decision. I answered the phone, whilst I was having lunch with my son. I 

greeted her as I have been doing with all calls relating to my business as 

professionally as I thought I sounded. The response I received from her was as 

follows:

‘Hi Philip, we have decided we would love you to be our daughter’s childminder.’
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The call continued arranging when to meet to fill out the contracts, drop off and 

pick up times, dietary requirements, etc.

My confused son was keen to return to his lunch after receiving a huge cuddle 

from his beaming dad. I rang my wife with the news I had eventually acquired my 

first family to childmind for. As a family, we celebrate achievement, regardless of 

how big or small and enjoyed an Indian take-away that evening.

Contracts were agreed and signed. The first day was a great success and from 

then on was an absolute delight for my son and myself looking after the toddler. 

The abrupt phone calls continued from the paranoid mothers unaware of the 

irony that another male carer had put his faith in me to look after his daughter.

I continued to care for the young girl alongside my son up to and through the 

Christmas holidays without being able to add to my ratios.

As fate would have it, in early January 2010, I received a phone call from another 

father looking for childminding. Again, he arrived with his daughter, met my son 

and myself and had the tour around the house and garden. After a successful visit 

from his partner, my second minded child joined the Laugh and Learn roster.

The requirements from both sets of parents were such that my care for both girls 

did not intertwine on corresponding days.

Now my business was beginning to take momentum and I was a male childminder 

caring for two young girls, I naïvely thought the sexist, stereotyped filled phone 

calls from presumptuous narrow-minded mothers would decline. My hopes to be 

accepted as an equal in this harsh, cynical female world were soon dashed as my 

capacity to childmind were limited to the two girls I cared for. The enquiries 

continued to be brief and limited to excuses to end the call from the intolerant 

female voice on echoing disapproval from my receiver.
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Throughout my three years and one month as a childminder I did also care for 

two brothers on occasion. The times I looked after the boys amounted to around 

two days a month over a period of four months.

My knowledge of other male childminders equated to those who ran their 

business together with their wives or female partner, I have yet to meet another 

male childminder who works independently, but I am sure they are out there… 

somewhere…

I enjoyed my time as a childminder immensely and built up great professional 

relationships with the children in my care and their families, there is, however, an 

overwhelming lack of male carers within the early years in the United Kingdom. It 

saddens me to report, until an adequate minimum wage is introduced and an 

equality for males to be accepted as the main carer for young children, this trend 

is, unfortunately, going to continue.

Bio: Philip Harrison is an emerging talent based in Bristol, England. Having written 

his first novel ‘There’s More To Life’ in 2012, Philip went on to write several 

children’s books including The Adventures Of Fluffy Monkey Series, the Draw Your 

Own Adventure series, Bounce, Children’s Bible Stories: Noah, Where’s Ted? and 

Dot.
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Kith and Kindred by Ron Singer

  

                   SNOS & KAHSLOP .J

SREZITEPPA DNA STAEM ENIF FO SROYEVRUP

I kept noticing these faded letters on the dirty store window behind the 

heads of the last row of attendees. That is, I kept seeing something like them 

(since my laptop can’t do mirror writing). They were the reverse of the sign I had 

seen when I arrived for my reading half an hour before:

    J. POLSHAK & SONS

         PURVEYORS OF FINE MEATS AND APPETIZERS

The reversed letters had an amusing resemblance to some obscure Slavic 

language, perhaps the one J. Polshak & Sons had spoken.  

Are you surprised by the idea of a poetry reading in a defunct appetizing 

store? These days, many non-moneymaking events in our Brooklyn neighborhood 

take place at unorthodox venues: art shows in vacant retail spaces, drama and 

dance in defrocked churches and synagogues. “It’s the economy, stupid!” 

The reading was part of a series called KITH AND KINDRED: PARTNERING 

THE GREATS. So far, there had been three installments, two of which I had 

attended: Where There’s a Will: William Shakespeare and Willy Calhoun; and 

Meet the Miltons: John Milton and Milt Levitzsky. There was also one I missed, 

The Brooklyn-bury Tales, which paired Chaucer with a Jeff, or Jeremy, Something. 

Mine was the first one at the appetizing store, the others having occurred at a 
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local library branch, which was reserved tonight for a bi-monthly contra-dance 

group.

My reading was called Two Johns: John Keats and Jonathan Pintchik (me). 

Although I had objected to the prostitution innuendo, the trio of young curators 

had overruled me, arguing that it would add a frisson. When twenty-five or thirty 

people showed up, mostly filling the three rows of folding chairs in front of the 

window, at first I thought the curators had been right. But the motivation for at 

least some in the audience turned out to be quite a different story.

Ten minutes after the announced starting time, curator Amy Stilton-Parks, 

a Goth, thanked everyone for coming, and read a boilerplate bio of Keats and a 

little puff about me. Moving front and center, I raised the mike and placed my 

manila folder on the lectern. Since I had been participating in readings for years, I 

was not too nervous, just a little pumped up. Thanking Ms. Stilton-Parks, and re-

thanking the attendees, I launched into my Intro:

“This series is based upon literary kinship. As tonight’s title suggests, I claim 

kinship –affinity, at least—with John Keats, one of the great singing voices in the 

English language. Not to sound egotistical –even for a poet-- (a titter), all I’m 

really claiming is that I write lyric poems –short, singing ones-- with Keats as a 

model. I would like to...”

At this point, the voice of someone in the back whom I couldn’t see --a 

piercing male tenor—interrupted. “’Affinity!” cried the voice. “Yes, you both have 

two eyes, a nose, and a mouth –in your case, a big one!” Since I had never been 

interrupted before –most crowds at readings are painfully polite-- I was 

momentarily taken aback. The audience was, too. But, then, a sixty-something 
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woman with gray hair and black-rimmed glasses, seated in the center of the front 

row, loudly shh-ed the interrupter.  

 “That’s okay, thanks,” I said, and ventured a little pleasantry of my own. “I 

think the gentleman just wants me to shut up and read.” Another titter.

I opened my folder to the four sheets I had prepared, each with a Keats 

poem on the left, and one of mine on the right. The plan was to alternate whose 

poem I would read first, a tacit admission that comparisons would be invidious. 

But, just as I was about to start, something gave me pause: the identities of both 

interrupter and shh-er were coming into focus.

At my age, seventy-five, familiar faces and voices are tricky, especially at 

public events like readings. For various reasons, audience members tend to look 

and sound alike: friends, fellow writers, groupies, and just people who share the 

same gene pool. 

I had decided to open with a tongue twister called “Fly, Firefly,” because I 

knew that this poem, which I wrote in Maine decades ago, was an attention-

getter. I would then segue into the Keats with an amusing anecdote. I began:

Fly, Firefly         

Insect inside:

deer fly died

fear fly fried.

Firefly, fire,

flare, firefly,

fair fly, fire...
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Eureka, my own light went on! The interrupter was a hated cousin on my 

father’s side. Our last encounter had been in 1969 at a family party for the 

overflow from my wedding, where he had insulted the bride while she was out of 

the room. I think the insult was triggered by her scowl at one of his self-serving 

jokes.

 “Congratulations, Jonathan,” I think he had said, with a sour, fat-faced grin, 

“I see your wife is passive-aggressive.” As I remember, I was too angry to reply. 

When I told Julia, she said something un-passive, like “What a fucking asshole!” 

But don’t quote me.  Julie died in 2012, and, as she used to put it, “You turn 

everything into a poem or a story, dear.”

By then, I had also placed the shh-er. She was my wife’s first cousin from 

Boston, who, over the years, had occasionally visited us in Brooklyn. Leaving me 

at home, the women would go off to Manhattan together to look at art and eat 

lunch. I had last seen this cousin, whose name eluded me, at Julie’s funeral. 

I cleared my throat and finished reading the tongue-twister, stumbling once 

or twice:

...Flee, firefly,

fair fly, higher,

drear fleet fear.

Flee, fly, dear,

flee, fly, flow from 

dire fly fighter.
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Fie, fly frighter!

To forestall applause after every poem, I quickly launched into the 

anecdote. In case you don’t know it, in December 1816, Keats –twenty-one-- was 

visiting the eminent literato, Leigh Hunt. Since they were housebound by the 

weather, and getting bored, the jocular Hunt proposed a speedwriting contest. 

Inspired by a chirping cricket on the hearth, Keats had completed his minor 

masterpiece while the older poet was still licking his quill:

On the Grasshopper and Cricket 

The Poetry of earth is never dead: 

When all the birds are faint with the hot sun,    

And hide in cooling trees, a voice will run    

From hedge to hedge about the new-mown mead;    

That is the Grasshopper’s—he takes the lead       

In summer luxury...

At this point, there was a second interruption, an excited, croaking, heavily 

accented woman’s voice that seemed to come from the store window. “Yanu, 

Yanu!” it cried. “Summers, you used to spend with us. Remember, Yanu? Lots of 

crickets, lovely summers! In Jamesburg, on the farm.” 

My god! It was Minnie, my maternal grandmother, the one whose name for 

me was her approximation of “Jonathan.” If that sounds strange, even stranger is 

the fact that Minnie died exactly half a century ago.  The reason I remember is 

that her burial took place during the blizzard of 1966.
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This time, no one shh-ed the interrupter, and I finished reading “On the 

Grasshopper,” meanwhile making eye contact with the audience –i.e. trying to 

spot my cousin and my grandmother.

