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It rains. An old tin bucket on the bar 
Is catching all the drops. The thirsty men 
Dip their cups and pull them up, full up,  
With rusty garnish on the rim. And down 
The thin and wooden hatch to their gullets, 
Some tinny rain in little metal cups.  
 
The women hold their skirts and brooms. So far 
The dirty floor is dirt. The ottomans,  
The table legs, the mud climbs up and up 
The heirlooms generations handed down.  
All the furniture afloat on acrid water,  
And not even the rain can clean it up.  
 
The women ask at night for wooden floors.  
The thirsty men don’t hear. Their dreams are dry.   



lived in a little trailer, not a vine-covered cottage as the story might have gone, but a    
single-wide with water-stains and thrift store furniture on a red dirt road in Carolina. She 
shoved baby girl hands, fat and dimpled, against the roll-out windows, and ate tomato 
soup from a can with her daddy, and took violet walks with her mama, running through 
the cemetery at the Primitive Baptist, calling the names of the dead, carved into crooked 
gray stones, names and names and names that she wasn't old enough to read yet, that she 
shouldn't have known. Tell me what you see, baby, her mama would say, her mama all 
pretty and fine-boned with little doll-feet who taught the girl to walk barefoot and dance 
the jitterbug and walk between rows of cotton and tobacco beans and, who gave the little 
girl crackers and juice in salad dressing cruets for saying Mass in a kitchen chair, words in 
Latin in her little girl mouth wrapped in her Southern tongue as if they'd always been 
there, while her mama, sitting at the tiny trailer table, with her coffee cup and glasses, 
said soft in the after-dinner air, Tell me what you hear, baby. What she saw and what she 
heard were people made of light, shiny as the Casper cartoons she watched and giggled at 
over Cheerios with her brother, but who weren't in the tv, but in the corner, and sitting on 
the scratchy settee, and out in the sand pile her mama had made by hauling sand in  
trashbags from the lake, and in church on their knees when her uncle the priest said Mass 
on Sunday, and who weren't always white, sometimes gold and sometimes purple, and 
sometimes every color all at once like the prisms her daddy had brought her as a present, 
and hung in the window, saying, Look at all you can see, baby. What she could see rose 
from the land, like heat waves, transparencies, movies, just for her. Her mama said, What 
the land remembers, that's what you see, baby. So the transparencies were memories:  
dark-skinned dancers with their long-lidded eyes, the men's chests streaked with red and 
yellow paint, the women's hair heavy like silk falling over their shoulders, mamas   
clutching their babies, warriors with tears and blood on their faces, pretty brown children 
with kinky hair, black women their skin slick and shining and greasy with field heat, little 
white girls in bonnets and aprons and starving in lost places, feet blue and bleeding, in the 
Croatan woods on the way to the beach, bearded white men lost too, but later in blue and 
in gray, torn and ragged and dirty, walking, walking, marching, on the same road the 
same way no matter how many times the girl looked down and then back, day after day. 
When she got older, she closed her eyes, to the pictures, the sounds, rested her head 
against the nubby seat of the station wagon. When she got older, she called it the loop, the 
seeing, the call, and didn't question at all why sometimes she would just suddenly cry in a 
new place, the ground breaking like hearts beneath her feet, and time dissolving like rain, 
filled with face after face, lined with pain and wanting. She opened her eyes, and gave 
them all she had to answer the centuries and centuries of longing, looking directly into 
their hurt, spirits so broken and tender, and again and again and again saying,—I see you, 
baby, I see you, and I will remember. 





