
 

 

Sediments Literary-Arts 
Journal 

Issue Three 



 

 



 

 



 

 

Closet Shorts 
 Domenic Scopa 
The Playground 
 Nels Hanson 
Eat Chinese Style 
 Emily Strauss 
Her Final Days 
 Janna Vought 
Depression 
 Shawn LaSota 
But When I Sing 
 Dr. Ernest Williamson III 
good guys 
 Kate LaDew 
Foreign Correspondent 
 Thomas Kearnes 
Plant City 
 Clinton Van Inman 
Kevin 
 Elizabeth Mitchell 
Refugee 
 John Tavares 
The Dangers of Dating a 
Philosopher 
 Jamie Laubacher 
Elba 
 Clinton Van Inman 
Strangers 
 Natalie Taylor 
Contributor Biographies 

7 
 

8 
 

9 
 

10 
 

12 
 

15 
 

16 
 

17 
 

23 
 

24 
 

25 
 

30 
 
 

31 
 

32 
 

36 



 

 



 

 



 

 

Domenic Scopa 

Closet Shorts 

All were moving.  
Teammates crowding Richie— 
 fetal      moaning      cradling  
  his fractured foot— 
Coaches gathered  
 with first aid supplies, combing  
  for a splint wrap.  
I accidently slide-tackled  
 Richie… 
My babysitter scolded me.  
Grass stained my soccer shorts.  
 
 
Inside my nightmares  
 my babysitter’s there      again— 
  stripping himself 
   unconsciously skillful— 
  his skinny body walking 
   window to window 
  wrenching all the curtains closed 
   so sunup will not wake us 
    prematurely 
     
    He kills the lights— 
Turning them on I 
 pray 
  he will not show me how  
   to stroke the way that  
    gets him off.  
 
 
The soccer shorts  
 are still crumpled  
  in the closet’s corner  
   where the babysitter  
    tossed them— 
years after he took me 
 I am still afraid  
  to see them.  
 
Old friends question  
what happened to Richie… 



 

 

Nels Hanson 

The Playground 

God Isn’t, Is, philosophers’  
old dilemma children learn  
from tearing petals from a   
cabbage rose. Bones yearn   
at last for darkness, Spirit   
for light and rocking seesaw   
refuses balance in between,   
carpenters’ bubble trapped   
in a level. We climb slide’s   
tall ladder, rush down to rise   
again, swing high almost to   
one cloud, arc always back   
at land. Next we flap arms    
for wings but feet like heavy   
centaur’s hooves still strike  
the patient ground. And so   
we try the row of rings, legs   
dangling in air, both hands   
grasping halfway to heaven.   
An instant the round world   
will tilt and horizontal feign   
the vertical – for two breaths    
ascending line of O’s leads   
straight to paradise. We race  
to outrun racing wind, leave   
our chasing shadows bound   
to Earth forever, like circling   
birds now well aloft aiming  
hard at the yellow-gold sun.  



 

 

Emily Strauss 

Eat Chinese Style 

Remember you are not the Emperor   
peasant beneath the dirt— you will eat rice   
day and night, if you're lucky green leaves   
from the field, every morsel of the pig—  
you will eat before dawn on the edge of the paddy  
standing or squatting, legs spread to miss  
falling grains, spat-out bones well-chewed,   
chicken skulls, fishes' backbone—   
fill your cheeks full,   
teeth rotted, black, missing,   
suck the marrow  
noisily in satisfaction— eat fast, this is not pleasure  
but necessity, any talk superfluous as the rice bowl  
brought to the lips is shoveled empty into the open  
mouths, children still skeletal, gaunt, round eyes  
follow every moving chopstick.  
 
Now you have been dragged into a modern world  
and you still eat in great shoveling mouthfuls  
intently, silently, legs splayed, feet resting on a stool   
or squatting— the bowl still white with piled rice,   
now with a higher class of vegetables from a store,  
still sucking fish heads  
chicken feet  
pig knuckles  
pork fat stewed with peanuts,   
still short, wiry bodies instinctively grasping a hoe,   
trotting with double-poled baskets dancing   
to your quick steps, the shoulders rounded   
with thick callouses though you may ride a train now   
to an office on a street, in a city, lunch still a fast bowl of rice  
meat, rice, vegetable— no you are not the Emperor  



 

 

Janna Vought 

Her Final Days  

She scrubbed bathroom tiles, swept  and  
vacuumed floors, polished furniture with  
lemon oil—never satisfied. She taught me 
to be nice, polite, never speak out of turn,  
wear a smile that was never your own, her  
only daughter, fellow sinner. 
 
 
I swore to never be like her, fight  
the progression, yet I became my  
mother's daughter, house- wife,  
married to a house, 
 
 
woman working  
woman working 
 
a slave to her home. 
 
Time passed, days wound down.  
Into her bedroom I go. My mother,  
crumpled 
wrinkled body, jelly brain, vein lace covers 
yellowed skin stretched thin as brittle parchment  
paper, breath choked with gravel, heavy from years  
of smoking. Old woman trapped inside her ghost  
flesh— dying. I can do nothing for her but pray. 
 
 
I ease her into the shower,  flaccid breasts  
slump against her ribs, soap her back  
freckled from years of water skiing and sun  
bathing. She sighs. Just the two of us, 
alone inside this familiar silence, never  
much to say. 
 
 
I dress her in her favorite nightgown  
budding with pink roses, brush what  
remains of her silver threads of hair. She  
smiles, "They're coming to take me 
home soon." 



 

 

 
We sit in vinyl chairs 
 
 
in the kitchen, sip from steaming mugs of  
chamomile tea, her mind absent from her body,  
Mother Memory missing: daysweeksmonthsyears  
Chernobyl's medication cooked her skin, brain,  
and liver. 

 
I spoke to the funeral home today. The director  
asked what color were her eyes. I can't  
remember. Her favorite pantsuit matches the  
lipstick I picked out for her at the drugstore  
yesterday—Perfectly Pink. She'll look beautiful.   
How should I have them style her hair? What  
photo 
 
 
 should I send to the newspaper? 
 
She took the train at midnight, left  
me here, 
 
alone. 
 
She packed pieces  of her life,  
folded them neatly into her soul.  
White wings reached down, 
and clasped her hand  to help  
her climb aboard. A kiss  
goodbye, a wave.  Time 
ceased. Sweet release. 
 
 
Mother died last night in her bed, arms  
outstretched beside her, dreams unrealized 



 

 

Shawn LaSota 

Depression 

 “I guess you heard about Jane, right? Shocked the hell outta me when I heard about it.”  
 “Yeah.”  
 “Never woulda expected it. Not from her in a million years. Course I didn’t know her all that well in the end. 

To tell you the truth, I can’t remember all that much about her except that she used to wear those tight pink under-
shirts. Didn’t matter what she was wearing over it, but she was always wearing that pink. She said they were like 
jeans or the color black. That everything went with pink on a girl and I’d have to agree. She always pulled it off well. I 
didn’t think she’d be capable of doing something like this, did you? I just can’t see her doing it.”  

 “I didn’t know her that well.”  
 “Like I said, I didn’t either towards the end. I remember her in college. Man, she was always so full of life. 

Like you hear people describe other people as being full of life all the time, but every time you hear someone say that, 
you never know what the fuck they’re talking about. But with her, man, I’m serious. You take a look at her and you 
think to yourself, fuck, she’s got things going on in her life. Why can’t I have things going on in my life like she does?”  

 “She doesn’t anymore.”  
 “Don’t be so fuckin’ insensitive. Fuck’s sake, man. She was a good girl, you know? I took her out for a drink 

once, and she was the happiest girl I’d ever seen. Full of life, like I said. She was gorgeous. I mean, she was no model, 
but beautiful all the same. Had that red hair and was able to hold a tan. She was a natural red too. Now, you know 
how rare it is for a ginger to be able to tan? She was one in a million, man. And she was so hot, or at least she had 
those amazing looking tits. Thousand guys were hitting on her and she took them all in stride.”  