...he has never done    

With his delights; for when tired out with fun    

He rests at ease beneath some pleasant weed.    

The poetry of earth is ceasing never:    

On a lone winter evening, when the frost      

Has wrought a silence, from the stove there shrills    

The Cricket’s song, in warmth increasing ever,    

And seems to one in drowsiness half lost,    

The Grasshopper’s among some grassy hills.

With a small bow, I invited the first, enthusiastic round of applause. (Did 

anyone even remember “Firefly”?) As it died down, I said, “Don’t you love that 

line, ‘The poetry of earth is never dead’? Shall we move on?” The second pair 

would include one of my best.

But, before I could launch into “Ode to a Nightingale,” there was –yes—a 

third interruption! This time, in a deep, also heavily accented –middle European, I 

thought-- voice, someone somewhere said, “That phrase you just used, Jonathan, 

‘move on,’ is very evocative, very Keatsian. Yes, all things must move on, your self 

included, both as an artist and as a man. Before it’s too late!” 

In vain, I searched my memory banks. Based on the first two interrupters, I 

assumed this one must also be a relative. But all I could come up with was that he 
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sounded like some shopkeeper-, or craftsman-, philosopher. Nineteenth century? 

Early twentieth? Could he have belonged to the paternal Hungarian branch, most 

of whom the Nazis murdered shortly before my birth?

And so it went. Without describing the rest of the reading and 

interruptions, let me quote in its entirety the poem I paired with the 

“Nightingale” ode:

Full Moon Reveals All

A full Moon lights the world tonight, 

cutting a swath through reality.

Four plastic chairs bend in prayer

around a plastic table:

“Please, Moon, grant us sunsets,

so people come out and sit on us.”

“Blessed are the cheap and uncomfortable,”

the understanding Moon intones,

“for they, too, shall be sat upon.”

A yoke of lovers tiptoe down the road

from ticking car to sleeping house,

a pair of sneakers in one hand,

each other’s, in the other.

They laugh because the road’s so rough,
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because the world is bright and clear,

because they have a secret.

Naughty Moon blankets Mother Cow

and, bending to a floppy ear, 

whispers the lovers’ secret.

Ear gives a twitch, but Cow sleeps on.

Can nothing lift this placid beast

from her complacency?

Having tired of chairs and cows 

and of the needful human race,

Moon draws a cloud across her face

and turns to secrets of her own.

“Needful human race,” indeed! If anything, after the first three 

interruptions, they became more and more needful. And, like Star-Wars lasers, 

they seemed to shoot at me from all over the room, not just the store window, 

but above and below the audience, beneath my own feet, and through the ceiling 

right above my head. And every single interrupter was a relative, increasingly 

distant. Don’t ask me how I knew that, I just did.

After the reading, too shaken to join Amy and some others for a beer, I 

went home, ate a snack, and retreated to bed. As you can imagine, my sleep that 
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night was ... interrupted. Most of the dreams featured the disembodied voices of 

relatives: “terrapin soup”...”slaving over a hot stove”...”the candy store”...”says 

who?”... ”stop by the office...” 

But the worst dream of all came straight from the pages of history. This one 

flew me back a millennium, to a confrontation with the terrifying figure of 

Genghis Khan, no less, with whom, I read somewhere, millions of us share some 

of our DNA. Brandishing a huge, curved sabre, and dressed in ornate silk robes 

and an iron and leather helmet, beneath which his long red hair hung down to his 

shoulders, The Great Khan fixed me with a blazing green eye, and in a thick 

central-Asian accent, made an oracular pronouncement: “If you had not 

committed great sins, Jonathan, God would not have sent a punishment like me 

upon you.” I think I read that he had actually said this to someone (not me, of 

course).

The next morning, as I gulped my morning coffee and tried to sort through 

the welter of interruptions and dreams, I fixed upon the conqueror’s 

pronouncement. In the clear light of day, instead of terrifying me, it made me 

furious. What a nerve! I hope he comes back, so I can ask him exactly what my 

“great sins” were. I may also point out that I have never killed a single person, let 

alone forty million, like him! 

Halfway into my second cup, I realized something else: most of my dreams, 

and most of the interruptions at the reading (Grandma’s, excepted), had laid on 

pretty much the same guilt-trip that Genghis had, albeit less melodramatically. No 

wonder people hate their relatives! 
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In the week since the reading, I have done my best to put all that stuff 

behind me. But, so far, I have failed. Try as I may, whether I’m at my desk, out 

shopping or walking the dog –whatever-- I can’t stop seeing those letters on the 

window: 

SNOS & KAHSLOP .J 

Eighth or ninth cousins, no doubt, fourteen times removed.

Sources:

“Jonathan Pintchik’s” poems are from Ron Singer’s collection, Look to Mountains, 

Look to Sea (River Otter Press, 2013)

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/53210

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-

poets/poems/detail/53210#about

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and.../4447

www.nature.com/.../genghis-khan-s-genetic-legacy-has-competition-1.16.

https://www.google.com/search?q=genghis+khan+on+tolerance,+quotations

www.history.com/news/history.../10-things-you-may-not-know-about-genghis-

khan

Bio: Short stories by Ron Singer (www.ronsinger.net) have previously appeared, 

e.g., in The Brooklyn Rail, diagram, Evergreen Review, The Journal of 

Microliterature, Mad Hatters’ Review, and Word Riot. His eighth book, Uhuru 

Revisited: Interviews with African Pro-Democracy Leaders (2015), is available in 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/53210
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/53210#about
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/53210#about
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and/4447
https://www.google.com/search?q=genghis+khan+on+tolerance,+quotations
http://www.history.com/news/history/10-things-you-may-not-know-about-genghis-khan
http://www.history.com/news/history/10-things-you-may-not-know-about-genghis-khan
http://www.ronsinger.net/
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about 100 libraries across the U.S., and beyond. His most recent book is Betty & 

Estelle/A Voice for My Grandmother, a double memoir (July 2016). 
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Becoming Pointer by Rebecca Van Horn

My mother gasps behind me. It’s a long, sharp noise, followed by the crash 

of spilling groceries and a hand pushing against my upper back. For a second I’m 

unsure what it is I see. My eyes feel raw, insecure. Slowly I make out bright red 

smears on the ground. Red paw prints dot the linoleum, drawn out as if they’re 

modern art. Bad art. Brilliant art. The kind of art that makes people say, my kid 

could do that, while other people pay millions. I am absorbed. I would pay 

millions. My mother shoves me out of the way, stepping over a cucumber and a 

box of Triscuits.

Shit, she whispers. The dog.

Or, as I believe, a paint ghost.

Fuck, she says, louder this time, her voice a voice I have never heard before.

My brother and I follow her into the living room, our feet making checkered 

patterns on the floor. 

We stand together watching our dog writhe. His tail is twisted under his 

stomach. His legs are pinned to the ground. He’s making a soft, high-pitched noise 

that fills the room. A pathetic, devastating whine. He’s coated in a dark 

mahogany, his fluffy black and white coat matted with a pasty red. His nose looks 

as if it has been snipped. He, a dog named Pointer for his sharp snout and ears 

and mind, has been mutilated by a barbed wire fence. He swings back and forth 

on the brown carpet, a stain growing beneath him, pawing at the ground as if he 

could dig himself out of his body. He stares at us, a question hanging on his 

tongue.
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My mother runs to him with light blue towels and takes him in her arms, 

dotting at his wounds, forgetting the catastrophe that is her rented home. My 

brother grabs a basin of water and sits next to her, his cool new sneakers soaking 

up the dog’s blood. 

I stare at them. I feel my body slipping away, the floor becoming the ceiling, 

the ceiling becoming the walls. My legs are paralyzed. Fire shoots through my 

chest. Panic dances in my fingertips. Disappear, a voice whispers, and: watch for 

the fence. You’re next. I try to resist. Help the dog! Help the dog! says another 

voice. But I can’t. It’s too much. My legs walk themselves away from my body one 

by one, escaping the fire, stop, dropping, and rolling on their way out. I will 

protect him. I will make him into me, a girl, a healthy human, as I become him.

And just like that I fall into Pointer’s body, feeling the barbs slide into my 

limbs. I am now six-years-old, and I am a dog.

Just a little closer now, I think as my dog self. Wag wag. Jagged wire runs 

along the border of my play. Off in the distance the farm sits, stately and worn. 

Cows roam and chickens squawk. But all I see is the stick. Long, thick, a delicious 

shade of light brown crisping in the corners. Stick! I cry. I run for it, my four legs 

pumping against the wet summer grass, my tongue hanging out. Undignified, the 

grasshoppers might say. I wouldn’t say. Almost there-- stick! Wag wag. And then--

Flesh on flesh. Flesh tearing flesh. My snout! My tail! My feet! The fence! It 

has attacked me! I begin to wail; it’s a cry, pathetic and holy, that leaves the cows 

on their knees. A silence. The extraction. The tearing away, grim and defeated, 

memories of the light of the living room, the little girl’s soft hands on my snout. 

Rip, tear, tie, snag. No wag.
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And then there is the return, disoriented, jagged, raw, to the one place of 

safety: the kitchen with peeling walls. I outrun the feeling in my paws; move in 

circles on the floor. Move to the bathroom, to the hall, to the living room. Wiggle. 

Waggle. Wag. Writhe out the pain. Wag wag.