I’M ALONE. I’M ALONE INSIDE the second to last stall positioned on the right wall in the 
massive Hartsfield-Jackson Airport bathroom. The one solid cream tiled wall, two flimsy 
barriers that don’t quite touch the floor, and squeaks-when-opened dull blue door makes 
me feel tense, smothered, far-off, makes me mistakenly think I’m in a coffin six feet    
under: a fluorescent lit, chemically scented, sterile coffin surrounded by familiar noises 
that always sound unfamiliar when in the presence of others.  
 My feet are planted firmly on the shiny-in-some-places-flat-in-others floor. With 
my toes pointed at the toilet, my shoulders squared up, I challenge the blank bowl. The 
toilet doesn’t glint in the unpleasant light; it’s not porcelain. It’s a matte white, probably 
made of a faux, cheaper ceramic. The strip of light above me makes an electric, buzzing 
sound and strongly flickers. Is it overheated and going to explode, releasing the mercury 
within it, or is a lone fly trapped in the prism of distorted plastic, repeatedly swan diving 
into the light, trying again and again to escape? Fluorescent bulbs highlight the world at its 
worst.  
 There’s a muddy water kind of feeling in my stomach, a deep growling in my tracts, 
and a shallow bubbling in my throat. A mangled hand belonging to some devious creature 
is Indian burning my soft organs and tight heart. Lava made of angst and discomfort   
travels along the nooks and crannies underneath my skin. At this moment, eruption is the 
best thing that could happen. 
 My shins are pressed against the front rim of the toilet bowl. The coldness of the 
not-porcelain bleeds through the denim of my jeans, causing each individual hair, that I 
don’t care enough or have enough energy to shave, to rise up with little bumps at their   
bases.  
 The bowl’s not clean. It’s mostly clean, but I know some woman with thighs and a 
butt that could encompass me entirely, with plenty of room to spare, has probably left    
behind some minute fleck of dead skin or fecal matter. My jeans are now dirty, tainted. The 
aura of that woman’s butt twists and twirls in an unsolicited pirouette around my legs. 
When I get out of here, if I make it out of here, my shins will come in contact with    
countless untainted by bathroom micro-life things: my father’s suitcase, a child’s or little 
person’s backpack, the back of the seat in front of me on the airplane, all of the air in the 
pressurized cabin, every last molecule. Denim does not go well with denim or remnants of 
bathroom excursions; bleach is a precious thing. My stomach is going to explode. 
 My chest and waist form a ninety-degree angle. My compressed breasts cast an   
insubstantial shadow on my stomach and left forearm. My left hand clutches and pulls at 
my right rack of ribs. A silver metal vent above me kicks on, releasing a cool jet of air,   
signaling the customary little mounds of flesh underneath the skin on my right arm to 
move through and above the surface. My right hand, tinted with thin blue rivers flowing 
under a layer of clashing red and white, shakes at the wrist and vibrates at the fingertips. 
With the longest finger extended, I shakily move my hand towards the pink, shadowed gap 
between my cracked and pealing lips. My tongue retaliates against the thin osseous limb, 
throwing itself up and forward. My finger jolts to the back of my throat, past the revolting 
pink strip of muscle, the knuckles clipping my two front teeth. 
 A quaking feeling shakes the inner lining of my throat. My organs rise up in a swell 
of acid. The burning bloody hand crawls in an instant up my torso, the fingertips probably 
visible beneath the skin. Retching, retching, retching. My fingers and toes curl and clench. 
Heaving,  heaving, heaving. My lower  back moans in agony,  pleading  for relief. My sharp 

shoulders roll forward, nearly up and over themselves. Nothing, nothing, nothing. Only 
another dry heave. The pseudo-weight in my stomach remains. The relief, the loss of 
pressure that comes with losing something, evades me. The tendon’s in my neck slowly 
stop quivering and start to settle back down into place. Deep breaths make the queasiness 
nearly unbearable, but fill my lungs with air, tainted air, but still oxygen. 
 The sound of a two-legged horse intensely trotting reverberates through the entire 
bathroom. I hear the thump of pumps closing in on me. Click-clack, click-clack. A woman in 
clunky high heels clumsily clamors her way into the stall next to me. The door’s lock 
clicks. The ardent din of her stilettos still bounces back and forth in the space between my 
skull and brain, adding to the unease. The sound of a skirt rising up, pantyhose going 
down, and the toilet moaning a bit comes from behind the rickety, definitely not      
soundproof barrier on my right. I tilt my head down and to the side and see the pair of 
leopard print bottom sprayed red heels pointed in the opposite direction of my feet.    
Bulging veins streak down the slopes of flesh that finish at the shoe-shaped animal hide. I 
sigh and take a deep breath that has the depth of a puddle. 
 I’ve been in this pine box for at least five minutes, maybe more, definitely not less: 
fifteen minutes till take-off and counting. I’ve been in here long enough for my family to 
assume that I’m crouched over the toilet in unrest, but short enough for my mother not to 
realize she’s supposed to get worried and come looking for me. Everything my mother 
does is “supposed.” She does this because she’s supposed to, and she does that because the 
television told her to. She is a walking water-fringed Ladies’ Home Journal. A stream of 
piss exits Probably Fake Louie Vuitton High Heels, making the sound of a miniature    
roaring waterfall. Another shallow, deep breath. Another dry heave to come.  
 My right middle finger goes forward and down again. My abdominal muscles go  
into a serpentine spasm. All of my joints creak. A super pressure rises up my body and out 
my throat only to find itself placed back deep inside the cavern between my two racks of 
rickety ribs. A ringing, certainly from a phone, probably an iPhone, ricochets off every   
ceramic surface in this place, the source coming from the stall next to me. The roaring  
waterfall abruptly dries up. The ring-a-ding-ding stops, and a “Hello” tainted with a New 
Jersey turnpike flair radiates from Faux Louis Vuitton High Heels. “No, no. I’m not busy. 
I’m not busy.” Might as well try puking again. “Yes, I can talk. I can talk.” Twelve 
minutes till take-off. 
 Spit and mucus are the only things that come up and out. Is it delusional of me to 
think something can come out of nothing? I didn’t eat anything this morning or the night 
before because I knew that the beast of anxiety would jump on me and gnaw at my neck. I 
knew it would sink its teeth and claws into my airway, oxygen becoming more valuable 
than gold. I shouldn’t be surprised that its scaled and fur-clumped back stretches the   
lining of my stomach, that its tail has my tongue noosed, pressuring the rose flap to slide 
down my throat.  
 The pressurized cabin of the 747 will only make The Monster stronger. The      
presence of my family will only make me weaker. A plane ride spent squashed between my 
un-precocious brother and my not-quite-there father is the secret part of Hell underneath 
the traditional Hell that no one talks about. A Hell where everything is bright and       
beautiful, where you are surrounded by things that are “supposed” to make you happy, yet 
there are burning tears in your eyes and a deep disorienting feeling of regret in your bones. 
The toilet-paper dispenser screeches behind the barrier on my right. “What, that was 
nothin’, that was nothin’. Just static or somethin’. So anyways, I was givin’ her the look. 
You know the look I always give people…Yeah that one.”  
 My feet and spine are starting to ache: ten minutes till take-off. It’s me, this toilet, 
and my anxiety waltzing back and forth, seeing who will take the lead. The front rim of 
the bowl is no longer cold; I’ve mutually shared my heat with it in hopes that it will also 
take the contents of my stomach and the humanoid chimera inside of me. The light above 
me begins to flicker and sputter again. Little popping sounds buzz overhead. A crackling, 
like that of a miniature lightning strike, comes from the two light cylinders. The twelve-
year-old mutant monstrosity continues to rumble and growl.  
 The  Monster  was  born when I was  first  able to  define fear  in my  five-year-old  