 “She fucked them?”  
  “No, I mean she took it in stride like she didn’t get bent out of shape. Lotta girls get hit on and they act like 
it’s a fucking curse that they’re drop-dead gorgeous. She took it as a compliment every time. If a guy bought her a 
drink, she would be polite and drink it. She must’ve had a dozen free drinks that night because she was fuckin’ ham-
mered when we left the bar, not together, I might add, but together in that I helped her and drove her home. And if a 
guy only offered to buy her a drink, she wouldn’t lead the poor bastard on saying, ‘Oh sure, sure, buy me a drink and 
maybe you can get in my pants.’ She didn’t do shit like that. She’d say, ‘No, thank you.’ Or ‘Oh, that’s very sweet of 
you, but no.’ She was a real classy girl and I respected the hell out of her. You know how rare that is? For me to respect 
a girl? Usually, I only respect a girl to the point that I nail her, and even then it’s not really respect, but just part of the 
game. I’m just playing the game, biding my time before I fuck her and then I’m out the door and she’s worthless to 
me because there was never anything there to begin with. But Jane, shit man, she was something else. Even after we 
screwed, and I can’t remember how many times we screwed, but even after we screwed, I still stuck around because 
she was something more than I ever saw before. She still smiled around me. She didn’t get pissed off that I didn’t call 
or that I didn’t stay until morning. It was like she expected it, understood it, and was okay with it and that was sexy 
as hell.”  
 “So you did fuck her?”  
  “Well it wasn’t really fucking at the end of the day. Like when you fuck a girl, you fuck her, get done, and 
that’s it. You leave. With Jane, yeah you started fucking her, but she had a way to slow you down and be more deliber-
ate with your fucking. She turned your fucking into something more like…I don’t know…some kind of intimacy.”  

 “Wait, so you made love to her?” 
 “What? No. I’m just saying it wasn’t fucking, but it sure as shit wasn’t love. Okay? What I’m saying is that I 

would have stuck around and I did some nights. She was the sort of girl that I could see myself ending up with if it 
weren’t for all the other ass I was getting on the side. I mean, how could I pass that up, right?”  
  “So was she good?”  



 

 

 
 “Are you listening to a word I’m fucking saying? Yeah, she was good. But it wasn’t the sort of good that 
you’re thinking. She was good like forever good. She could make you feel stuff that you didn’t think was possible, 
man. She was special, and I’m not just talking about her looks. She had that personality thing that people are always 
going on about and saying that it’s so fucking important. I never really agreed with it before or since, but Jane had 
something. I just can’t see her doing something like this. Maybe I should have called her over the past year or some-
thing. Fuck, I didn’t even know she was depressed. You look at a girl like this and you would have no idea that she 
was depressed. What happened in the last year that made her so fucking down on herself that she would do it?”  
 “Maybe she lost her job.” 

 “You don’t do it because you lost your job. I don’t understand people who do this shit, I mean, yeah, I get 
down. I get depressed. We all do. I remember you telling me like last year or something that you were depressed for 
like two weeks straight. It happens.”  

 “It happens.”  
 “You wanna know what I think?”  
 “Sure.”  
 “I think depression is a pretty white thing. Like I’m not being racist, this has nothing to do with race. But 

can you name a famous black person that killed themselves?”  
 “No.”  
 “Neither can I. But white people, sure, no problem. You got David Foster Wallace, Jack London, Sylvia Plath, 

Hunter S. Thompson.”  
 “Kurt Cobaine.”  

  “Right, and that’s just hitting the fucking tip of the goddamn iceberg. And what do they all have in com-
mon?”  
 “They were all tortured souls or artists?”  
  “They were all white. That’s it. They’re white and Jane was white. You and I, we get depressed and we’re 
white. And I think the reason is because no one was around in history to kill off the depressed white people. Think 
about it, you know how in those commercials it says that depression is genetic? Well think about this. In America, 
how many genocides against white people have there been that you can think of? I may be off on this, but think of 
this. When whites brought  Africans over to be our slaves, there might have been a depressed one or two in the 
bunch. How do you think white farm owners treated their depressed slaves? If the slave was depressed and just 
fucking along doing half-assed farm tilling or cotton picking or whatever the fuck slaves were doing back then, then 
the farmer probably beat the slave to death just for working so fucking slow. Now, I’m no doctor, but if you’re a dead 
slave, you can’t really fuck other slaves and have depressed slave babies. But all the happy-go-lucky slaves are all 
singing and jangling, playing the fuckin spoons on the porch; they’re happy and fuckin like rabbits making more 
singing and spoon playing slaves. So it’s not survival of the fittest anymore, but survival of the happiest. But if you 
were a depressed white guy, you weren’t getting beaten to death by a fuckin land owner. Instead, you wrote some 
shitty poetry and people paid you a ton to read it. Other white depressed girls wanted to fuck you and bear your de-
pressed babies. So there is suddenly a fuckin influx of depressed white people because it’s so fuckin attractive to be 
white and depressed.”  
  “My white guilt needs to donate to an all-negro college fund.”  
  “Fuck off. I’m just saying that white people seem to have a monopoly on depression. When was the last time 
you saw a Zoloft commercial or Prozac and there was a black person in the commercial?  I can’t remember a time.”  
  “What does this have to do with Jane?”  
  “I’m just saying that she was probably destined to do it because of the color of her skin. This is our white 
guilt finally taking revenge or something. We kill thousands of blacks and Indians and now we’re going to feel 
fuckin bad about it forever.”  
  “They prefer to be called Native Americans.”  
  “Fuck off. What do you know about what they prefer to be called? I prefer to be called ‘Big Dick Dave,’ but 
you don’t hear anyone calling me that. So fuck ‘em.” He takes a drag off of his cigarette. “It’s just on my mind, man. 



 

 

 
Every time I stop to think, all I see is her wearing that damn pink undershirt thing. And that was tight too. I saw her in 
those without the over shirts and damn, you couldn’t believe her tits were that nice. She had an awesome body. Gorgeous. 
Full of life too, and you know how much I think that adjective phrase is bullshit, but it’s true. When you think back on the 
way life could have been, you just get blown away by the thought, you know? She’s what could have been for me. We got 
along great. We would have done well together. You know how I feel about redheads. And here, I didn’t even know she was 
depressed. I should have called her. Three weeks ago, before any of this shit, I found a letter that she had written me in col-
lege. It was when we were going hot and steady and all. We were starting to feel something for each other and I didn’t want 
to admit it because like I said, I had all this fine ass on the side, but I’d be lying if I didn’t feel something for her akin to 
what some people might call love. She wrote me this letter and it had a bunch of jumble in it, like shit that doesn’t matter, 
but in one of the lines, in the middle of a paragraph, she said that she could see a future with me, she loves that future, and 
she thinks, in that future she loves me. See, she didn’t say that she loved me, but that she could love me in the future. But 
me, I was too young and fuckin stupid to really think about the future, so of course I freaked, fucked two girls, and com-
pletely put her in my rearview. I think I broke her heart. I never done that before. I sat there thinking for a really long time 
with that letter in my hand, thinking about what could have been, or at least I think I did. After a while, I folded the letter 
back up and put it away and pushed all thoughts about calling her out of my head. She wouldn’t remember me. That’s what 
I told myself. She’s probably changed. I’ve changed. There’s no way we could make it work again. I told myself all of this 
bullshit because I was still too stupid and immature to think of a possible future in which she was involved. She saw the 
future with me. I bet it was nothing like this.”  

“Sure. You want another drink?”  
“No. I think I’m going to go home. I don’t feel so upbeat anymore.”  



 

 

Dr. Ernest Williamson III 

But When I Sing 



 

 

Kate LaDew 

good guys 

that he’d like it was obvious  
it had nothing to do with who or what he was doing it to   
a physical response, like breathing  
and it was so easy just to like it  
be young and drunk and not think beyond that  
maneuver the next day to the ready explanation  
so wasted, so fun, wasn’t it?  
and her, alone, inevitably suffering the looks and whispers like a movie,   
everything seemed to be happening to someone else  
until she pressed the blue black bruises in places only she could see  
because it wouldn’t occur to someone like him he was at all in the wrong,   
he was at all being selfish—   
but what really erupted the maddening clutches of vengeance  
vengeance, like a movie  
how adamantly defensive he’d be without saying a word   
having no hand in it, owing nothing for how he made her suffer.  
 
he was really such a good guy.  



 

 

Thomas Kearnes 

Foreign Correspondent 

This particular Friday afternoon offered no obstacles to securing the few minutes needed to follow the 
cobblestone path to the mailbox. Years ago, Lyle had painted the body to resemble a chicken coop. Whenever the 
Hatchers sent mail, a plastic rooster perched on the flag. They replaced the novelty bird several times a year. Teen-
age boys loved destroying whatever reminded them the world wasn’t ugly like their shriveled hearts. 