But no. Now I, Becca, catch a reflection of myself in the painting of a ship, 

the one my mother’s dead father gave her when she was a girl, and I see that I am 

a child, and I do not have a snout. I touch my nose, my eyes, my cheeks. I feel my 

fingers. Yes, it is true: I am a girl. I am inside my body once again. I have never had 

a snout before.

Pointer is a dog. I am a human.

If X has snout then X is animal (like dog).

If X has nose then X is human (like girl). (Nose as synonym for snout 

notwithstanding.) 

It’s logical, but still I want to run free. It’s too much, these feelings. I slip 

back into my limbs and feel that my legs are paralyzed. Ants have taken over my 

chest, replacing the fire. My eyes water. My cheeks burn. I will my legs to move as 

my mother yells at me to get a fucking towel. 

I look at her.

She leans into the animal, her eyes soaking up the blood, her hands 

sponging up his pain. For a minute, it looks as if she is an angel. Then I realize that 

this is the glow of her tears against the dim light of a lamp hanging behind her. 

She looks at me and nods her head, or maybe smiles.

She looks tired, drained, even with her strong arms moving against his fur. 

It’s as if her bones could break at any moment, as if she could snap in half, 
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crumple, bend under the weight of the blood pouring from his wounds. The dog 

looks at her feebly, unrecognizing.

But, I notice, she is my mother, and she is in her body. My brother is a boy 

and he is in his body. I am a girl and I have a body. I relax into my arms and wait 

for feeling to return. The dog is hurt, yes, but he is alive. My mother is alive. My 

brother is here. I reach out and touch my mother’s nose.

Stop, Becca, she says. Do something useful. 

I am! I want to shout. I am alive! I am a girl! I have fallen into my legs! 

But instead I get a fucking towel.

*

A few months later we walk in the door and my mother tells us that Pointer 

has been disappeared. This I don’t understand. Disappeared? What does that 

mean?

I know that I’m sad but I don’t know why. I feel myself slipping out of my 

arms, escaping, and I will myself to remain. I see that my brother is upset. His face 

is dropping, his cheeks a striation of red and pink. The world has shifted but I 

don’t know how.

Seth runs upstairs and I lock eyes with my mother. We wait. There is a 

breath. Ah, I know, I must go now too. I hear my brother toss himself on his bed, 

and I run upstairs and do the same. My mother is downstairs, throwing something 

across the room. A squeaky toy. It bounces, squawking. My pink quilt folds around 

me.

Pointer is gone?

If hurt then disappeared?

If disappeared then no longer licking feet?
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Both my mother and my brother are crying. I want to make them feel 

better even without understanding why they are in pain. I lie very still. They often 

tell me that I’m too loud. Maybe if I lie as quietly as possible then they won’t be 

so upset.

Later I’ll learn that Pointer was sent away to a new home, one with 

homeschooled children on a different farm. A place with two parents, a mother 

whose hair did not go gray at thirty-six, tired and single and overworked. Later I 

will feel both grateful that my mother did not send one of us away and frightened 

that she will. If she can get rid of Pointer, what will she do to children who cry in 

the night? Children who fall with scraped knees and break bones and bleed? I’ll 

learn that she drives by Pointer’s new home looking for signs of him playing in the 

yard, signs of happy kids or abuse. That she’ll visit sometimes and see that he’s 

doing better than he did in our home. That she’ll feel bad for not giving him up 

sooner. That she’ll view herself as a failure at the same time that she feels proud 

that she could be so brave. My mother, both victim and perpetrator.

At the time, however, all I know is that my mother and brother are 

devastated and I feel a deep sadness in my chest that I can’t shake, one that 

makes me want to slip out of my legs and fly to the moon.

“Seth,” I say, walking into my brother’s room.

He looks at me, his eyes cloudy.

“Is Pointer gone forever?”

He nods. I don’t understand what forever means.

“Are you okay?”

He wipes his cheeks. He shakes his head.
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I walk over to the bed and sit next to him. I take his hand in mine, my feet 

on the floor, feeling the thick carpet beneath my toes. He falls onto the blanket 

and I listen to his breath, heavy and sad. I see my mother at the door looking over 

us. Her cheeks are splotchy. Her hair is woven with gray. I grasp my brother’s 

hand, clammy and warm. We are all still, silent. Our bodies rise and fall together.

And I understand. I’m smarter than I thought.

If present then pain.

I feel my legs tingling, my arms starting to dance. I start to step outside the 

fire in my chest and release myself from the spring in my toes. I pick my feet up 

from the carpeted floor, letting them hang in midair, releasing my hand from my 

brother’s so my body is hanging, suspended.

And I am gone. I bound out the door, my four legs beneath me, my snout 

lifted high, my tail raised, running.

Bio: “I am currently an MFA student at the University of New Hampshire in Dover, 

New Hampshire, USA. I have previously been published in Outlook Springs, Dear 

Mama, and Moment Magazine, among others. I was recently nominated for a 

Pushcart Prize. When I'm not writing or teaching I can be found roaming the hills 

with my dog or sawing away at the violin.”
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Sheila by Peter Bracking

“Sheila,” he called out.  There wasn't any sound.  Doctors had removed his 

stomach but the cancer was not satisfied.  Thousands of lines of bricks he had laid 

and, “Sheila,” and no sound.  Every cubic centimetre of his body screamed.  

Sheila's face swam into sight.  “Now,” he told her without sound and he felt a tear 

drip down his skeletal face.

 “Now.” she saw him say.  She caught her breath.  Sheila had never seen her 

Horace cry.  Not in forty two years.  Not during the tests, the clinics, the 

chemicals, the pain, the remission, the heartbreak, the surgery.  Almost the last 

time Horace spoke was to tell the doctors that he would die at home, thank you, 

with dignity.  Sheila cried with the bedpans, the insomnia, the helplessness, the 

badgering District nurses.  “If your husband should be in great pain at night, you 

fill a syringe with two CC's of the morphine, less than half a vial, slide it in here in 

the iv and squirt.”  Sheila cried, then and now.  She had promised.  She kissed the 

end of his nose.  “I love you,” she whispered.  Sheila moved on shaky feet.

Ralph couldn't stop thinking of bricks, the smells and sounds.

Sheila shook the heavy telephone off the hook.  She went to the medical 

supplies, morphine vials, left by the nurses.  She took only two vials that clinked 

as her hands shook.  She concentrated on filling the syringe with one vial and the 

next.  Sheila could not stop now.  She would not think.  She smiled painfully as she 

inserted the syringe into the iv line.  Then Horace smiled at her for the last time.

Five minutes later Horace stopped breathing.  Just like that.  She began to 

see and feel and breathe again.  She replaced the heavier, buzzing receiver on its 

hook and picked it up again.  She smiled thinly at the body that was once the love 
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of her life.  Sheila noticed that it took a lifetime for the dial to ring back from the 

nine.  

Bio: Peter Bracking tells tall tales. Earth point: a tropical metropolis.

Words have literally been published from ocean to ocean to ocean by some really 

great literary mags in a growing number of countries on half the inhabited 

continents.

The only occupation is being a beach bum. Peter is the artistic director of Utter 

Stories.

Self-aggrandizement: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B017AFRGEK

http://utterstories.wordpress.com

http://www.amazon.com/dp/B017AFRGEK
http://utterstories.wordpress.com/
http://utterstories.wordpress.com/
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You Gotta Be Falcon Kidding Me by Caitlin Hennessey

Despite their fowl reputation, when it comes down to it, we’re all birds of a 

feather when it comes to puns. Oh, toucan groan and grumble when you run 

across them, but owl bet it’s with a laugh even despite yourself. Personally, I fully 

embrace the pun as an eggscellent form of humor: it’s hard not to appreciate a bit 

of clever wordplay, even if the actual joke is stupid. It’s not ostrich to say that 

puns serve a higher purpose in bringing people together.

I’m generally a pretty shy person, for instance. Unless I’m very comfortable 

with the location or situation, I can’t really talk to strangers, and sometimes even 

interacting with acquaintances can be very hawkward for me – I don’t want to 

beak a bother, and I worry about being seen as ridiculous or as a pest. But when I 

noticed people were trading fruit puns on tumblr a few years back, joining the 

game wasn’t so nerve-wracking for me as it might have been otherwise, because 

puns are inherently ridiculous. Now it’s not so troubling to send those people 

messages or links to posts they’d like.

Puns also helped me out wren I joined a new club. While everyone was 

friendly enough, I had a hard time really talking to anyone, and I was starting to 

seriously egret my decision. They were all such close friends! How could I possibly 

become a part of that? Then Diana mentioned in passing that “no, this or that 

should have been a pun,” and James and I took her at her word. We cawed it 

quits after about fifteen to twenty minutes of nothing but, and now I have a 

bunch of very good friends I can talk to very easily. Diana’s never brought up 

something needing to be a pun again (at least in my hearing) oddly enough, but I 

still have wordplay to thank for really breaking the ice. For me, puns add geese to 
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the social interaction wheels, making a generally difficult thing much easier for 

me to achieve.

Of course, not everyone is willing to admit to enjoying puns. My friend 

Dave, for instance, swears up and down that he hates them.

“There are a ton of things I won’t admit,” he said to me once. “Not laughing 

at puns isn’t one of them.”

“Because you admit now that you do laugh at them?” I asked.

“No.”

“Then you’re in denial. You should wade out; there are crocodiles in there.”

“Wait. What?”

“In de Nile.”