vocabulary. Electric streaks of thundering light would burst through the windows, forming 
ghoulish shadows, turning familiar objects into creepy, deformed creatures. I would wait 
and wait for the massive boom that would always follow the blond dance, my heart     
skipping every other beat.  
 The sound of a phone, probably an iPhone, crashing on tile resonates throughout 
the bathroom. “Shit! … Hey, are you still there? Are you still here? … You are! Good, good. 
Now as I was sayin’, it was just jammed up there …Yeah stuck! Anyway the whole         
situation was just awkward, almost unbearable.” 
 I would plug my ears with my two middle fingers and cover my entire body with my 
comforter. Fetal position, sweat and tears staining my cheeks a translucent gloss, muscles 
nearly bursting from tightness, I would ready myself, but the bang would always shake 
and scare me. The Monster gorged on my insides for hours on end. 
 The Monster still loves to dine on my flesh. It grows stronger and stronger with 
every bite. It gets induced into a frenetic frenzy by the starting of an engine, be it of a car 
or a plane. The sound of close-up footsteps or far-off whispers gets it going. A            
masturbatory effect comes over it when it senses even the smallest drop of discomfort in 
the ocean of my mind. It thrives when I’m out of my element. It thrives when the smell of 
cough syrup and cheap cologne enters its triangular nostrils. Six minutes till take-off. 
 The Monster’s sharpened fingernails grip onto my stomach, my lungs, my heart, 
my throat, my bones, my mind, ripping away little bits of me, tearing into me, putrefying 
my flesh with its toxic secretions. This is me being pried apart piece by piece. This is my 
tendons slowly disintegrating, my joints popping out of place, my throat swelling, almost 
shut. This is me with a festering gash from my chin to my navel, letting in the synthetic 
light, the dirt and germs, letting out my blood and gooey parts, letting them spill out of 
me, finally being untethered; evisceration is freedom. This is me recounting, trying to   
figure out what went wrong, what is wrong. This is me looking for loopholes and take-
backs. This is me losing, losing to it, losing it. This is me ruminating on all the nightmares 
I had as a child, all the nightmares I still have. 
 This is The Monster eating away at you. This is putting a finger down your throat. 
This is jumping out of the minivan, falling, and not catching yourself. This is playing 
Legos and basement basketball with Simon, with Simon who no longer lives on the corner 
of Valley View and Vine. This is the story of the Jellybean Owl coming alive from the  
movement of Grandpa Phil’s vocal cords. This is a forgotten dream-like childhood filled 
with Dumbo and Yellowstone. This is pacing back and forth in the blue carpeted hallway 
for hours upon hours, never having enough guts to wake your parents up. This is seeing 
blood for the first time in the bathroom while lightsabers clash in the background. This is 
getting knocked senseless by a dimpled ball hit with a five-iron, the sibling who did it 
never saying sorry. This is a retching gut. This is The Monster plucking and strumming 
each individual nerve running down your spine, creating a symphony of misery. This is the 
way the French move their tongues against their teeth against their lips, the way you can 
only imitate. This is the kid you sat next to during eighth period U.S. History polishing the 
railroad tracks down by the river with his teeth. This is repeatedly playing a sharp song 
until it loses its edge. This is finding bugs in the floral wallpaper your mother lined the 
house with. This is the kid version of Jeffrey Dahmer asking you out. This is the rising   
action. This is The Monster spazzing out inside your brain, pounding and pounding against 
the flimsy, grayish membrane. This is the strange kid breaking down under RFK’s shadow 
from too much muzak and aftershave. This is a Hawk yelling at you and the nude picture 
girl about sporks and getting your fucking life together. This is your mother with tear-
stained cheeks doing the dishes at four in the morning. This is experiencing menopause at 
the age of sixteen. This is words stuck, tacked to the tip of your tongue. This is an         
inescapable alliteration of letdowns. This is 123, 123, 123, not clean enough, 123, 123, 123. 
This is mirrors, mirrors, everywhere. This is repeatedly telling yourself you’ll love them 
tomorrow. This is epiphanies discovered at night only to be soon forgotten in the morning. 
This is long walks and bridges clicking. This is missing having all the bumps and bruises 
and all the anxieties calmed by a single hug. This is everything slipping into nothingness. 
This is The Monster taking the lead, winning.  