Minnie Hatcher feared Friday afternoons. She faced this terror alone, a solitude she chose. The choice 
never had been hers, though, not since the arrival of the first note three months ago. 
 The Hatcher farmhouse sprawled a mile back from the unpaved road. She and Lyle would soon have to 
sell the land, their home. The kids were right: it had become too much.  Lyle’s stroke last winter hastened the 
property’s decline. 
 Minnie had left her bifocals in the kitchen. She didn’t notice the lowered flag until moments before reach-
ing the curb. She saw the rooster reclined. It simply meant the postman had picked up the paid bills. Perhaps the 
mailbox was empty. The summer sunlight and cruel humidity encased her like a dissected rodent inside glass. 
She recognized the lavender envelope right away. Ignoring the store circulars, she tore it open and unfolded the 
stationery of the same color. The sensible thing would be to discard it unread: always lavender, always the sparse 
and thread-like handwriting. But it mortified her that a young man she met only once harbored intimate infor-
mation about Hank, her only son. Who else might he tell? Minnie Hatcher unfolded the note. Less than five minutes 
after meeting me, your son sucked me off in the men’s room. 

Minnie’s imagination was impossible to reign: the grungy single-stall bathroom, the fetid floral wallpa-
per, the greasy smears on the mirror. She had never been to The Petting Zoo, Texarkana’s sole gay bar, but she 
knew Hank frequented the place when home from college. The details announced themselves rudely, but the sce-
nario as a whole refused to coalesce inside her mind. She felt totally aware but lost as if driving a fog-bound coun-
try road after dusk.  

If a young man made Hank laugh, he found a way to thank him. That was how Hank expressed his feel-
ings to Minnie and Lyle days after starting college. At the time, neither parent asked what this gratitude entailed. 
Their son was gay: all comprehension ceased beyond that fact. 

Once inside the kitchen, she slipped Ethan’s latest note in the back of the junk drawer beside the stove. 
This room was her domain. Lyle wheeled himself to the table only for meals, and their daughter Tonya tacitly 
agreed to remain at the table during her visits. No one would find the letters, Minnie assured herself. They were 
as private as her thoughts falling asleep each night. 
 Minnie made the most splendid iced tea in town. The women from the church, the women with whom 
she once taught school, and even Tonya, agreed. As they congregated at the kitchen table, taking long sips and 
urging her to profit from her talent, Minnie stood back, fingers knotted at her waist. Pride invites no envy when 
unexpressed. Then Ethan’s notes began to arrive, and the kitchen transformed into a den of traps, shadows 
blooming as the sun fell and conversation faded.  

“You look troubled, darling.” As he said this, stretched in the hammock slung between two oaks in the 
backyard, Lyle took the glass of iced tea from Minnie. She was scared he might drop the glass. Even after six 
months, his right side had yet to recover its strength. 

“Only silly things,” she said. 
“Tell me.” He took a long sip. “Speak your mind.” 
“Don’t spill your tea.” 
“Nectar of the gods.” 
“Tonya’s coming for supper.” 



 

 

 
 “She bringing the girls?” 
 “I can’t remember who has them this week.” Minnie shook loose her steel, gray hair, gazed into the distance. She 
was still an attractive woman, still drew gazes at the hardware store and supermarket, but she ignored this meager interest. 
Her life was pledged to another man. She managed a smile for her husband, their stubbornly resilient home, their two chil-
dren, all the animals. Most of all, however, she smiled to see the sun slip behind the tree line. The arrival of Friday night 
meant Friday afternoon had passed.  

* * * * 
 Minnie sprinkled salt into the beef stew bubbling on the stove. Lyle’s doctor would not be pleased, but Minnie be-
lieved small indulgences were integral to love. Truth promised freedom, but freedom promised loneliness. The steam rising 
from the pot left her pleasantly lightheaded. The ritual of providing for her husband (and—tonight—her daughter) made 
Ethan’s notes feel like a hazard sign so distant she had time to avoid peril.  
 How long had the phone been ringing? The land line, not her cell. Minnie used the cell only for emergencies. Save 
for Lyle’s stroke, she had lived a life free of emergencies. Ethan’s slow-burn terrorism required no desperate calls or dashes 
for help.  
 “I have a surprise for you when I come home,” Hank said. A woman’s plaintive voice filled the background. 
 “Sweetie, my heart can’t handle surprises.” 
 “This is a good one.” 
 “A quiet night at home—that’s what I call good.” 
 Hank chuckled. “If you can handle Tonya’s brats, you can handle this.”  
 Minnie hooted, relieved at their familiar banter. She treasured her son’s laughter, hearing it join hers like gospel 
singers’ praises. She checked the stew. “I’ll tell her you said that.” 
 “I’ll deny everything.”  
 She smiled, happy for the moment, confident with every decision she had made at every prior moment. Hank 
paused and that confidence evaporated. 
 “Hank? Are you there?” 
 “Um, I needed to ask about the sleeping arrangements.” 
 “You know your room is always ready.” 
 Hank inhaled sharply. The woman in the background giggled. “I’m bringing Mitch with me.” 
 “Have you told your father?” 
 “That’s why I called you.” 
 “I see…” 
 “It’s been a long time since I ditched Ethan, Mom. I know—I know how that turned out. I was careful this time, I 
swear.” 
 It had been nearly a year, just before Independence Day, the same stifling Texas heat, the same cobblestone path 
leading to the same unpaved road. Lyle had been asleep, and Minnie had sat before the picture window overlooking the 
front lawn. She had completed her sixth word-find puzzle before Hank’s dented Nova pulled into the driveway, hiccupping 
over potholes and stones. Too fast, she thought. He’s been drinking. That awful club. At least he’s safe, she thought. Safe at 
home. 
 “Mom,” Hank called, charging through the kitchen. “Meet this guy. He paints!” 
 Minnie swallowed and placed her pencil inside the puzzle book. No need to announce her location; the living room 
light was the only one lit.  
 Ethan lumbered after Hank into the room, Hank obscuring him from Minnie’s view. Her son occupied the room 
with the sudden majesty of a sonic boom. His bright blue eyes were watery, his gestures grand, especially when he playfully 
shoved Ethan in front for inspection. Minnie felt safer in the presence of large, boisterous men—like her son, like Lyle be-
fore his misfortune. Ethan was slender and doe-eyed, long-limbed, one of the gentle fawns always darting from the woods 
and across the road or stepping uncertainly through the backyard. Paint splotches dappled his fingers.  
 Minnie offered a nervous hello to her son’s new suitor, but Ethan couldn’t be distracted from his admiration of the 



 

 

 
room’s high, arched ceiling and varnished floors. “Mrs. Hatcher,” he said, “this place is wonderful. I like a home that em-
braces its age.” 
 So Hank had told him their last name… 
 “You’re very kind,” she replied.  “Did you meet my son just tonight?” 
 “Ethan’s ride left without him,” Hank said. He tagged Ethan’s arm. “Your friends are bastards.” 
 “I had no way home,” Ethan added. 
 “Where is home?” Minnie asked. 
 “The sewing room has an air mattress, right?” Hank asked. Minnie’s son had always concealed and revealed infor-
mation about his lovers deftly, a magician of romantic discretion. 
 “What should I tell your father?” she asked. 
 Hank grinned, dismissed her with a wave. “I’m taking him home early, before church.” 
 Minnie brightened. “So you’re coming to services after you’re done?” 
 Ethan blushed, rested his head on Hank’s shoulder. “I’m far from home, Mrs. Hatcher.” 
 That night, she woke to hear the hot tub beside the back porch bubble and splash. She and Lyle rarely indulged 
themselves, and the hot tub was one of those instances. Exercising in the water had been a godsend for Lyle’s ongoing re-
covery. At their bedroom window, Minnie sipped iced tea, watching Ethan and her son kiss, laugh and touch in the tub. 
They passed a flask between them. Watching, not comprehending, they believed their intimacy was a form of alien behav-
ior. To Minnie, it was.    

Your son was so terrified of leaving semen stains on his sheets. Why was he so sure you’d recognize them? 
That had been the first note, arriving in March, long after Hank dumped Ethan. He fell out of Hank’s favor only two 

months after meeting Minnie. She no longer recalled clearly Ethan’s face.  Hank, of course, was the sort of young man who 
coolly eradicated former lovers the moment a new prospect descended. She had wanted to warn him that only fools dis-
missed their past, but instead sipped her tea. 
 Back in the kitchen, Minnie raised a spoon to her mouth; the potato chunks and beef tips singeing her lips. “You 
want me to talk to your father?” she asked Hank. 
 “Tell him Mitch is a friend from school.” 
 “What about the next time?” 
 “Next time?” 
 Minnie placed her spoon beside the pot. Even after meeting several of Hank’s “friends” since he started college, she 
hesitated to categorize them. “What if things become serious?” she asked. Tonya was due in ten minutes, her children’s at-
tendance still in doubt. 
 Hank laughed. “Then Dad can walk me down the aisle.” 
 “So you’re coming Friday?” Minnie prayed they’d arrive after the mail. 
 “What about Wednesday?” 
 “Is summer school over? Don’t you have class?” 
 “Summer school is a joke.”  
 She smiled, fingered the handle of the drawer holding Ethan’s lewd confessions. “You boys drive safe.” She could 
distract him. The shell game would exhaust her, but she couldn’t fail her family. 