I’ll sparrow you his reply to that, because it wasn’t polite. Some of our 

funniest and most entertaining conversations have involved the heavy application 

of puns, though, and he’s not only somewhat participated in their use, but 

laughed at jokes that included puns in a more roundabout manner. 

Also, he’s friends with me. Obviously he doesn’t really mind them that 

much.

Since I did bring up tumblr earlier, social media is actually a terrific example 

of how puns bring people together as well. Whether it’s people complaining 

about them or pigeon in to extend them, tumblr and Facebook are littered with 

thousands of posts featuring wordplay. Even better, social media allows for the 

addition of visual puns as a communication medium, something that it is much 

harder to achieve in everyday conversation. Posts involving puns are very often 

some of the most popular on the site as people share them with one another, 

passing them on to make others smile about them as well. It’s the highlight of my 
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day when posts like that show up on my dash, because not only do I get to laugh, 

but I get to make everyone who follows me laugh, too. It doesn’t matter that I 

don’t get to be there with them when it happens – just knowing that it will make 

someone smile is enough.

Puns, in short, are a bonding experience. It doesn’t matter if you have a 

talont for them or not, or even if you’re willing to admit that they quack you up: 

humor is incredibly effective in winging people over. And for those of you who 

still want to call puns the lowest form of humor? Shakespeare is very highly 

regarded, both in literary circles and out, and he flocking loved puns.

Bio: Caitlin Hennessey is an author hailing from Attleboro, Massachusetts. She 

does little else beyond read and write, and has been known to pull a book out 

even at movie theaters, amusement parks, and while walking her dog. She does 

not read during the movie, as it is too dark. Ferris wheels, however, are very nice 

places to enjoy a good book. When not reading or writing, she enjoys driving 

friends and family crazy with her odd sense of humor, rollerblading, and 

accidentally stabbing herself with needles in an attempt to learn how to sew. She 

graduated from the University of Bridgeport in Connecticut with a major in 

Creative Writing.
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Tribute From BHHS Class Of ’63 by Gerard Sarnat

“You can't stop a teacher when they want to do something. They just do it.” 

― J.D. Salinger.

I too am very touched Mr. O left $200,000 -- a big chunk of change, especially for 

a teacher -- to our public high school’s social studies program. Until senior year, I 

only knew SO via the mythological stories, every once in a while spotting the 

loner’s tieless blue suit with top-buttoned white shirt flying through the hallways. 

Much appreciation to everyone for filling out a juicier body on a meager 

mysterious skeleton of an odd duck.  

Sue, it was good of you to remind us of his purchase of and hilarious defense of 

the Ford Edsel!  He was definitely quirky as well as brilliant and inspiring. 

David, no doubt Mr. O could get prickly if you ruffled his feathers by not paying 

attention or preparing before class.

John, your mention of his “slow talking” reminded me of his reserved intensity — 

I was never really sure how engaged he was -- in contrast say to LH whose family I 

got to know pretty well and whose husband called to invite me to give a eulogy at 

her memorial.  Cindy’s contribution (how did you come up with the pearl of his 

donation which I couldn’t find on the Internet?) via Rosa via Jeff cleared that up.

Bob, SO also had a unique impact on me.  Although he didn’t take me under his 
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wing, like you I worked so hard and learned so much from the doors to the arts he 

blew wide open. I remember how the joy of identifying a Matisse by its reds while 

listening to Beethoven’s Eroica during a Pop Quiz in his special Culture Vulture 

section during December 54 years ago — along with anticipation of a glorious 

Christmas vacation — gave me a jolt of ecstasy rarely experienced since and 

amazingly instantly reignitable even today. And perhaps not coincidentally, it was 

in that same Modern History course I began to fall in love with my life partner, 

then a “little” sophomore.

Mark, thanks for sharing, “about this extraordinary man. He was absolutely my 

favorite teacher at Beverly because he was so intensely involved with the 

substance of what he taught and because he expected so much of his students. 

He went way beyond what would have been the normal curriculum and opened 

the minds (and souls) of his students to a world of culture we had never 

imagined.  The impact of that revelation was energizing and lasting.  Although he 

was widely regarded as a curmudgeon, if you actually met his expectations he was 

generous with his praise -- and because that praise was so rare and hard to earn it 

was appreciated all the more. I never got the feeling that he was a very happy 

person, however, and he was a master of the elegant sarcasm of the deeply 

disappointed.  One of my favorite (and most characteristic) O. quotations: 

‘Democracy is that system of government where you get to choose your own 

crook.’”

I encountered Mr. O a few decades later on the Piazza San Marco in Venice.  It 

seemed pretty authentic given his Italian last name. He looked like a mallard in his 
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fluorescent purple-green open sports shirt which revealed a new wattle but he 

still had thick curly dark hair, those halo owlish black glasses and penetrating eyes 

plus Mona Lisa smile. After a pleasant short chat, 

I asked “Mr. O” if he wanted to grab a drink but “call me Sal” politely declined. 

My sense was his demurral was nothing personal. SO simply wanted to keep his 

privacy. Was waiting for someone. Maybe was gay. Which hadn’t occurred to 

naive me during HS (ditto Ms. A).  I felt quite sad that maybe having to be deep in 

the closet back in the day might have been a great burden.  On the other hand, all 

this conjecture may be projection, false, more about me than our profound 

teacher now gone, Ger. 

Bio: Sarnat’s been nominated for a 2106 Pushcart Prize. He authored HOMELESS 

CHRONICLES, Disputes, 17s, Melting The Ice King (2016). For Huffington Post 

review etc., visit Gerard Sarnat.com. Gerry’s staffed clinics for the 

jailed/marginalized, been a healthcare CEO and Stanford Medical School 

professor.
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Was It All A Lie? By Chris Bedell

August 25, 2012.

The moonlight glowed in the night sky while I stood alone in a corner 

outside the freshman dorms hours after unpacking for my first year of college.

My stomach twisted in ten different directions since college couldn’t be a 

repeat of high school. I deserved more than to feel invisible even if everyone else 

was divided up into several cliques on the patio.

“Hi, why don’t you come over here and join us?” called out a guy from a 

nearby table.

I shuffled over to the table where Steven and several other people were.

He flashed a smile at me. “I’m Steven.”

Sweat plopped down my face. “I’m Chris.”

Steven and his friend Max gave me their phone numbers to put into my 

iPhone before heading out for the evening.

Including someone might not seem like a big deal, but it was to someone 

who always felt the constant pings of social awkwardness.

***

October 26, 2012.

Steven, Max, and I went to the Livingston Mall after I mentioned two days 

earlier that I was going to a friend’s birthday dinner and had to figure out what I 

would wear.

Steven suggested going to the mall-not me. 

Sure. 
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I might have agonized over what to wear, but buying new clothes wasn’t 

vital.

We settled on Old Navy, and I tried on different sizes of a gray short-sleeve 

shirt and pair of jeans.  Max wasn’t helpful since Steven was the main one giving 

his opinion.

It was kind of Steven to make time to go shopping, but he and Max 

revealed they were fair weather. They talked about a party they were going to 

(which they didn’t invite me to) right in front of me, which should have been my 

first clue that Steven was a phony.

***

November 2012-December 2012.

Steven and Max wanted to take me out for my birthday dinner because I 

found out that my mom had cancer several weeks earlier.

Steven started revealing his true self since he remained noncommittal 

about picking a day to go out for my birthday dinner even though he “claimed” 

that he was trying to organize things. We got into a fight. Although we mended 

things after he reached out to me a couple of days before the semester ended.

***

January 2013-May 2013.

I would’ve been fine with never seeing Steven again even if we were still 

“friends.” Unfortunately, we were in the same college writing research class for 

the semester, and he tried chatting with me on the first day. I faked being nice 

because I didn’t want to be bothered with him.

Steven told me to text him about hanging out halfway through the 

semester, and he followed through. But I tried hanging out with him again that 
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semester, but he never got back to me about when was a good time. We got into 

another fight. Although things settled down.

***

December 13, 2013.

I sent Steven an email confession about how I liked him as more than a 

friend, emphasizing I would’ve understood if he didn’t want anything to do with 

me. I only asked him to keep my secret.

Steven responded back within a few minutes, reaffirming that he was 

“straight”, but thanked me for telling him how I felt. He also clarified that we 

could still be friends, and I shouldn’t have thought otherwise.

He was kind at face value since some straight guys would have freaked out 

after finding out a guy liked them.

***

May 14, 2014. 

It was the day I found out my mom was dying of cancer since her treatment 

was no longer working. It also further revealed Steven’s duplicity. He was callous 

because he got annoyed I wanted to vent about my mom’s situation. 

Yeah. 

It might have been finals week, but good friends make time. Two other 

friends were sympathetic and chatted with me despite one of them always being 

stressed about school.

Steven and I had a toxic exchange through a private conversation on 

Facebook. He complained about how always going to him with my problems 

wasn’t fair, which seemed rather ironic since he always enabled our texting. 

Steven failed to understand that friends lean on each other no matter how 
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serious the problem is as long as that same friend would listen too. Telling 

someone to seek counseling was a cop-out and was superficial. Although we 

somehow fixed things after that fight even if I still questioned his character.

***

August 26, 2014.

I scurried towards the trail between my college and the train station for my 

morning exercise while a humid breeze smacked me in the face.

The clunky sound of an ignition echoed, and I whirled around. It was 

Steven. His car halted, and I walked closer to the front driver’s seat window.

His gaze narrowed. “Can I give you a lift?”