 This is me bent over an expressionless toilet in some chaotic, foreign-to-me airport 
with one minute till take off. “Alright, well I gotta go. I gotta go. Nice chattin’ to you. No, 
no I wasn’t in the middle of anythin’, nothin’.” The toilet to my right flushes. Vapors from 
the movement of the toilet water shimmy and shake over and under the divider. Pantyhose 
goes up, skirt goes down, door pops open, high heels clack away. I breathe in, trying to fill 
my lungs with something, anything. I flush the toilet and stand up as straight as I can 
muster. Another breath. I swallow, attempting to push The Monster back down into its 
murky lair. I turn around towards the shaky, dull blue door. The Monster grumbles and 
groans. Another deeper breath. 
 I am alone.  





The order doesn’t matter, just the story. 
Girls grow up eating from the platter, 
wide-eyed, hungry for love, perfection 
found in cartoons rolling across screens. 
 
Could be Cinderella, you know, the poor 
girl, black, white, or any color in between, 
all the same: Prince Charming, white picket 
fences, castle in the sky where they live 
happily ever after like two mannequins 
in a department story window. Never grow old, 
never max out the credit cards, electricity 
always purring, water running, no dishes 
to wash, and little children, like perfect tiny 
cherubs, rosy cheeked and scrubbed clean, 
adoring mommy and daddy forever and ever. 
 
Too bad that after the third failed guy little 
Cindy takes to hanging out in bars, smokes 
too much, drinks way too often, takes on 
one night stands like playing the lottery, 
hits menopause wondering what the hell 
went wrong. 
 
Or maybe she takes the Rapunzel route, 
grows those tresses long, makes them 
bottle golden, joins the church choir 
or some other barricaded tower, entrances 
the guy riding by. He spirits her off on 
a Harley. Later leaves when her dress grows 
tight for a wicked witch he met at the park. 
Poor Rapunzel raises two snot nosed kids 
on her own, goes on the dole and trades 
in the tower for government housing, 
watching reruns of I Love Lucy after the 
kids are gone, drunk on grapefruit juice 
and vodka—tears healing nothing, not 
even a lousy politician. 
 
Could be Beauty and the Beast is her gig. 
One day, chopping onions, her tears turn 
the hideous TV repairman into a handsome, 
wealthy prince. For a time he presents her 
each day with a red rose and finery. Little 
Belle is the belle of the ball, but the spell 
is broken from too many beers, lots of football 
and wings, endless channel surfing with clicker 
in hand, like a charm that works backwards. 

The prince turns into Jobba the Hut in a recliner. 
Farting and belching like a true beast, his 
nature goes back to the rock he crawled out from. 
Get me another beer, bitch, he growls, and 
all the women in the forest tremble. 
Poor Belle can’t work her magic, not even by 
turning her ring three times around her finger. 
  
That silver screen spinning fantasies 
doesn’t supply love’s needed triage. 
Disney forgot to mention that life happens, 
shit definitely happens—when the screen 
goes blank, the projector turns dark, 
all the conductors ever known forgot 
to give the girls a baton. 





Hate is an infertile woman  
driving past a Babies “R” Us.  
 
Past the women pushing baskets stuffed  
with Babybjörns and pacifiers and bottles  
 
and diapers and onesies and strollers.  
Past the “Oh, when are you due?”  
 
and “Do you know what you’re having?”  
I know I’ve gained twenty pounds over  
 
the past five years, because with every negative sign 
I condemn my diet and indulge in Wendy’s spicy  
 
chicken sandwiches and raspberry Slurpee’s from  
the 7-Eleven across the street from our house;  
  
the house we bought with an extra bedroom,  
back when we only allowed positive thoughts inside.   
 
Three years ago we made your niece an Easter basket.  
We filled it with chocolate bunnies, the ones with the beady  
 
blue eyes that never shut, and chicken-shaped Peeps.  
When your niece heard our angry whispers  
 
in your sister’s kitchen, about my empty womb,  
she ran to her basket and pulled out a Peep.  
 