* * * * 
 Tonya’s oldest daughter, Ali, hunkered over a TV tray alongside Lyle, both piecing together a jigsaw puzzle of a 
flowery Dutch countryside. The therapist had recommended Lyle keep his mind active, promising it would reinvigorate 
both his memory and mental acuity. More detective novels, fewer nights perched before Fox News. This suited Minnie just 
fine; she long ago tired of fretting whether her husband agreed with the commentators’ disdain for homosexuals.  
 “I swear,” Tonya said, “you use more salt in one meal than we do in a week.” 
 “You slurped it down quick enough.” Minnie poured Tonya black coffee into a blue ceramic mug. She sat at the 
kitchen table, poised and seemingly plaintive. 
 “You two are under enough stress without dietary nonsense.” 
 “Stress is a polite word for life, honey.” 



 

 

 
 Tonya’s other daughter, Abby, sat on her lap, furiously cut shapes from colored construction paper. Minnie had 
cleared the table, urged Ali to help Lyle with his puzzle. She’d hoped to persuade Abby to clear out as well, but Tonya insist-
ed the potpourri of school supplies in the kitchen drawers was perfect for Abby’s project: imagine yourself as an adult. Min-
nie guarded the drawers, ready to retrieve whatever Abby required. Tonya, of course, was ignorant of Ethan’s notes, but 
conversing with her only daughter in this room of great danger and great comfort eased Minnie. She could reveal her se-
cret at any moment.  
 “Sit down, Mom.” Tonya sipped her coffee. “Your ankles aren’t good anymore.” 
 “They get the job done.” 
 Abby peered up from her work. “Do you have more pretty paper?” 
 Tonya cuffed the back of her head. “What do we say?” 
 “Please.” 
 Tonya kissed Abby’s head, told her she was a good girl; she didn’t notice the coffee splashing her blouse. Minnie 
called out her warning several moments too late. Her daughter swore gently, mindful of the girls, and uselessly dabbed the 
damp fabric. 
 “I’ll fetch you another,” Minnie said, dashing to the back of the house. Passing through the living room, she dis-
missed Lyle’s confused look. From her closet, she pulled a white silk blouse with a sailor’s collar. It doesn’t matter if you’re 
divorced. Young women should look their best at all times. She didn’t hear the drawer slam in the kitchen. Upon returning, 
she gaped in dumb silence to find Tonya clutching some of the lavender envelopes. 
 “Mommy keeps her mail by the breadbox,” Abby said, pointing. 
 “Mom, who’s been writing you?” 
 “Is that purple?” Abby asked. 
 “Honey, I’d rather not—” 
 “None of these have a postmark.” 
 Minnie crouched to Abby. “I have all sorts of pretty paper in my sewing room.” Minnie’s head snapped up at the 
sound of rustling paper. 
 “What the hell is this?” Tonya held up the note like a rotten fruit. 
 Minnie could read the note without her bifocals. Tonya had found the most toxic message. The humiliation coursed 
through her tired, tired veins. We laughed whenever your son hung up on you. He said you’re his anchor. He said you drag him down. He will 
move to Chicago the moment he graduates. 

Tonya ordered Abby to help her sister and grandfather with their puzzle. 
 “What about my pretty paper?” 
 “Right now!” 
 Abby frowned and shuffled to the doorway. “Grandma, if you keep your mail in a drawer, the mailman can’t find it.” 
 Minnie sighed, hand upon her heart. “You’re right, baby. Grandma was being silly.” 
 “Abby,” Tonya said, her tone softer, “do what Mother says.” 
 She shrugged and headed into the living room. Before joining her sister and grandfather, she looked over her 
shoulder, disappointment distorting her features, bloating her face. 
 “We’ll finish soon,” Tonya said. “I promise.” 
 After Abby left, Tonya sorted through the letters, her eyes glazing over with fury. Minnie stood by the drawer, as if 
her secret remained secure. She couldn’t bring herself to watch her indignant daughter. What would she think about her 
brother? What would she think about her? 
 “Is any of this true?” 
 “I don’t know, honey.” 
 “When did these start?” 
 Minnie told her everything: Ethan’s unexplained appearance after Hank’s night at the bar over a year ago, the let-
ters, and the intimacy forced upon her like dirt piled onto a casket. She refused to release the drawer handle. Perhaps her 
dignity remained inside like the hope inside Pandora’s Box. Minnie kept talking, describing too much, describing the 
wrong things. Was she speaking too loudly? In the living room, she saw Lyle hunt for the next piece, the girls’ eyes roving 



 

 

 
over the incomplete Dutch tableau. 

 “Does Daddy know?” 
 Minnie slowly shook her head.  
 “Thank God. These things would kill him.” 
 Minnie’s voice cracked. “I didn’t know what to do.” 
 Tonya snapped to her feet. “We’ll burn them.” 
 “But they’re evidence.” 
 “Of what? Even if it’s his handwriting, I can’t show anyone this trash. What about our family?” Abby lurked in the 
doorway, leaning against the frame. Her cheeks were red and puffy, her eyes glassy. Minnie tilted her head in the child’s 
direction to get Tonya’s attention. 
 “Ali says I’m too stupid to help.” 
 “You tell your sister she’s the one with dyslexia.” 
 The girl burst into tears. “I promised I’d try harder.” 
 Tonya tossed the letters on the table, shot her mother a look of warning, and collected Abby in her arms. The girl 
buried her face into Tonya’s shoulder and wailed. As she rocked Abby, Tonya said in a low, tense voice, “I’ll take them home 
tonight.” She stroked Abby’s hair. “I’ll burn every last one.” 
 “What if they don’t stop?” 
 “We’ll worry about that next.” 
 “I’d give anything to make it stop.” 
 “They will. I’ll see to it.” 
 Tonya escorted Abby out of the kitchen. Minnie placed her hand over her heart, felt its beat begin to slow. Tonya 
was a good girl; she knew what was best. Minnie couldn’t help the feeling, though, that she’d been robbed—robbed with her 
own consent. Ethan had meant those letters for her. Was relinquishing them a betrayal, an even more egregious one than 
keeping them? She glanced into the living room, watched her husband, daughter and grandchildren add piece after piece 
of the Dutch countryside. Had Hank been there, her family portrait would’ve been complete. 

* * * * 
Minnie slipped into the bedroom, a glass of iced tea in both hands. Lyle stirred in bed, raised himself till his back 

met the pillow. He smiled and she smiled in return. 
 “I turned off those chuckleheads before ten,” he said. “You catch the weather?” 
 “Still hot. Still miserable.” 
 “Maybe twenty dollars will convince Hank to mow the yard.” 
 “Maybe Tonya will nag him for free.” 
 Lyle laughed, trying to keep the phlegm from his voice, as Minnie joined him in bed. She’d changed into her yellow 
cotton nightgown in their bathroom, changed behind a closed door. Since the stroke, so much seemed inappropriate. She’d 
given Ethan’s letters to Tonya. If she’d noted Minnie’s doubt, she’d given no sign. Her heart fluttered and her toes went 
cold. Tonya would make more and more decisions regarding her future with Lyle. 
 “What were you and Tonya talking about?” 
 Minnie swallowed her tea too quickly. “Nothing, honey. Girl stuff.” 
 “Get things straight?”  
 “Tonya’s a good girl.” 
 “We’ve got great kids,” Lyle said. 
 Minnie recalled one of Ethan’s notes, the one that arrived before Easter. I heard your son cry once. He confessed your father 
should’ve died the day of his stroke. We hadn’t spoken in three months. He said he loved me. I said I loved him. At least one of us was    
lying. 