My pulse rang in my ears. “No. I’m just going for my morning exercise.”

“Why haven’t you been texting me?”

That wasn’t the only time Steven made that comment.

I bit my lip. “I’ve been busy.”

It was the truth. My mom died of cancer less than two months earlier.

We became engrossed in conversation for a couple of minutes before he 

barreled off in the opposite direction to one of the commuter parking lots while I 

continued with my morning exercise.

The subtext spoke for itself. Asking why I hadn’t been texting was rude 

since he knew my mom died. I wasn’t even looking for an intense talk since him 

saying, “Hi. I hope you’ve been doing okay” would have sufficed.

***

February 2016.
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Rain splattered onto the parking lot ground while I was en route to the 

cafeteria, and ran into Steven. He made a comment about how it was a while 

since we talked and told me to text him.

Texting him accomplished nothing. Steven only responded with one liners 

and shouldn’t have enabled a conversation if he didn’t want to be bothered.

***

September 2016.

Saying I forgot about Steven would’ve been a lie because people can’t 

disappear with the snap of a finger.

Life cannot always be wrapped up nicely and sometimes people have to 

trust their intuition. And it has nothing to do with making assumptions. People 

would never get anywhere without believing in themselves. Besides, feeling used 

was another universal experience most people endured at some point regardless 

of sexuality. 

The only problem is people sometimes hate taking responsibility for 

mistreating a person and are quick to blame a problem on someone being too 

sensitive. Although The Golden Rule didn’t come out of nowhere. The reality is, 

society has made it acceptable to treat people like less than dirt. After all, 

friendships aren’t a joke and “real” people hangout regardless of being busy.

I’ve told a lot of people about Steven and nobody faulted me-even if I liked 

him as more than a friend. He kept me around after my “confession” despite not 

wanting to be bothered with me. I only ever wanted a “real” friend, and would’ve 

been fine with Steven not reciprocating my feelings if he was genuine. Also, I 

wasn’t one of those bisexual or gay guys that tried converting straight guys even if 

I still wondered if Steven overcompensated by being a player and trying to sleep 
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with as many girls as possible. I even remembered one time at lunch during 

freshman year when Steven emphasized he wasn’t gay. There was just something 

awkward about the inflection of his voice during that denial.

However, I could never confront Steven or seek an apology because I 

would’ve looked like “the village idiot.”

But I didn’t need a label to tell me that I was mistreated. What he did was 

cruel. Players are manipulative, and thinking he got an ego boost from my crush 

wasn’t unrealistic. Most people enjoy attention. Regardless of my crush, I never 

had as many problems with a friend like I did with Steven.

Going shopping with someone doesn’t dictate a person’s sexuality. But 

Steven made the most effort with going to the Livingston Mall during freshman 

year. I mean, remembering the last time a straight guy suggested a shopping trip 

with another guy was a little difficult to remember.

Steven also complimented my various hair colors/styles/ and my 

sunglasses, which was unnecessary because I didn’t need phony praises. I just 

needed a friend.

Not knowing if an interaction with someone is all a lie is a damning thought. 

Thinking Steven was a genuine friend would have been nice-if only for a fleeting 

moment. But that was doubtful since his actions were always contradictory. 

Whether he realized it or not, Steven just didn’t waste my time. He wasted his 

time too. Although the universe does have a sick sense of humor, which means 

Steven could reappear at the most inconvenient time and say, “Why haven’t you 

been texting me?”
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Bio: Chris Bedell's previous publishing credits include essays on Thought Catalog, 

short stories on the online literary magazines: Crab Fat Literary Magazine, Short-

story.me, Quail Bell Magazine, Abbreviate Journal, Pidgeonholes Magazine, 

Chicago Literati, The Vignette Review, and Foliate Oak Literary Magazine, while 

his creative nonfiction personal essays have been published on Inklette Magazine, 

Sprout Magazine, and Entropy Magazine. The writing podcast-The Drunken 

Odyssey published one of his hybrid creative nonfiction personal essays/book 

reviews. More recently, he became a blog writer for Moledro Magazine and 

graduated with a BA in Creative Writing from Fairleigh Dickinson University. Chris 

is pursuing an MFA in Creative and Professional Writing at William Paterson 

University.
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Angels of Difference by Stephen Mead

Angels, in the mid-1980s, started to have a real resurgence.  At least 

that’s how it seems to me, but perhaps I was too daft to notice that they’d never 

gone elsewhere in the first place.  I’m not sure if having been raised Roman 

Catholic has anything to do with my interest in them, though I suppose it does.  

Still, they are quite prevalent in many religions, and it is that ecumenical appeal 

which is also a boon.  That and the fact that they are naturally miraculous, 

naturally magical, and a wonderful source for fantasy.  

It is the idea of their omniscience, however, mixed with an endless 

merciful compassion that attracts me the most.  As opposed to having 

superhuman powers, I imagine them as being powerfully humane.  They are great 

invisible confidantes and supreme listeners.  Their skin is that of litmus, their 

minds, that of telepaths.  They are the detectors of nuance, the interpreters of 

subtlety and silence.  Their sensitivity surrounds them as a nimbus, their very 

eyes; antennae.  They are full of terrible knowledge but refrain from judging, 

being neutral with a higher wisdom, one of absolute loving and peace, a peace 

not apart from pain, for they believe all is a message of learning.  They also have 

the capacity of great gut felt laughter, for as guardians they remain witnesses to 

every folly and foible.

In my apartment, as in society, angels come in all kinds of shapes and sizes, 

from pins to statues to even a hand welded brass candle holder.  Yes, there are 

cherubs, but mostly the seraphim here are adults.  Cherubs are too Bobbsey Twin-

ish for me, plus it would be disconcerting to discover they can speak like walking 
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encyclopedias.  I prefer a more earthly concept as far as divine deities go, that 

they are just mainly full of common sense and good will.  I mean, if a soul is 

feeling particularly wretched, a lecture is not as helpful as, say, giving enough rest 

to replenish the nerve needed to go to the grocery store.

Of all the different iconic images I have of them in print form, be it cards depicting 

renaissance works or more modern takes, my favorite angel piece hangs in the 

hall right before my bedroom.  It was given to me by a dear friend nearly a year 

ago for my 40th birthday.  It is a collage she’d been working on for quite a while, 

adding bits, taking away bits, putting bits back, letting time and patience weave 

what the end results would be.  Such ability to not force a project strikes me as 

angelic in itself, and this great calm shows in the work.

The entire sixteen by twenty inch canvas board is actually quite dense, 

layered with different off-white shades of parchment.  All edges of these are torn 

but smoothed to a powdery paper mache.  In a circular motion, various parts of a 

maroon rose, both petals and stem, float across the surface plane, while from the 

depths, three different sets of angels come to the foreground.  It’s as if each is 

appearing through a shifting fog wall, making a separate entrance or giving a 

glimpse to private scenes.  Some carry instruments and are conferring on the 

notes.  Another group is huddled over a scroll, their wings in mid-twitch with a 

certain energetic concentration of thought.  The last walks with a child who has a 

satchel and a wooden staff.  Above them is a single star.
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Funny, suddenly Sister Wendy comes to mind, the radiant nun in full habit 

from Public TV, Sister Wendy and her wonderful international museum tours 

bringing great works of art to her audience.  In no way do I resemble Sister 

Wendy, being grace-fallen and deciding to hang around for the heck of it, but I 

hope there’s been some sense of a spiritual journey on these pages nevertheless.  

Certainly when I look at my friend’s angel collage, that journey is the picture I see.

Bio: A resident of NY, Stephen Mead is a published artist, writer, maker of short-

collage films and sound-collage downloads. His latest P.O.D. amazon release is an 

art-text hybrid, "According to the Order of Nature (We too are Cosmos Made)", a 

work which takes to task the words which have been used against LGBT folks from 

time immemorial. In 2014 he began a webpage to gather links of his poetry being 

published in such zines as Great Works, Unlikely Stories, Quill & Parchment, etc., 

in one place:  Poetry on the Line, Stephen Mead For "Bracken", his illustrated 

fractured fairy tale book "Tree Companions" might be of particular interest.
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What Mattered by Pam Munter

The whole thing had mattered too much, of course, as I knew it would.  

I can only write this after consuming a half bottle of Italian red. It puts me 

in close touch with the motley nature of my life history in a way that daylight and 

sobriety evade. As a rule, alcohol is not necessary for me to experience the 

intensity of the losses. It’s with me almost daily. I think about relationships that 

are long gone, futile attempts to fulfill the dreams of the past, the reality that 

there’s not much left in here that’s important. Waging war against that certainty, I 

construct activities and events that convince me that meaning is present or 

attainable. I email friends, go to plays, finish off the relentless to-do lists, exercise 

every morning. It’s low amplitude, bare bones living – under the radar and off the 

grid.

The marriage is a distant memory, though with increasing introspective 

synthesis I’m convinced its demise had my fingerprints all over it. The more 

meaningful relationship that caused me to rethink my sexuality has morphed into 

something I hardly recognize. The dreams and goals of my earlier years have been 

approximated, if not achieved. I have a phantasmagorical wall of merit badges, 

achievements from an interesting life lived with calculated risk-taking. And I guess 

that’s enough. The truth is, I don’t feel I have much of a future, at least not one 

running on high octane.  The dreams have been fulfilled, the passion 

extinguished.