She smiled as she pushed the soft yellow morsel into my hand  
and said, “Baby chick. Baby chick.” Her smile outlined with chocolate.  
 
The following Easter you were gone; your luggage secured  
in the back seat of your car, the placenta of our marriage 
mashed between my fingers.    



IT WOULD JUST BE ENOUGH, she thought to herself as she lay in the back seat of the car, 
it would just be enough if he would come back with a half ragged blanket and spread it 
over her legs and hum in that husky voice something off-key and nearly Irish. Because it 
was only a half of a hope, and half of a hope was always enough to keep going when you 
were lying in the back seat of an abandoned car, watching for the first flakes of snow and 
smelling the cold, dirty air, which seeped in around the windows. If he would just come 
back, and she could hear him break the seal on the bottle, and then he would cover her, 
and they would begin to talk in that steady, pointless way about all their shattered dreams 
which might just still come true tomorrow or next week or next month. Then the old    
pattern, such as it was, would congeal again into the mold of her life, which had been only 
starts and stops and sudden, abrupt turnings since she was thirteen and watched her     
father walk off into the woods with an axe, throwing up his hand to tell her, “Bye, Old 
beauty,” which he called her even at thirteen. 
 But he was a man with rotten luck, a sad man with rotten luck who just never came 
back, and she had no doubt that it was the jitter jump of an axe off a bad, sliced cut or the 
limb which hung there by a slender hope, jolted loose by his lusty blade, and just some 
more bad luck. Him out there, blooded and stunned and crawling into a deadfall like a 
wounded animal, thinking that he would get his breath here in a minute and get on back 
to her. But then, he forgot all of that in black rush of rain and fire and thunder so that as 
far as she could tell, he just never was found — so that she nearly starved waiting. Until 
her Aunt Tillie showed up with a court order, meaning to “take my sister’s child away 
from this horror of a man” and then only to find out that the girl was there and the man 
was gone.  
 “We will leave him a note,” Aunt Tillie said, and they went bouncing out through 
those ruts and gravel and away from her father, leaving behind that shack in a clearing 
where she never went back, and he never came back. Although she never stopped waiting 
for him, thinking that the next day or the next, he would show up to claim her at Aunt  
Tilly’s, clean shaven with a new suit and a fine job selling encyclopedias or something like 
that, which he did not do. 
 The next man, too. One more loose gaited man with a slap sided smile who took her 
as his own and then forgot or wandered away in pursuit of God’s great bounty — into the 
woods or the next county or a California. All of them faithful as truth itself who just  
floundered away with the best of intentions, but dying anyway or following some wastrel 
dream and keeping her there near the back of his mind, meaning to go back and collect 
her. Except that time led on to time, and like this man she was waiting for now, each of 
those solemn and lovely men who said they would “face off the demons to make her    
happy” just lost the knack of themselves. Just lost the knack of finding their way back to 
her, and after a while, it seemed to her that she was the main cause, the thing that God 
thought was just expendable, God being, after all, just one more man who made her  
promises and then pulled them back. 
 So that lying here now, the snow falling heavily, and the man gone at least five 
hours, and her heart beating like a faint thread, the woman told herself that “everything 
comes to those who wait” and settled in, pulling the coat up around her. Herself so full of 
words and explanations and faint hope, not a note of spare surprise left to her now. Since 
she would just be here in the morning or not, and if she was, the man would probably 
come on back with his sad excuse, and she would rub his feet and place them next to her 
stomach. They would hold onto each other and shuffle to the park where the truck came 
with the red-faced man who gave them soup and bread and a scripture verse.  

 “Blue skies smiling at me, nothing but blue skies I can see,” she sang in a tuneless 
way, watching the whipping snow.  
 