* * * * 
 Hank was three hours late, and Minnie didn’t know who to call. Tonya wouldn’t know where her brother might be. 
She didn’t know any of his friends’ numbers, at least those from his childhood, the ones he insisted he’d outgrown. Minnie 



 

 

 
gazed into the front lawn though darkness obscured her view. Lyle had fallen asleep at least an hour ago. His complete faith 
in his children deeply touched Minnie, touched and worried her. She’d learned faith led to disappointment. 
 The call came on the land line. It must be Hank, she thought.  
 “Are you Mrs. Hatcher?” 
 “Who might this be?” 
 “Ma’am, this is the Bowie County Sheriff. Is Henry Hatcher your son?” 
 She knew. But it wasn’t Friday. The bad news arrived only on Fridays.  She told him he went by Hank. 
 “Ma’am, your son and a male companion have been in an accident.” 
 Hank Hatcher never saw the RV barreling down the highway as he pulled out from The Petting Zoo parking lot. His 
companion, Mitchell Boothe, insisted Hank had only had two, maybe three, drinks. The bartender and patrons recalled him 
having more, boasting and cracking dirty jokes. He died instantly; Mitch suffered two broken ribs. The RV’s driver was 
treated and released, muttering to anyone within earshot about that strange name for a bar. 
 Tonya rushed to her parents’ home minutes after Minnie called. Minnie’s two sisters promised to arrive Thursday; 
Lyle’s brother was due the next morning. Both the land line and Minnie’s cell rang and rang and rang. Minnie believed cry-
ing to be a luxury, like a new winter coat or eating out on a weekday. Lyle locked himself in the bedroom when Minnie tried 
to coax him outside to receive everyone’s sympathy. Her family roamed the kitchen unmonitored. Minnie felt useless, out-
dated with nowhere to patrol. 

* * * * 
It was difficult to slip away and check the mail on Friday. The funeral, planned for Sunday, loomed large and piti-

less before her. She’d insisted Tonya drive to Paris to fetch the girls from her ex-husband. Minnie had refused to heed her 
daughter’s advice: a funeral might be too traumatic for Abby and Ali. “We did things your way last time, honey. I know more 
about this sort of thing.” Children dying: we should all know far more and far less of such a thing. 
 She waited until three that afternoon, giving the postman ample time. All her relatives sat stone-faced before Fox 
News, watching the pretty blonde pundit declare whom they should hate this week. The lawn still needed a trim. The chick-
en coop mailbox—perhaps she could convince Lyle it was too silly, such a tempting target for teens’ mischief. The red flag 
lay horizontally, the plastic rooster derelict. The water bill she’d sent that morning was gone. She sighed in relief when 
opening the box—more information, just a snippet, about her baby, Hank. Lavender, she told herself. Look for lavender. 
 The envelope was alone in the box. Minnie ripped it open. At first she didn’t understand. 

We both loved a boy we never knew. You will not hear from me again. 
Minnie clutched the letter to her chest. In vain, she looked about the trees, hoping to catch a glimpse of Ethan. She 

wished to know more. Emptiness gnawed her gut. A fawn emerged from the woods. Was it lost? Was it looking for its 
mother? Minnie scrambled into the house, determined not to cry, leaving the fawn on the unpaved road. She imagined 
Ethan’s earlier letters burning in Tonya’s fireplace. She wouldn’t be so cavalier this time. A different drawer, maybe in an-
other room. 



 

 

Clinton Van Inman 

Plant City 



 

 

Elizabeth Mitchell 

Kevin  

(or I may still be talking about this at 45 and if I survive that long, it will be a blessing) 
 
 
  Golden Gate Bridge, San Francisco 
 
I imagine I will become one with the water 
below, its dark depths calling me to silence, 
serenity. Not wanting an ending, but needing a calm,  
I plead with passersby to see me, hear my sobs,  
but no one is listening. 
 
 To whomever is not listening to the sea 
 this Friday morning, 
 to whomever…* 
 
A woman requests a picture. I snap 
her smiling face, mine a film of tears. 
As she walks away, I place my hands on the railing, 
familiar touch of steel. My eyes seek out 
the place where the rocks will not break me. 
 
100 feet down and I am aware 
that I do not want this. To shift 
my body midair, feel 
my spine crack against the waves.  
Immersed in this silent darkness. 
 
Seal or sea lion slips past my leg. 
This is not the death I wanted. But 
it chooses to support my back, pushes me 
to light and air and holds me there 
above the water. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

* “To whomever...”: from “Poets Obligation,” Pablo Neruda, The Essential Neruda, City Lights Publishers, 2004. 



 

 

John Tavares 

Refugee  

 Years ago, I was a journalism student at Centennial College in Scarborough and East York, but I was from the 
town of Sioux Lookout in Northwestern Ontario. I needed a place to live in Toronto while I was a student, and I found a din-
gy but spacious and airy room to rent in a student cooperative, a ramshackle house in the gentrified Annex neighbourhood 
at the boundary of the sprawling University of Toronto campus. Most residents of the co-op houses were students at the Uni-
versity of Toronto, a few of whom held me in disdain since I was a community college student studying a trade, journalism, 
not an academic discipline. I understood the source of their animosity—journalists can be a pushy bunch, invading privacy, 
casting a jaded and cynical eye on personalities and events—but I had an assignment to write, a profile for a feature writing 
course, and I stumbled across a subject for my piece in one of my roommates, an Iranian refugee.  
 Amir Zahed, a thin man with receding, black hair and sunken eyes, passed the photograph showing 
himself with his narrow arm around a young man, drunk and sweaty. Beside them sat Rosemary Horvat wear-
ing a pressed blue shirt, black tie, and suit jacket, as well as a red headband around her dark blonde hair, which 
was neatly pulled back. Holding a filtered cigarette in her hand, she gazed at Zahed with a broad smile and an 
expression that I construed as unfettered admiration. The fading, colour snapshot had been taken on the patio 
of the Futures Bakery café on Bloor Street. A security guard at Hazelton Lanes and a York University student, 
Rosemary had been a close friend and co-worker with Zahed. He had worked part-time and full-time with her 
as a security guard at the same high-end shopping mall in Yorkville, a pricey row of luxury designer shops and 
boutiques. 
 After spending two years as an Iranian medical doctor several kilometers behind the front lines during 
the Iran-Iraq war, Zahed thought he had witnessed enough violence and suffering. Rosemary Horvat had re-
cently been found dead with stab wounds in her neck in the hallway of her home in a nondescript neighbour-
hood in the Dufferin and Bloor Street area. Her father had already stabbed to death her mother in another 
room of the house. (Later, I even read Toronto daily newspaper accounts of the horrific crime, not that I was 
incredulous of his account, but for corroboration and because I had an insatiable appetite for details about 
crime and politics as a news junkie.)  

Then tragedy struck from nowhere again. After Horvat was murdered, another friend, a young Iranian 
man living in Toronto, committed suicide. For Zahed, the homicides and suicide were part of a seemingly end-
less series of tragedies and misfortunes.  
 Born in 1958 in Ahwaz, Iran, Zahed was three years old when he moved with his family to the capital of 
Iran. After finishing high school in Teheran, he entered medical school in 1980 at "universally recognized" Ta-
briz University, located in Tabriz, Azerbaijan. The Islamic Revolution in Iran had forced the closure of univer-
sities for two years, so the medical curriculum took him nine years, instead of the planned seven. During those 
years of turmoil and upheaval, Islamic fundamentalist authorities decided which students possessed the cor-
rect political and religious attitudes, and which were therefore allowed to continue with their postsecondary 
school education.  
 "I was a student during the best years of the Shah and the worst years of the revolution." Zahed chuck-
led. "Back then, I was interested in helping the prostitutes.” 
 I realized I wasn’t the only person with a fascination with sex trade workers then. In fact, for another journalism 
course, I had journeyed downtown and wandered the seedier blocks of Yonge Street and adjacent neighbourhoods, interview-
ing homeless youth who occasionally resorted, for the purposes of economic survival, to turning tricks for quick cash. 
 Zahed, his brow furrowed, sat in the cramped room of the student co-op house on Huron Street where 
he rented a large room with a dormant fireplace on the first floor. He suggested we step out for pizza and cof-
fee, and we strode on the sidewalk along the streets that bordered and lay a lattice over the University of  



 

 