The late urbane actor George Sanders wrote three suicide notes before he 

died from an overdose of Nembutal, but their singular essence was that he was 

pulling the plug because he was bored. He’d been there, done that, as the 
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yawning cliché goes. I remember reading that and it attached to me like an 

engram. I was 29, drowning in a marriage fed by denial and my occasionally 

frenetic attempts to control another person’s intransigent personality disorder. 

Each day seemed to bring a new challenge – the shoplifting, the drug use, the 

affairs. Even with all this psychological noise, Sanders’ notes resonated like an 

automated message repeater. I am not suicidal even in my worst moments, but I 

can appreciate his paradoxical urgency to depart out of a sense of ennui.  

Just as easily, I can understand why jazz/cabaret singer Susannah McCorkle 

would leap from her apartment window in New York City, fifteen stories off the 

ground. I never met Sanders, but I saw Susannah perform and I was 

instantaneously smitten. The Oak Room in the famed Algonquin Hotel is a cozy 

room that often housed singing legends, an oddly-shaped, darkened room with 

the audience on either side of the performer as well as directly in front. The 

tables have little lamps on them, just like in the movies of the ‘30s and ‘40s. The 

stage, such as it is, is only elevated by perhaps a foot, creating an intimate setting. 

The singer is not more than 20-30 feet away from the farthest patron.  

When her show was over, I waited to speak to her. I felt oddly compelled to 

make a connection. I waited in line on stage until the last of her fans had 

departed.

“Hi.  I’m Pam Munter. I enjoyed your show very much. Do you travel?”

She laughed. “Sure. Where are we going?” I loved her light, almost 

flirtatious comeback.

“I’m helping a friend put together a cabaret series in Portland. I wonder if 

you’d be interested.”

“Sounds wonderful. Let me get you my manager’s card.”
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“Thanks. Hope we can work something out. It would be good to hear you 

sing again.”

I didn’t wait. She had three CDs out and I bought them all, listening, 

studying, appreciating the style.

We emailed once in a while over the next year. Just a week or so before she 

propelled herself into the air over the street, I had invited her to my own opening 

at the Oak Room. With karmic irony, it was the place I had seen her perform and 

had fallen under her spell. I suppose I had hoped she would fall under mine, too. 

She was tall, thin, blonde and soft spoken but not the kind of person who would 

stand out in a crowd. Her singing voice was not perfect; it was a little croaky, sort 

of like mine. She was awkward on stage, vulnerable, accessible. I admired that. In 

contrast, I was glib, rehearsed, sardonic. Her press agent, who was also mine, 

attributed her leap to her canceled record deal with Concord and the fact that the 

booker for the Algonquin, the much-feared Arthur Pomposello, had not renewed 

her contract to play the Oak Room after many successful seasons there.  

Even at a journeymen level, performing in show biz requires help from 

others – a myriad team of teachers, coaches, directors, musical directors, 

musicians, graphic artists, public relations people. To my ultimate disappointment 

and contrary to my very nature, I knew that I could not do this by myself. To be 

dependent is to be vulnerable and inevitably disenchanted, if not wounded. My 

experience with this is not unique and I can only assume Susannah had similarly 

unforeseen disappointments.

She jumped practically on the eve of my debut in that very Oak Room. The 

phone rang out its insistently jazzy notes as I walked along W. 44th street on my 

way home from rehearsal. It was my press agent.
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“I just heard Susannah McCorkle is dead.”

I stopped so quickly a man in a black leather jacket crashed into the back of 

my legs.

“Oh, no. What happened?”

“She jumped out of her apartment high rise.”

“What? When?” Why did I need to know that? It was something to say, 

some reaction other than the shock that had stopped me cold.

“Last night. She left a note.”

I knew he had worked with her for a year or so.

“I’m sorry, Bryan.”

There was no grief in his voice, just the urgency that came from doing his 

job, the last task he would ever perform for her.  

“I need to contact the press and put out a story. The phone will be ringing 

like crazy in just a few minutes. I gotta go.”

Susannah and I had met in person only briefly, after that first show. I was 

still trying to set up the cabaret series in Portland but nothing was firm. Though 

this conversation and others via email were hardly personal, I could see perhaps 

way too much about what was going on inside. I could hear it in her choice of 

songs, her phrasing, could see it in her persona on stage and off. She apparently 

had no other life besides performing and, as we all later learned, a relentless 

history of depressive episodes. I understood that, too. Melancholy has been a 

longstanding and constant companion; we walk hand-in-hand as intimates even 

through the triumphs. It’s never far away. And obviously it wasn’t far enough 

away from her.
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It has been sixteen years now since I appeared at the Oak Room, the place 

in which I wanted so much to see her face in the audience - more than the 

luminaries who were there. I knew the minute my first show had ended that I 

had, too. Not that I had been an embarrassment but that I hadn’t been good 

enough – for me. It’s an indefinable criterion, one not amenable to description. 

And perhaps that’s what got to her, too. It wasn’t the pain of others’ rejection. 

She had failed herself. I knew all too well how that feels.

After my encore, I made a quick curtain speech - thanked people, 

acknowledged the celebrities, walked off the stage and out into the crowded 

hotel lobby amid milling strangers oblivious to my presence. I stood there for a 

minute, alone, contemplating what I had just learned about myself when my 

director came out to the lobby to get me so I could accept people’s 

congratulations inside.

In that existential moment, I walked away from what I had wanted almost 

more than anything. I did another series of shows in another venue in Manhattan 

before the plug was pulled but I already knew. Just as she probably knew long 

before she stood, perhaps hesitatingly, on that sill. The knowing is like an 

unimaginable weight on the soul. The difference between us was that I opted to 

endure the pain in the aftermath. And it was sickening, searing, life-interrupting. 

It lasted more than two years. It was a textbook anaclitic depression, the kind that 

happens when something depended upon and dearly loved walks out of your life.  

I was angry with myself, too. I had not only allowed this dream but had 

regularly fertilized it, the illusion that I could be good – better than good - on 

stage. I had traveled all over the country performing in venues, trying to learn 
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how to be better, how to meet my own expectations. The learning curve, on an 

upward slant for a long time, had flattened out before I was ready.

By the time I returned home to Oregon, I knew what I had to do. I canceled 

future engagements, fired the musicians and the flacks and the directors, all 

within ten minutes via multiple phone calls. One of my directors, trying to 

understand, said, “I hope you don’t feel as if you have failed.” If only it had been 

that bifurcatingly simple. Perhaps Susannah had trouble sorting it out, too. She 

had a lengthy track record that I didn’t have but the feelings are not that 

dissimilar. I couldn’t do it as well as I wanted or, apparently, as I needed. Did her 

internal persona lose its buoyance because of the canceled contracts? Or would it 

have happened, anyway?

The extinguishing of my lifelong passion most certainly tested my 

previously well-developed powers of resilience. People around me 

misunderstood. It was never about the fame. Nor was it related to a sense of 

perfectionism. It was about mastery, about moving up the learning curve, being 

my best self. Was it that way for her, too? Or did Pomposello inadvertently push 

her toward that ledge? I would never have let that happen. Never willing to 

delegate anything that essential, I’ve always been my own antagonist, the 

taskmaster with the whip and the scorecard, comparing myself to myself, the 

worst and most insatiable competitor imaginable.

Some days it doesn’t seem like it has been that long since I stopped 

performing on the larger stage. As a consolation prize, I suppose, I opted for 

playing in the minor leagues for a while – forming my own band, singing with 

other groups – but I knew it was an impotent and temporary distraction. I was 
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playing on a farm team living a half-life, knowing full well it wasn’t the real deal, 

playing remote right field instead of batting cleanup.

I’ve moved on. Now I just write about show biz, about singing, about 

performing, about other singers and actors. It’s akin to being a recovering addict, 

living on synthetic methadone. One day at a time. I miss the highs when I allow it, 

all the while remembering full well the costs incurred along the way. But writing 

about it doesn’t begin to capture its addictive powers. Nor does it help the 

healing process much. As with any loss, it may diminish as it finds its place among 

the other parts of life but its power to annihilate never fades completely.

Nothing has affected me or stayed with me as long as walking away from 

the lifelong image of myself as a performer who could enchant an audience. And, 

in fairness, perhaps I did now and again. The point is I wasn’t good enough – for 

the one person who mattered the most. Nothing will ever be the same again.

Bio: Pam Munter has authored several books and a couple dozen articles, mostly 

about dead movie stars. She’s a retired clinical psychologist and former performer 

enrolled in the low-residency MFA program in Creative Writing and Writing for 

the Performing Arts at the University of California at Riverside/Palm Desert. Pam 

is working on a deconstructed memoir and short stories based on old Hollywood. 

Her essays have appeared in Manifest-Station, The Coachella Review, Lady 

Literary Review, NoiseMedium and Angels Flight—Literary West. Her play, “Life 

Without,” opened the staged reading season at Script2Stage2Screen in Rancho 

Mirage, California and was a semi-finalist in the Ebell of Los Angeles Playwriting 

Competition.



55



56

I Don’t Know You Because My Parents Are Divorced by Cristin Dora

“We didn’t know what to get you, but do you like it?”

There were seemingly a million gifts under the lit tree. They were stacked 

and reaching out to the fireplace all the way on the other side of the living room. 

The names on the stockings and the presents were those of the other 

grandchildren, including that of my half- brother. None of those gifts read my 

name. Except one thin box that was off to the side.

They talked about everything they got the other grand kids. The items 

ranged from CD’s of the dumb bands they liked, books of teen fiction, expensive 

toys that would make for spoiled children, and home décor with etched initials. 