FIRST, IT WAS HER MOTHER’S FACE, which she had never seen except in a sepia print, 
fading out of a dream, and then it was the bitter cold wrapping around her, and then just 
the cold shock of morning. The sudden sunlight on the brilliant snow. Pushing up from the 
back seat, her eyes seeking some landmark in the whole, thirsty city, something to mark 
as her own. And she could not half countenance it, what she saw then, him, the newest 
man, leaning against the car, hunched over a little, like he was studying the hood because 
he meant to paint it. When he looked up, just that fractured half second, his eyes caught 
upon hers, and he smiled like a maniac, smiled like the mad man which he certainly was. 
 “Old girl.” He formed the words with his mouth and threw one gloved hand up as 
though to invite her to the sun and the snow. 
 She was moving, her fingers and legs and whole self, moving in slow motion like 
one of those tumbly bugs that rolls clay an inch an hour. But she was radiant already 
again, lost in this man’s smile and his promise of the morning. Pushing around the coat, 
pawing at the door handle, at least two minutes worth of fiddle-faddling, he called it, that 
woman’s way of purchasing time on credit, so irrevocable and so nearly dream-like that it 
was a shock when she pushed open the door and smelled the sooty air, just a hint of  
something fried and delicious caught there on a waft of the wind. 
 “Old girl,” he said, now taking her hand. “I have had a hell of a night.” 
 His breath stinking of gin, his red gums receding along three front teeth. 
 “I slept like a dream-gaited child from Cork,” she told him, a joke they had        
between themselves. 
 “And you are a dream-gaited girl,” he assured her, “but we have got the morning 
before us to explicate our long night’s tragic lapses, haven’t we.” 
 It was not really a question, just a prelude to some great secret he would finally  
divulge, which would be so ordinary and plain that she would nearly laugh, but only   
nearly. Because his enthusiasm about some story he heard in a bar and about a chance he 
had to pick up a quick hundred dollars, which never panned out, had just enough clean 
edge to it and hope that she could never deflate him. 
 It is just us again together, she thought, catching a glimpse in the mirrored window 
of another car and trying not to jump in shock at the scarecrow figures and wispy white 
hair, which was also just them.   
 “Best not to look,” she told herself. “Best not to think about it now. Just an old 
jumpety-jumped up picture which ain’t in the least our souls, so it don’t spell nothing,  
really when you think about it.” 
 Seeing him smile was enough to nearly repair her. Seeing him hope about the next 
few hours, finding that wagon there close to the library. Hearing his stories of the 
nighttime after he left to look for that vagrant blanket, which she did not see a shred of 
when it was the reason he abandoned her to the cold night and left her to whatever     
creatures might have crawled out from behind the dumpsters or careened out of the allies. 
 “But they didn’t do that, now, did they?” He was famous for reminding her. 
 “You think I would leave you to the night’s vicissitudes,” he said the words like 
they were a wall he could hide behind, “think I would leave my lady without a spell I cast 
in the air about her carriage.” 
 Which Leona loved, the way he moved words around and acted like she was his 
princess in a fairy tale, and never mind living in the back seat of that car parked at the 
back of that junk yard. Because circumstances were always temporary, and the next week 
or the next month, he kept saying that their ship would come in, and they would live the 
high life again, although that implied that one had lived the high life at some point in the 
past, which Leona could not remember doing. 
 Then they were walking out along the fence toward the path along the river which 
led back to the city streets.  
 And while he talked on and on, inventing words in profusion, she thought of her 
life, lo, these many years.  



SHE LIVED WITH THAT AUNT who used her like a dray horse and gave her scant rations 
and never even a sweet pat on the head, just lining up those chores and marking them off 
all day until she felt like Cinderella, except there was no ball and no coach and no magic. 
 Graduated in the middle of her class in that small town where no one had ever    
really known her or accepted her, just calling her “that girl from Water Street,” Water 
Street being a blight on the city. Those stiff necked girls and boisterous boys swarming 
around her every day at school, acting like she was invisible and something she cultivated 
because to be noticed was just an invitation to derision. 
 Then they graduated, and the superintendent mispronounced her name, and she 
fled the Aunt’s house one night at midnight, taking the Greyhound to Henderson and then 
on to Louisville. Just a slight weight of a girl with a frozen half smile, so completely      
uncertain of her next move that she tried to live in five-minute slices of confidence. Out at 
the Louisville station, not even out of the bus station before a dark haired woman from the 
Post House said to her as she sipped her Coke, clutching the paper with the want ads, “We 
got an opening. One of the girls quit last night and ran off with a sailor.” 
 So Providence smiled then, and she was fully employed as the dishwasher and the 
clean up girl, in that stiff blue and white uniform. Even renting a room from a lady who 
bought coffee at noon and who lived no more than two blocks from the Greyhound station. 
Such an auspicious beginning that she felt a core of blind faith grow in her that life was 
just waiting for you like Dale Carnagie said in that paperback book she stole from the high 
school library. Going every day to the station, cleaning and laughing with the black cook, 
Daphne, and the bus loaders who came through the back door to get free black coffee. 
 Then that St. Louis driver, Ted, took an interest in her and invited her back to his 
motel room one day, walking her along the sidewalks, telling her funny stories. Her sharp 
eye not spotting any ring, so that just going up to his room would be okay because he 
needed to change clothes because the Greyhound by-laws said that he could not walk 
around town in his uniform. In that gray, dirty room where he pushed her down onto the 
bed and shucked off her panties and said, even in the midst of that violent assault, “It will 
be all right” and “You are a good girl,” and then turned her back out on the street, telling 
her that he “would see her sometime.” Walking home in the twilight in such a daze of  
disbelief and shame and humiliation, thinking up improbable ways to avenge herself, 
thinking finally that she would go to the police. 
 Standing in the police station, where the sergeant looked at her with a skewed eye 
and quit writing midway through the third sentence. So that she finally quit talking. 
 “Get on out of here,” he said with his hoarse voice, smoking a cigar. “You think 
other girls have not tried to pull that old thing. You fall in love with the uniform, and then 
when he gives you what you ask for, you cry wolf. We don’t have time for that shit, 
Missy.” 
 Back in her room, defeated and stunned, crying for her father gone these many 
years away into the woods with his axe on his shoulder. Then five years go by like        
flittering, fluttering clouds which all amount to the same empty thing, and she is a       
colorless, fearful creature, not meeting people’s eyes, doing her job, walking home the 
same way to eat the same bologna sandwich. Sitting in front of a black and white TV and 
thinking that there were creatures at the bottom of the river, calling her name, and how 
she could go down there into the mud and float silently where no one looked at you or 
laughed at you or paid witness to your faults.   
 Until she had the very day fixed, and went for a whole week with a smile until the 
woman at the Post House said, “Are you getting some on the side?” or “Have you gone  
religious or something?” Thinking on that Friday night, after she treated herself to a steak 
dinner at the small Italian restaurant, after she drank three glasses of wine, that she would 
go back to her room and prop the note up there by the mirror and go down into the water 
and become one more fish in that school of happy fish, her hair floating in the lambent 
current. 
 Ordering that steak and sitting in her best dress, her mind already swimming there 
in the sweet silence, already gone over that line from here to there. Not even noticing the 
man at the third table who glanced at her and then glanced again.  