 
Toronto’s campus. He walked just about everywhere he went in Toronto, and he caused me some alarm when he stepped 
into the middle of traffic zipping along Bloor Street West. Just last week I had seen a man lying dead on the pavement after 
being struck by a speeding courier truck when he tried to cross Bloor Street. I paused and looked about vigilantly since I 
believed that if I ever died prematurely in Toronto, it would be as a pedestrian at the hands of a motorist. 
  “Certain age groups were involved in the Islamic Revolution,” Zahed said. “Those who were old didn't suffer much. 
Those born at the time didn't know what was going on. Those who suffered the most and had the most change and damage 
done to their lives were the middle-aged and students.” 
 We strode through the bustling Toronto night, light snow flurries and loose newspapers gusting in the wind. Bloor 
Street was lined with empty cardboard boxes and recycle bins full of plastic containers and paper cartons. In a bright Pizza 
Pizza restaurant at the intersection of Bloor Street West and Spadina Avenue, Zahed ordered a large slice of vegetarian piz-
za laden with tomato slices, chopped onions, and melted shreds of mozzarella cheese. He ate the pizza slice standing while 
I, scribbling at a furious pace in my reporter’s notebook, struggled to keep pace with his succinct answers to my interview 
questions. Because of Rosemary Horvat’s funeral, where he was an honorary pallbearer, the security firm had given him a 
day off work.  
 After Zahed completed his medical education, earning a 3.5 grade-point average, he was obliged by conscription 
laws to serve in the military. During the Iran-Iraq war in the late eighties, he practiced medicine, treating wounded and 
injured soldiers of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard and members of the militia, who were far less motivated to fight than 
Guard members were.   
 “It was the first station where the army would bring injured soldiers. The hospital was underground and had a 
wooden roof covered with dirt and sand so the enemy wouldn't find where we were.” 
 Soon, though, artillery shells and bombs rained down around the encampment, and medics, nurses, doctors, and 
surgeons, treating casualties from the militia and armies, realized the location of the hospital was no longer a secret to the 
Iraqi enemy. Late in his military service, Zahed received minor injuries during a gas attack. 
 Zahed finished eating his pizza and gently wiped the corners of his mouth and his thin lips with a paper napkin. He 
folded up the paper plate over the remainder of the thick crust, pushing the crumpled mess in the trap door of the packed 
wastebasket.  
 I was surprised that Zahed had eaten a pizza slice in front of me because he never ate meals in the student co-op dining room. 
When he ate food in the house, he usually only prepared and consumed his meals after midnight. He seemed to prefer the peace and quiet. 
He relished his privacy, eating, whenever I happened to visit the refrigerator for a midnight snack in the kitchen, with his hand covering 
his mouth. 
 We strolled next door to a Second Cup café, ordered coffee, and I continued to interview him, although his story 
was compelling and seemingly narrated itself.      
 “I was a not a surgeon, but I was confronted with many cases where I had to perform surgery to stabilize the pa-
tient before sending him to a regular hospital an hour from us. I was mostly doing tracheotomies. I would insert plastic 
cannulas between the ribs into the chests of soldiers hit by shrapnel, bullets, and debris. I would cover the injury, put a tube 
inside, and suck the air, blood, and waste from the chest and lungs. In emergencies, I performed amputations.”  
  During his military service, Zahed witnessed close-up horrors and mutilations that numerous doctors and thou-
sands of ordinary Canadians put together would never witness in a lifetime. Zahed sipped his Irish cream coffee and 
looked away as a woman argued with her partner at a nearby table. He stirred the coffee with a brown, plastic stick and 
looked out the window towards Bloor Street where a man hawked copies of a community newspaper. He tried to explain 
the stress of warfare by using the analogy of a person walking down the street becoming a witness to a motor vehicle acci-
dent. A pedestrian, struck by car, is knocked to the pavement. The witness observes blood pouring from the accident vic-
tim's head as she is taken away in a stretcher and ambulance. The witness is shaken, and lives with those vivid memories 
for the rest of his life. However, Zahed saw far worse injuries and suffering almost every day for two years at the frontlines 
of the battlefield.   
 “In my experience as a physician at the front, I saw patients with everything from malingering to minor injuries to 
head injuries to death.” 



 

 

 
 Two months after Zahed finished his military service, the war was over. During his service in the Iran-Iraq war, 
Zahed said, “I wrote an open letter to the Islamic government of Iran, urging it to stop this war because there was no rea-
son for young people to be killed.”  
 This was the only part of Zahed’s account I thought potentially unreliable or slightly incredulous. Zahed struck me as the type of 
person who was opposite of a dissident; he seemed conservative, a conformist, adaptive to the status quo and content with his past social 
position and career, not a dissenter who would protest, even in the more cerebral context of a letter. However, I realized that a negative 
experience as a protestor might have beaten him down, made him resigned and compliant. I had certainly taken a more complacent role to 
the wrongs of society after I saw the economic, social, and personal tolls reasonable dissension could take on an individual.  
 A few months after completing his military service, intelligence agents from the military visited him and started 
questioning him. They interrogated him about his political activities and connections.  
 “It was just talk, saying the war is stupid and people are getting killed for nothing. But in Iran that kind of rhetoric 
was dangerous.”  
 Later, while he examined a patient at his clinic, two agents entered the room and said it was time for him to leave. 
He protested that he was in the middle of a physical examination of a patient, but they were adamant and pressing, and 
seized him by the arms. So began a frightening ordeal in the detention of Iranian secret police that lasted several days dur-
ing which he wasn't allowed to speak with his wife.  
 This was the other part of his account that surprised me. At times, Zahed seemed effeminate, or at least fey, and I hadn’t expected 
a man of his feminine qualities to be married. Because I had been naïve about homosexuality and gender, and how the lines blurred, when 
I was a younger man, I had gotten the impression from him, through no fault of his own, that he was gay.  
 Blindfolded, he was taken to a basement cell in an unknown building where he was held in involuntary detention 
for three days and nights. Intelligence agents continued to interrogate him, asking about his political views and activities. 
The guards didn't torture him, but they intimidated him and behaved aggressively. He didn't know the time of the day, and 
he wasn't allowed to use the washroom. After three days, secret service agents brought him back to the offices of his medi-
cal practice. 
  “My wife and mother were crying. They had practically gone crazy. They had gone searching for me at different 
police stations.”  
 Then Zahed received a telephone call from one of his politically active friends warning him that secret agents with 
the intelligence services were about to arrest him and that he was in imminent danger. When he called home, his mother 
told him officers from the Iranian secret police had swooped down on the house, searched the rooms and his desk, and had 
taken away books and papers. They were asking for his whereabouts. That helped Zahed decide that the time had arrived 
for him to leave—and quickly. That night he slept at a friend’s house. Having already obtained a false passport, he fled the 
next night by bus across the Iranian border under the cover of darkness into Turkey, where he stayed for two weeks. With 
Toronto as his final destination, Zahed flew from Turkey to Switzerland, where he stayed overnight in the Zurich interna-
tional airport. He travelled with other Iranians presented to immigrations officials as members of his family. Because of 
the black market exchange rate on American dollars, the trip cost him about two hundred thousand dollars. The financial 
cost of fleeing his native land, though, may have been the least of his worries.   
 In early January 1991, Zahed flew into Toronto during a snowstorm. The passenger jetliner circled Pearson Interna-
tional Airport several times because the airways were congested and the pilots had zero visibility. When Zahed glanced out 
the passenger jet window, he saw nothing but snow. In airport customs, wearing a windbreaker and shivering, he admitted 
he didn't possess a valid passport and confessed to border officers he was seeking refugee status in Canada for political rea-
sons and to escape persecution. Immigration authorities detained him and asked him a wide variety of questions.  
 “They told me to come back in a week. I was lost. I didn't know what to do. I didn't even know how to get a taxi. I 
came out of a big airport. I didn't know where to go. I asked the taxi driver to take me to the cheapest hotel.” 
 The taxi driver drove him to a high-priced hotel. The clerk recommended a cheaper place, and Zahed stayed at a 
budget hotel for one night before he settled into a Salvation Army Hostel on College Street near Spadina Avenue. Then one 
Sunday afternoon, Zahed took a walk in a snowstorm along Bloor Street near Dufferin Street. The walk was long and con-
templative, as he trudged through the snow piled around the parked cars. He spotted a house advertising rooms for rent.  