They spent their whole lives with these kids and knew every single detail.

Granted, I don’t think asking a few questions about my life or my likes 

would have killed them, but seventeen years would be difficult to fit into one 

weekend.

I opened the packaging to find the dullest gray sweater. I really didn’t hate 

the gift, it was just something I would never have picked for myself. She asked if I 

liked it.

“Yes,” I said. I tried to muster enthusiasm, a smile, and as much gratitude as 

I possibly could when I answered her. She happily excepted this response. I 

deserved an Oscar for that one-word performance.
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In all honesty, the sweater wasn’t too hideous. The fabric was of a gray 

colored knit and not the soft kind of knit either. The kind of material that was 

hard and itchy. With all those loose-knitted holes, the cold air would easily reach 

my skin.

I thanked them again and they went to bed, early this time because their 

other grandchildren would arrive in the morning. In dim light, I sat on their 

leather couch for a long time after, holding that sweater.

Bio: Cristin Dora loves her cat and her kid. She reads, she writes, she watches 

embarrassing amounts of Three's Company. Cristin currently serves as the 

Content Coordinator at Superstition Review.



58

Oracle by Bill Vernon

"You're not the man you used to be," says the face in the mirror. Not the first 

time he's said it either, but thinking of the day ahead makes me realize that my 

daily six-mile walk this afternoon is too unpleasant to contemplate. Painful 

spasms in my head, arms, neck, hips, and legs scream at me to forget it. Further 

inventory: There's a gathering soreness in my throat. Sinus congestion. Weakness, 

lack of energy or interest in anything. I'm sick, or getting sick, and I'm just about 

ready to admit it.

My world collapses into a critical pile of self-concern. Applying immediate 

antidotes kills the next hour. I take three 200 mg capsules of Ibuprofen, gargle 

salty, warm water, then try to eat my usual breakfast of toast with raspberry jam, 

plus a bowl of raisin bran with sugar in 2percent milk. I finish the toast, but I spit 

out the first bite of cereal: tasteless, lumpy pieces of cardboard. I dump the 

bowlful into the drain that has the disposal. Then the pot of fresh coffee follows. 

Imagining the taste of coffee makes me nauseous. 

But I have some will power and know you have to eat so I heat up the 

perennial cure, a bowl of chicken noodle soup, crush in some Ritz crackers, suck 

the goop down, clean up the dishes, and go back to the mirror for another check-

up. Everything I felt going wrong when I first got up feels the same now. Sure 

enough there are the baggy eyes and the vapid, pale face. A sudden throb spikes 

through the right side of my head, forcing me to close my eyes and hunch my 

shoulder until it passes. 
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An emergency alarm goes off and shrieks. Maybe this is it, the last illness, 

the start of the end. Immediately I call my doctor's office and make an 

appointment for as soon as possible.

Four hours later, in the early afternoon, a nurse measures my height while I 

stand on a scale. This procedure 10 years ago proved that I was shrinking, no 

longer six feet tall, down nearly two inches. Today, I expect to have lost at least 

another inch, but no, my physique is still holding about a quarter inch over 5'10". 

However, my weight, the nurse says like an accusation, has gone up—10 pounds 

since my last visit, meaning I'm 25 pounds too heavy. 

"That's with my clothes on," I say. My shoes and coat and heavy pants must 

weigh about 10 pounds. 

"It's all right. No problem." The nurse pats my arm the way my mother used 

to do. 

I wish her all-right was true, but obesity is obesity. My non-breakfast earlier 

comes to mind. Maybe this sickness will start me on a diet, let me lose a few 

pounds, as would happen with my wife, who loses her appetite when she's sick. I, 

though, tend to spend idle, diseased time snacking. I cough, cover my mouth, 

hunch over with the effort, and give up the idea of a diet during this illness. 

There's not a bit of strength in me to resist anything, especially a tasty treat. It's 

the only real pleasure available to a man in my condition.

"We'll put you in this room on your right today," the nurse says, opening a 

door.

In the examination room, she forces me to recite the drugs that daily keep 

me close to normal, checks my blood pressure and temperature, then, finally, lets 

me sum up the problems I'm having. 
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Fifteen minutes later, I'm dragged through all these facts again for the 

doctor, who doesn't seem to listen during my narration. He's looking down, 

reading an electronic version of the data as the nurse recorded them. He doesn't 

look up at me until my recitation of symptoms ends. Then, after a significant 

pause, apparently to get my bundle of information straight in his mind, he probes 

more closely, using shiny a metallic, rubber- or plastic-tipped probe with a light 

peering into my ears, mouth, and nose. 

"Ah ha." He stands farther away from me, lays down his tools, crosses his 

arms, and then because he's chosen the superior position, standing up while I'm 

sitting on the edge of the examination table, he stares down at me as if I'm some 

kind of specimen.

So is it settled? He must have figured it out, but he's smiling. Why? Is what I 

have trivial? Something he thinks I'm imagining? Something serious but he's trying 

to relax me? I say, "What is it? What's wrong with me?"

His smile widens. "A Virus. You just have a common cold."

Oh no. I was afraid he'd say that. Doctors are on a rampage nowadays of 

not prescribing antibiotics to avoid the development of what newspapers call 

Superbugs, germs that can resist antibiotics. Problem is, I can't leave here without 

a prescription for an antibiotic. I need to have that treatment available.

So I remind him of how I almost lost my left eye two years ago because of 

an undiagnosed maxillary sinus infection. He'd called that a cold as well. I describe 

what happened in case he's forgotten how it affected my nerves. The whole left 

side of my face collapsed. I still have less feeling there than normal, and my upper 

gums are still numb on the left side as if they're slowly recovering from a shot of 

Novocain. The Emergency Room and three day's stay in the Miami Valley Hospital 
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saved the eye. That was fun. I think it only cost something like 18,000 dollars per 

night. Thank God for insurance.

I look up to show him the pain in my eyes and say, "I mean are you sure 

there's no bacterial infection in a sinus? Isn't it true that you can't see into the 

sinuses by just looking into the nose like you did?" Some other doctor told me 

that during the near-blinding incident. 

My doctor nods, turns away, sits down at the computer again, and this time 

keyboards into it. Without explaining anything, playing the game Me Scientist, 

You Guinea Pig.

Watching him, I notice his laptop's on a handy arrangement, a shelf that 

rests back against the walls in a corner but swings out to him as needed. 

Something like that would work in my typing room, but I doubt it's strong enough 

to hold the weight of my arm leaning on it, as I'd do. After several minutes of 

deliberate silence, the doctor swings the contraption back against the wall, 

stands, takes a pad of paper from a counter below a white cabinet, then writes 

something on the top sheet, which he rips out and hands to me. 

"A prescription for an antibiotic in case you feel worse, like if your 

temperature goes way up. I know you're a special case and we don't want to risk 

complications, but don't fill that prescription until conditions worsen. Okay?"

All right! Exactly what I need. I try to read his indecipherable scribbling. 

Accidents must happen because of handwriting such as his. At the CVS pharmacy, 

I'll have to be sure to read the medicine bottle's printed description when I get it 

to be sure it's the right stuff.

Of course there's really no question that I'll get the prescription filled. The 

only question is if I'll actually use the medicine now, for whatever I have this time. 
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If I get a high temperature, my throat gets real sore, vomiting develops, etc. The 

nurse claimed I had no temperature, but my cheeks feel hot as I enter my car. 

Anyway, it's good to have a store of antibiotics on hand. I am aware of the 

dangers of overusing antibiotics, but my doctor is off the next three days and 

contacting him about it during that time, when I might need it most, would be 

awkward and maybe impossible. I could be dead by next Monday, but he likes 

long weekends so he's off tomorrow (every Friday, I know his schedule) and the 

weekend. Actually, he's leaving the decision to use the prescription up to me, and 

that strikes me as an adult, trusting thing to do.

I drive directly to the pharmacy, get the medicine, drive home, go inside, 

and see what the mirror has to say. It says that I look pale, ashen, ghostly white. 

My forehead is faintly moist and shining and feels hot against the back of my 

hand. My throat is scratchy when I swallow. I take my temperature, a nice digital 

thermometer that beeps and shows a read-out within a few seconds of placement 

under the tongue. Yes, my temp IS up: 100.2 degrees.

The doctor said to start the medicine only if I feel worse, which I do. I'm 

exhausted. The trip out of the house to the doctor and the strip mall's pharmacy 

have taken what little strength I had. So I read the directions on the bottle and 

begin a course of self-medication. Now I'm going to get into bed and sleep until 

my wife returns home from work. Maybe she'll fix me something decent for 

supper.

Bio: Bill Vernon served in the United States Marine Corps, studied English 

literature, then taught it. Writing is his therapy, along with exercising outdoors 

and doing international folkdances. Five Star Mysteries published his novel OLD 
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TOWN, and his poems, stories and nonfiction have appeared in a variety of 

magazines and anthologies.
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A Casserole Primer OR A Life as Told in Casseroles by Susan Lago

Meat and Cheese Casserole

Once a week, we’d have Meat and Cheese Casserole. Let’s say it’s Thursday. 

It’s Thursday and after school, I let myself into the house with the key I 

wear around my neck. I throw my bookbag in the corner and reach for the jar of 

Skippy. While licking peanut butter off a spoon, I look over the list of chores left 

for me by my stepmother. One of those chores, those Thursday chores, is to 

prepare the ingredients for her famous Meat and Cheese Casserole.