 “I did not order this fourth glass of wine,” she told the waiter. 
 “I know that,” he said, “but that man did.” 
 She looked into his dark eyes three tables away and gave away her resolve and the 
best part of her soul in one clear, long gaze so that all the rest of the evening at her table 
and then down the street and then up to his room was an improbable flower blooming 
about her. Upon the bed once more but this time, caught up in throes of ecstasy and 
watching that other shadow of the end of her life gone away in wisps until she could no 
longer remember that girl or that five years or any moment before just now when the man 
named Jonathan crooned to her about her fairy face and her elfin ears. 
 “Everything after that was gravy.” She remembered a waitress named Thelma who 
spoke of an evening with a well-muscled young man. 
 Love bloomed and then flowered, and in a thrice, she was standing at an altar with 
all these kind people behind her, his relatives and friends who welcomed her in as though 
she were a goddess groomed for this role. She moved with Jonathan, the artist and teacher, 
to a cottage outside the city, and she took up housekeeping in that sweet, little house. He 
drove a Chrysler and got her a Volkswagen. She fixed exquisite meals of fruit and cheese 
and bread and fine wine. Their friends and neighbors dropped by in the evenings, and then 
she found that she was pregnant. She had that child, a sprite named Lydia, who was a 
curly haired charmer, stealing hearts and nestling at her mother’s bosom each evening 
while she read Good Night, Moon and The Tatterberries Go Fishing. And there were evenings 
after Lydia was asleep, and her husband had finished laboring over body with cries of    
delight, that she lay abed, watching the stars and drifting clouds and thinking, “It is 
merely a dream, and I will awaken soon, but please, God, wait a bit longer.” Because she 
believed in him again now, a deity who visited upon us suffering until we were surfeited 
and then waved a wand in the air and thus wrought a Jonathan and a cottage and a Lydia 
and air like ambrosia, the sweetness of life full to the brim. 
 
SHE HAD ONLY LEARNED TO QUIT holding her breath when the dream expired on a spring 
evening seven years after it began only an hour before she gave herself to the river.      
Jonathan and Lydia had gone to the store because they wanted hot fudge sundaes for an 
evening snack, exactly the thing that she had never learned to believe in. Exactly the    
singular detail of wonder which Jonathan and Lydia had taught her, do not deny your next 
joy in this great and joyous infinitude. 
 Finished the dishes and then sat upon the porch, watching the drizzle, seeing the 
lights of a car approaching. Sighing to herself that they were back, and then that note of 
disquiet when she saw that it was a different set of lights. Then, oh, so quickly, a note of 
fear and then panic, the village police car. She quit rocking. She held her breath, and for a 
second, it came to her that on that night seven years before, it would have been better to 
complete that act, to go down and down into the watery grave where you could not be 
touched by pain and buffeted by sharp waves and the tides of grief. 
 It was over quickly. The earnest man with the red face, bending toward her         
solicitously, making noises with his mouth that could not be words because words could 
not kill, and she felt herself to be dead. A burned out wick of a human who shook her head 
as if that movement could change his words, could change the things he told her. 
 “In a light fog — another car speeding — across the center line. Tangled metal.” 
He said other things. Screams. Broken limbs and death, oh, death doubled. Gone, gone. All 
of the wonder fled in a moment of telling. 
 There were a few more days while she walked in a trance and spoke to people who 
spoke to her. She called undertakers and lawyers and insurance men and friends and     
relatives. In a quick slurry of events, all flowing together from the fountain of her life’s 
destruction. Listening to the first shovelful of dirt upon one coffin and then the other. 
 After that, she did not remember anything until she awakened in a motel three 
months later and saw the wreckage of wine bottles and smelled the unclean body of a man 
whose back was turned to her. 
 