 

 

 
He straightened and smoothed his clothes, combed his sparse hair, and knocked on the door. He explained his need for 
affordable accommodations to Nada Horvat. Nada was kind and understanding and took him to another house down the 
street. She became Zahed's landlady, and he stayed at the house for more than a year. She was later murdered by her hus-
band. 
 Since Zahed felt guilty receiving social assistance, he started searching for a job. After five months of dropping off 
applications with dozens of fast food restaurants downtown, he found work as a security guard at Hazelton Lanes on Ave-
nue Road in Yorkville, working with the daughter of his landlady, Rosemary Horvat. He graduated to full-time shifts and 
became great friends with her.   
 Because of a shortage of internships for medical students and a low regard for Iran's system of medical education, 
Zahed wasn’t able to practice medicine in the province of Ontario or elsewhere in Canada, even though he passed an ac-
creditation examination and qualified for an internship. When I interviewed him, Zahed was a University of Toronto grad-
uate student, working towards a master's degree in science. As part of neurophysiology studies, he conducted research in 
how learning processes and memory change brain structure.  
 Zahed, normally reserved and calm, suddenly grew emotional and impassioned as he described the toll that becom-
ing a refugee had taken on him. "I lost my wife. I was doing everything I could with immigration officials to bring her to 
Canada, and I told her about my efforts. But she grew angry with me because she thought I had abandoned her.  So she left 
Turkey and returned to Iran."  
 Zahed described the other losses:  his medical license, his social position, a beautiful home, a comfortable lifestyle. 
His mother also fell ill and distressed as Iranian officials harassed her with visits and questioning.   
 Still, Zahed made friends in the student co-op residence and at The University of Toronto, and he was a popular 
figure to those who lived and worked with him. Craig Brown, a third year psychology student at the University of Toronto 
and  house manager of the student co-operative was also Zahed’s friend and had known him since the end of August when 
he moved into the house at the start of the academic year.    
 "Zahed is finding the transition into Canada a little difficult, I think, because the value system of our culture is so 
different from his own. In his country, things like drinking and premarital sex aren't condoned. His culture has more Puri-
tan ways, and Zahed is very decent and respectable." 
 Craig rinsed the disposable razor under the running water of the cracked bathroom sink and applied more shaving 
cream to the hollow cheeks of his narrow face. "Once, people were swearing like crazy in the lounge during a ping pong 
game, but Zahed as usual wasn't saying anything obscene. He never swears. Zahed is extremely polite—almost to a fault, 
almost to the point of subjugating his own needs to the point where others can easily take advantage of him."    
 Craig described an incident that occurred in Zahed's neurobiology lab when somebody had taken over the experi-
mental apparatus that he had spent an hour setting up. The person asked if he could share the apparatus because it was 
difficult to set up in a proper way, and ended up using it for hours—to Zahed's detriment. Craig had seen other instances 
when Zahed had allowed people to take advantage of him because, as Craig put it, "he doesn't know the proper protocol or 
manners—or the lack thereof—in our society."  
 "Zahed is faced with this enormous difficulty, this Herculean challenge, of having to cope. He's trying to adjust to 
this culture. Meanwhile, he's worrying about his mother, feeling guilty because he left her, and he’s also trying to live with 
the psychological atrocities of the war," Craig said. The fact that Zahed had entered a post-graduate program in an ex-
tremely difficult field of study didn’t help, either. His studies in neuroscience were made even more difficult and complicat-
ed by the language barrier. “It's one thing to learn a language at a conversational level, but it's another thing to learn a lan-
guage at an academic level in an extremely difficult field of study. If you're reading a scientific paper or abstract, mistaking 
the meaning of one word can confuse the meaning of the entire paper. All these stressors put together must seem over-
whelming to him at times, but he doesn't show it."  
 Zahed himself explained how doctors sometimes evaluated life stresses on a person based on a point system. Ac-
cording to that point system, he would have experienced so many stresses and his score would have been so high, it would-
n't have registered. His score would have placed him far past the level where a person was especially vulnerable to psycho-
logical and physical breakdown.  



 

 

 
 I was curious about life changing decisions and turning points. If he had known in Iran what he now knew about 
the fate that awaited him, the social and economic challenges associated with becoming a refugee to Canada, would he 
have been so critical of the government, which surely he knew did not take kindly to criticism. Gazing down at the Formica 
table, Zahed looked weary, almost shell-shocked, and shook his head, saying nothing.   
 Over the years, after I moved away from Toronto and returned to my hometown, I lost track of Zahed, although I suppose an ad-
vanced search of his name on the Internet through a search engine like Google, which didn’t exist then, might easily reveal information 
about him. He had told me he felt he had no choice but to immigrate to the United States, where he hoped to conduct research in neurobiol-
ogy at an American university, acquire a doctorate, and perhaps practice medicine. I suspect he has found his place in the world, and his 
niche in the land of freedom, opportunity, and the American Dream, the United States. Around the same time as I was a roommate to 
Zahed, I met a lawyer who acted as a reliable source, and counselled me on aspects of libel law and media conflict of interest for two differ-
ent journalism law and ethnics term papers. I remember a favorite phrase of his, although I am not certain in which context it arose: “Let 
sleeping dogs lie.” Besides, shortly after I graduated from the journalism program at Centennial College, I realized I could not earn a liv-
ing in the profession—at least not in the place where I chose to live. I currently work in financial services, as a broker for one of the largest 
chartered banks in Canada. Zahed, I suspect, has prospered and found peace and freedom from tyranny and oppression of differing varie-
ties at last.  



 

 

Jamie Laubacher 

The Dangers of Dating a Philosopher  

“The laws of physics are just habits,” you say 
and I drift towards traffic.  
I grab a sign post, feet floating, 
clicking in ears, world turning on, turning me upside down,  
hair falling to the sky, gears grind against pavement I can’t feel.  
 
To Cross Street Push Button Wait For Walk Signal; 
and this I understand— I stretch towards the sense it makes.  
 
You skip people across streams to watch the ripples they leave,  
pick up the smoothest, flattest belief and flick it with your wrist, send it flying,  
try to make me see nonexistent colors like fish beneath a surface only you can breach  
and you stand there, unaffected, 
waiting on the light.  
 
“I’m drowning,” I say. I always remind you I can’t swim. 
You always tell me I’m smart. “You can float.”  
But floating is the problem as the blood is rushing to my head and please turn off the world so I  
can fall back to thoughts that don't always leave me out of breath. 
 
You slide me down the sign post. “So tell me about your day.” 
 
My feet hit pavement as the light changes. Walk. We continue on our way. 
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Natalie Taylor 

Strangers  

Do you remember when we sat on the top of that old tank in the park on the bad side of town and ate take-
out burgers and tater tots? The tank had been there for years. Might still be, but I only went to that side of town 
with you. The green paint was graffitied with dirty words, and the edges of the welded-shut hatch doors displayed 
the essence of claw-marks—a decade’s worth of kids’ fingernails scrambling to see what was inside the abyss of 
the tank.    

It was almost dusk, and we sat on top of the upper hatch door and looked down the neck of the long gun 
into the woods, across the parking lot, and into the invisible, distant, ritzy neighborhood where we meandered in 
your Jeep when we had nothing else to do. The battered Jeep didn’t have air conditioning, so we would drive with 
the windows rolled down and point at the mansions and laugh at their monstrosity. But I knew you wanted to live 
in one someday. I could see it in your eyes.   

 My bare legs stuck to the hot, peeling paint of the tank. You had your ankles crossed; your white socks 
were stained with red dust from the playground. We had swung higher and higher until we were out of breath. I 
had ignored the pinch of rusty chains in my hip—I was too curvy for that. I wasn’t built for swinging on swing sets 
with boys anymore. Sorry, I mean guys, men.   
  You always hated it when I called you a boy. You wouldn’t even let me call you my boyfriend. You said it 
made you sound like a child. You said you were seventeen and no longer a boy.  

“What am I supposed to call you, then, Andrew?” I asked you once. “My escort? My male suitor?”   
  You shrugged. “Just tell anybody who asks that we’re dating.”   
  I never liked that word; it was too temporary. I didn’t want to be a fleeting moment in your landscape. I 
wanted to be more than that even though I was only sixteen. I never said any of that out loud. But later, you let 
Ginny Clearwater call you her boyfriend, and that bothered me more. 

We sat on the tank while the sun set behind us. You chewed in time with the chitter of the crickets. When 
we were finished eating, you held my hand, and our palms glued to each other with sweat. Our hands acted like 
suction cups, and when we let go, we never knew whose yellow wetness ran in rivers through our palm lines.  

I knew I was in love with you when you didn’t wipe your hand on your jeans after we held hands the first 
time in that rated-R movie you snuck me into. I never told you how big of a deal that was to me—the not letting go 
of my hand thing, not the rated-R movie. I was afraid you would think it was stupid, that I was being overly emo-
tional.  
  It started to rain, and we slid down the side of the tank and leapt to the ground. The dampening earth did-
n’t spray up dust like it had when we’d thrown ourselves out of the swings, giggling and rolling onto our sides to 
avoid broken ankles. Your laugh always trickled out of you from your belly until it finally brightened your face. I 
think that was what I loved most about you, but now I wonder if it was real.  

We crawled between the painted-over, bulldozer-like tracks that hadn’t moved in years; that I wasn’t sure 
had ever moved. Maybe that tank had never been in a combat zone at all. Maybe it was always just a piece of play-
ground equipment, something to climb and play on but never to take seriously.   