Let me just say this about my stepmother: she is only a little bit evil. After 

all, I am my father’s thirteen-year-old daughter and not exactly non-evil myself. I 

am frizzy brown hair, braces, glasses, and awkward as hell. She, on the other 

hand, is tall and thin and has swingy auburn hair. At eleven years my father’s 

junior, she’s too young to be a mother figure, but too old to be a big sister. She 

has a nutmeg spray of freckles across her nose; I have clusters of acne across my 

forehead. I like to read; she likes to make hook rugs and needlepoint pillows. She 

makes lists of chores and I secretly eat peanut butter out of the jar with a spoon.

So, on to the casserole. First, I brown a pound-and-a-half of ground beef in 

a skillet. I then pour off the liquid fat into a jar kept specially for that purpose. I 

cook the macaroni; seven minutes instead of the full ten as detailed on the 

package. When my stepmother arrives home, she changes out of her work 

clothes, usually an A-line skirt paired with a solid color T or a sweater, depending 

on the season. She then mixes up the magic: Velveeta cheese, a jar of tomato 

sauce, the cooked beef, and the macaroni. Into a casserole dish it goes and then 

the oven! By the time my father comes home, dinner is ready. My stepmother 
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pulls our portable black-and-white TV on its rolling cart up to the table and we sit 

down to wait for her to load the plates with the steaming mixture. Before sitting 

down, she wipes the counters with a square of Bounty, and then the kitchen floor 

with a fresh square. By the time she takes her seat, the food isn’t steaming 

anymore, but it’s still pretty good. 

Tuna Noodle Casserole

The beauty of Tuna Noodle Casserole is that it can be served as leftovers for 

one, or even, two, evening meals. Once a week, let’s say Monday, my not-so-evil 

stepmother boils up some egg noodles, rinses them in cold water, and then mixes 

them with a can of tuna, and—now, this is the “glue” that runs through many of 

these 1970s one dish meals—a can of Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom Soup. She 

adds milk and a bag of frozen green peas and pops that sucker into the oven. In 

less than an hour, we have a piping hot plate of tunafish!

Because of the nature of Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom Soup, by Night 

Two, the leftover casserole reaches the height of its magical blend of flavors: the 

soup having found its true purpose by congealing around the peas, the edges of 

the noodles browned and hardened to knife-edge sharpness, and the tuna? The 

tuna’s aluminum can nuttiness has expanded and blossomed into a bouquet of 

fishy piquancy. 

Sometimes, if we’re lucky, the casserole can be extended to a third night. 

On this occasion, the leftovers reach their true potential. The mass is solid now, 

the separate ingredients not easy to distinguish. “It’s a little dry,” my father might 

point out, clearing his throat and taking another sip from his glass of Fresca. To 



66

which my stepmother might respond: “I don’t know what you’re talking about. 

Tastes fine to me.”

Did I mention we have a clean your plate rule in my house? It really only 

applies to me since I am the only child residing there, as do other rules, such as 

“children should be seen and not heard” and “speak only when spoken to.” Those 

nights, the Nights of the Epiphany of Tuna Noodle Casserole, I eat as quickly as I 

can. The only thing worse than Night Three is cold Night Three whereby the Tuna 

Noodle Casserole has evolved past its intended purpose as food into something 

else, something solid and immutable and iconic.

Extra Special Once-A-Year Thanksgiving Green Bean Casserole

Although Tuna Noodle Casserole can live on long after its initial creation, 

paradoxically my stepmother is not a believer in Thanksgiving leftovers. She 

makes exactly enough for the number of people present at Thanksgiving dinner, 

usually four: me, my father, my stepmother, and my stepmother’s mother, which 

I guess makes her my step-grandmother. There are exactly four servings of 

mashed potatoes. There are four bowls filled with salad: iceberg lettuce, diced 

celery, and some carrot slices. There is a small, neat turkey, stuffed with enough 

stuffing for each of us to have a spoonful. And there are four servings of Green 

Bean Casserole, the star vegetable of the meal.

The main ingredient? That’s right: Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom Soup. 

This she mixes with thawed frozen green beans and milk, and bakes in its Pyrex 

dish at 350 degrees for about half-an-hour. The topping is what really makes this 

dish so special though: French’s French Fried Onions. They come in a can and I 

could eat the whole thing, but snacking between meals is another one of the 
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house rules that cannot be broken, not even on Thanksgiving Day when there is 

no lunch and dinner is served at the weird hour of four o’clock. Not an onion, not 

a cracker, not a spoonful of Skippy. What this means is that by the time we sit 

down to dinner, I’m so hungry, I could eat the whole bowl of mashed potatoes, 

devour the Green Bean Casserole, even take more than my allotted slice of jellied 

cranberry sauce, still charmingly in the shape of the can from which it has slid. 

One Thanksgiving—I’m about fifteen—I had recently declared myself to be 

a vegetarian. The clean-the-plate rule has turned me against the tough-to-chew 

steak, the cheesy meat casserole that sits in my stomach like a wad of soggy 

paper towels. Since my stepmother doles out the food, the plate I have to clean is 

not filled to my portion size preference. Often I excuse myself (another rule) and 

go to the half bath off the kitchen to spit half-chewed meat into the toilet. Some I 

manage to get rid of under the guise of wiping my mouth with my napkin, which I 

then tuck under the edge of my plate. The rest I just have to power through. Until, 

that is, I turn fifteen and decide that I am the one to decide what food goes into 

my mouth. 

That year, the vegetarian year, my stepmother has tried something new, 

she tells us, smiling down the table. She’s mixed all the Thanksgiving dishes with 

gravy! 

“Even the mashed potatoes? Even the Green Bean Casserole?” I ask.

“Of course!” she sparkles. 

My father, starving, has already started in on his slice of white meat.  

“Don’t be so picky,” he says to me. “You’ll eat what’s put before you in this 

house.”
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My stepmother smiles. “Mmmmmmm,” she says, taking a bite of gravy 

laden potatoes. “Isn’t this delicious, dear?” she says to my father.

He’s too far gone into his own carefully apportioned meal to answer.

I leave the table and go into the kitchen. I may not have excused myself. 

When I come back, I’m holding the peanut butter sandwich that will be my 

dinner. Not even my step-grandmother comments.

Stovetop Casseroles

While my stepmother favored one-dish meals that were baked in the oven 

and held together with the space age science of Velveeta or Campbell’s, my 

mother went to a whole other culinary place. Never one for anti-feminist, 

patriarchy-driven wifely pursuits such as cooking, my mother bought the newly 

released Hamburger Helper and its fishy cousin, Tuna Helper. These boxed 

preparations could go from counter to table in under thirty minutes. Both of 

these iterations were delicious. What nowadays is called comfort food, in those 

days was just called dinner.  

I spend summers with my mother in her tiny house, which sits at the end of 

a dirt road across from a lake. There is a step there, too, a stepfather, who is not 

evil at all even if he has a moustache and smokes a pipe. In those sultry mid-

Atlantic months, my mother comes home from work. She doesn’t change, but 

instead kicks off her shoes and fixes herself and my stepfather a couple of 

martinis. At some point, she makes her way into the kitchen and opens doors, 

cabinet and refrigerator. Thursday could be hot dog and beans day! It could be 

over easy eggs and corned beef hash day! But sometimes, if she’s gone to the 

supermarket and bought the necessary ingredients, it’s Hamburger Helper Day.
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Simple: Brown the ground beef in the pan. Add the flavor packet. Add sauce 

packet. Add dry noodles. Heat until bubbling. Serve. Eat. Bam. Done.

My mother clears off a space at the table by pushing aside piles of books, 

newspapers, magazines, half-full glasses of milk leftover from a previous meal, 

and we sit down to eat. Here the rules aren’t clearly stated as they are at my 

father’s house, but there are rules. For example, everyone has to tell about their 

day. My stepfather always goes first. No one can interrupt, not even my mother. 

But I get a chance to go too, to “tell my day.” Everyone has to clear off their own 

place and wash their own dishes. Sometimes the pots and pans sit in the sink for 

days until my mother remembers to check the Chore Chart hanging on the 

refrigerator. Sometimes it’s my turn, but just as often, it’s not. If I don’t feel like 

finishing my Hamburger Helper, I sneak chunks of beef to my big black dog who 

hangs close during the meal, just in case. On Hamburger Helper days, the meal is 

over, start to finish, in less than twenty minutes. A true wonder of meal 

preparation technology.

After dinner I go off somewhere to read a book. My mother and stepfather 

sit on oversized pillows and practice their TM. The dog licks the remains of 

Hamburger Helper from her muzzle.

6 Lessons of the Casserole

1. The promise of the one-dish meal is a lie. No single preparation can fulfill 

all of our needs. The balance of protein, starch, and sauce can only be achieved by 

paying attention to each one’s delicate and specific requirements. 

2. There are no easy fixes. In our efforts to save time, other things are lost: 

not only flavor and nutrition, but also nuance and collaboration. Fearlessness.
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3. Some dishes should never be served as leftovers.

4. Thanksgiving dishes must be abundant, non-sectarian, and ecumenical.

5. The binding properties of Velveeta cheese and Campbell’s Cream of 

Mushroom Soup last no more than 24 hours.

6. The hope of the casserole is unity. In its struggle to achieve perfect 

harmony, the humble casserole reminds there are no shortcuts in life.
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