We knelt there in the dirt under the tank while the whole park blurred around us. Your dark hair fell for-
ward into your eyes. Your fingers cradled my elbow, pulling me closer to you when the thunder rumbled through 
us and lightning ricocheted off the setting sun. I wanted to tell you to kiss me, that it was time to quit playing the 
gentleman and just do it. If you were such a man, then how come we’d been dating for six months and you’d never 
made a move?  
 I thought about that while we huddled in the half-dark waiting for the rain to stop. I stared at you. I bit my 
lip. I willed you in my head to kiss me. It always worked that way in the movies. It never occurred to me to just kiss 



 

 

 
you. 
 Not long after that night, you broke up with me, and not long after that, I heard you’d had sex with Ginny 
Clearwater in the girls’ locker room at school. And not long after that, you told me you were joining the army. Ac-
tually, you didn’t tell me about the army thing. Ginny Clearwater told Joel Boswell who whispered it in my ear 
during study hall. I just pretended like I didn’t know when you told me offhandedly two days later in the hallway 
between classes.   
 Unlike most broken-up couples, we were awkward around each other because of the things that hadn’t 
happened rather than the things that had. But the night after Joel told me about your plans, I sobbed in the show-
er. I just knew that you were going to die and that I would never get to kiss you.  
 You didn’t tell me about the Ginny Clearwater thing either. I was in the bathroom stall directly across 
from the showers in the locker room that afternoon, not two weeks after you told me, “I think we were only ever 
meant to be friends.” 
 I stood there in the stall, imagining you pressing her against the slimy yellow tile, her freckled legs 
wrapped around your waist. I heard you. I heard her stifled moans, your involuntary grunts. I heard you tell her 
you loved her, a whisper-echo that refused to stop repeating itself. 
 I sat on the toilet seat and curled my toes up underneath me so you wouldn’t see my feet when you both 
walked out, breathless and steamed. I sat there for an hour afterwards until the janitor said I had to leave. My 
knees ached, and my shoelaces were wet. 
 Ginny was my best friend when we were small—I wondered if she ever told you that. She lived four hous-
es down from me, and we would jump on the trampoline in her backyard while her over-protective mom watched 
out the kitchen window. But sometime before middle school, Ginny dumped me on the playground. She dumped 
me because I didn’t have blonde hair and didn’t like to paint my nails. It made sense to me at the time. 

I wondered if her mom knew she had sex with you in the girls’ locker room every day after school until 
you graduated. I almost knocked on the door of Ginny’s house and told Mrs. Clearwater once. But by the time I’d 
thought of it, you were already overseas, and revenge seemed pointless then.  

* * * * 
I went to the wedding even though I didn’t want to. I don’t know if you even remembered me being there. 

I sat alone, sipped red wine, and watched you dance with Ginny. After four years in the army, you and Ginny had 
somehow made it to that moment with Etta James’s “At Last” playing over the country club speakers. I didn’t be-
lieve it when I got the invitation in the mail. I had almost forgotten about you. Not really, but I told myself I had.   

“I’m glad you could make it, Ellie,” you said at the reception with your arm wrapped around Ginny’s waist. 
She smiled at the room, ignoring us—you’d probably told her all about our relationship. She probably laughed at 
me for never kissing you. She seemed like the type of person to think that that was my fault instead of yours. May-
be it was.  

I smiled back and hugged you and let you kiss me on the cheek, right next to my earlobe. I was wearing 
the earrings you gave me for my seventeenth birthday, and I wondered if you noticed. The kiss was a quick whis-
per of hot breath that made my fingertips prickle. I relived that moment from your wedding for a month, making 
it into something it wasn’t. I tried to remember if you had ever even kissed me on the cheek when we were dating. 
You hadn’t. 
 I was wrong about you dying in the army. You hung yourself in your apartment bathroom you shared 
with Ginny ten years after you got married. I don’t know what you were thinking doing that to yourself. I don’t 
know why I would know; we hadn’t talked in years, but I feel like I was supposed to have a deeper understanding 
of you. I always thought I had that before. 

That night in the park as we huddled under the tank and listened to the plinking of rain on metal, you put 
your hand on my lower back and said, “We’ve got the whole world right here, Ellie.”  

“What do you mean, Andrew?” I asked.  
 “Just look,” you said staring out into the rain. And I nodded and looked and I thought I understood you.  



 

 

That’s why I’ve spent half my life trying to forget you. Since your wedding, I’ve moved away. Got married. Got di-
vorced. You probably never cared to know about any of that, but maybe you saw it in the papers or heard about it from your 
mother, who heard it from mine.  

The last time I saw you, it was a few months ago. I was in town to see my parents, and you had your three-year-old 
on your hip in the grocery store. We made eye contact, but you looked away like you hadn’t recognized me. So I ducked 
down the frozen food aisle and pressed a package of peas to my flushed cheeks.  

Ginny found your body. They put her in the psychiatric ward at the hospital after your funeral last week. I went to 
see her yesterday. I’m not sure why I went—if it was more for her or for you. Maybe it was really just for me—now that 
you’re gone, maybe I can finally figure out why you chose her and not me.   

I sat with her for a long time, not really speaking. She didn’t notice. Her eyes looked straight through me, project-
ing the image of your dangling body into the corner of the room behind me. I could see it even without turning around. She 
does love you, you know. I think your whole life, you’d been pushing that away, or maybe just running. 

I went for a walk tonight. It was long past midnight, but after seeing Ginny, I started feeling like I’d been there 
looking over her shoulder when she stumbled into your bathroom. I know you were nearly bald, but I imagine that your 
dark hair was falling forward into your eyes, like it always had, as you dangled from the steel shower rod. 

It was snowing tonight, like it does here once every ten years or so. I walked past the old bagel shop on Baker 
Street, the one that burned down when you and I were dating, and they never built anything to replace it. Instead, the bagel 
people rebuilt over on Maple. You were disappointed; you always said that there was something poetic about a bagel shop 
on Baker. I thought it was cliché. But I liked when you said things like “poetic” because it made you sound more human. 
But it was cliché for me to think that.  

As I walked, the street lights let off a funny yellow glow that looked like it should’ve been warm but wasn’t. And 
there, in front of the old concrete slab and dried-out bushes of the old bagel shop, was an old man standing in the middle of 
the sidewalk. I guess he wasn’t really old— maybe only ten years older than me. His arms were outstretched. He was cruci-
fying himself on the wind. The snow was piling itself up against his worn-out loafers, like he had welded himself into the 
landscape. But he wasn’t shivering in his green cargo jacket that hung loose on his shoulders.   

“Hey mister, what are you doing?” I said. My voice was ripped away from me in the swirl of snow. His eyes re-
mained closed. Not squeezed shut—there weren’t any creases in the corners of his eyes. He was relaxed, like he was actually 
asleep on his feet. I stared at him for a while thinking about how composed he looked and how I wanted to touch him, 
wanted to know what he felt like. This man, seemingly unaware of my presence, had me transfixed.  

I slipped off my yellow glove and held my hand out towards his face. I couldn’t stop myself. I reached forward, clos-
ing the gap between us. His beard was surprisingly soft like cotton, but his pink skin was like the cedar panels in my house. 
I cupped his jawbone, mesmerized by the contrast in textures and how suddenly small my hand looked.  

I found myself thinking about that night when you and I were sitting on that green army tank looking down the 
barrel of that big gun. I had been pondering sweaty hands and how much I wanted you to kiss me. I had been imagining 
living in a mansion with you someday. 
 But what were you thinking about? Were you wondering why you couldn’t bring yourself to kiss me, or were you 
already undressing Ginny Clearwater in your mind? Did you already know that you would join the army to get away from 
everything in this town, including Ginny, only to come back and find her waiting for you? Were you already feeling the 
things that you must have been feeling in order to hang yourself in your bathroom shower fifteen years later? 

The snow fell faster as I buried my fingers in the stranger’s graying hair. Whole minutes must have passed before I 
noticed that his green-tinged eyes were open and tracing the lines of my face, taking it all in. He didn’t pull away. He didn’t 
even move. So I leaned in and kissed him on that place between lips and cheek, on that intimate spot that can be construed 
as two things at once. I lingered for a second with my eyes closed, breathing in the air that surrounded him. Then I let go 
and walked away, pulling my yellow gloves back onto my frozen fingers.    

Now I’m back in my old childhood bedroom in my parents’ house, and I had an urge to tell you about that, about 
the man in the street that I kissed. I needed to convince you that it was real. And I want to tell you that I’m going to go see 
Ginny again tomorrow. I need to convince her that the man she sees swinging from a rope in her hospital room isn’t really 
you. It never really was.  
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