 SO  THAT HER  LIFE BECAME  merely a series  of men,  some  kind and some  cruel,  



who took her in and used her money for wine or whiskey or anything to kill the pain,    
anything to make her numb. For to be numb was to be insensible to memories that 
wracked her mind and body over and over. She cried for the loss of her husband and 
daughter. She cursed her luck that she had ever known them. She sat in bleared silence at 
a hundred cheap bars with worn linoleum on the floor and a multitude of names carved 
into the tables and heard thousands of doomed men speaking in tongues, rehearsing their 
stories of the apocalyptic events which brought them to this low state, endless recitations 
of reasons and excuses and verses from the Bible of idiot luck. All of them wronged and 
persecuted and flaming like desperate angels in the foul clutch of circumstance. 
 After a few years, all the money was gone, all the insurance money, all the money 
left from the sale of the house, all the emblems of respectability such as a house key and a 
banking account and permanent address. She lived in her car for a while, parked in      
municipal parking lots, back side roads off the city park. Then she sold that, too, and she 
and a man named Fred Rakestraw got three half gallons of vodka and rented a cheap room 
at the Hoosier Arms for most of a week while they lived on vodka and hamburgers. 
 She came to in an alley with the skull-busting headache and no Fred in sight, her 
purse rifled, and the only animating factor in her movements was an intense desire for 
sudden death. 
 But that also did not work because she flung herself from the third floor of a    
parking garage and ended up in a charity hospital with a broken leg, three broken ribs, and 
two black eyes.  
 “Lucky you hit that big pile of garage bags,” the ER doctor said, peering into her 
eyes with a light. “That broken your fall or you might have been dead.” 
 She saw a nurse bend to whisper to him, and she heard him say, “Really.” 
 When he came back to check her further, he did not speak to her any more. 
 He spent his whole life trying to put people back together who had lived careless, 
stupid lives, but for those who took up bed space and his time after they had attempted 
their own self-destruction, he had no sympathy. 
 
NOW HERE SHE WAS, SIXTEEN YEARS LATER, miraculously still alive who had thought she 
wanted nothing but death. Here she was with another sad, empty man with sad, empty 
promises, who had taken her money the night before because he wanted to find her a  
blanket. Coming back ten hours later to a deserted car in the back of a junk yard, calling 
her his “beauty,” who had probably spent her few dollars in a bar, drinking shots of Old 
Repeater or Yellowstone.  
 “You idiot,” she said to herself with a half-smile, “and you have not mentioned 
that at all. You are just glad he came back. Glad that he is holding your hand, and you will 
get a hot dog and Kool Aid from the charity wagon.” 
 He reached up for a moment to push a gray curl back. They reached the library 
grounds and saw that they were tenth in line. They could smell the soup. The everyday  
citizens of the city swirled past them with hardly a glance. Those who noticed gave them 
that tight-lipped, censoring look that dismissed her and her man as creatures who had 
crawled up from the vermin pile to invade their space and steal their air. 
 “We ain’t but tenth, old sweetheart,” Nelson said, holding her hand again as 
though they were waiting in line at the county fair to ride the Ferris wheel.  



A man I love, a man as distant as  
Andromeda, drove me to the airport.   
We spoke of common interests:  
the seminar, one of our colleagues,  
his wife—who needs orthotics. I want  
to shatter his quiet reserve. Old as I am.  
Old as he is.    
 
We drive along a busy thoroughfare.  
A figure on the roadside falls.   
She doesn't bounce back up and laugh  
at her graceless plop. She cowers—awkward,  
ineffectual, crumpled behind a parked car.  
We stop. I run to ask if I can help.   
This is no girl but a woman weathered 
hard with heartbreak. Her tongue  
flicks in and out, eager to test the air  
without words. Hair lank, clothes worn, 
teeth gone. Her eyes don't meet mine.  
Mental problems, I think. The fall has  
shaken her, but with help she stands.   
We walk half a block to a tacky spa.  
I say, "This woman took a spill; she  
needs to sit a while and catch her breath."   
The staff finds no way to refuse this  
small respite. I walk back to the car,  
my random act of kindness done,  
the woman fades from my thoughts.   
My friend says nothing, asks nothing.   
I have disappeared, like the fallen woman.   

you wore the mask of deceit so well it was hard to distinguish what the true characteristics of your face 
were  
I didn't know that the bridge of your nose wasn't, in fact, the curvature of a perfectly-delivered lie 
or that your lips sometimes spoke beautiful words and weren't at all drooping with vulgarity and      
salivating with hate  
and how was I supposed to know that your eyes did, in fact, contain life and weren't just frosty       
windows to an empty house 
 
no, no, with you it was so hard to tell what was true 
you spoke so perfectly of an ideal life and in convincing tones made me believe that my values were 
yours and your heart mine  
and I was so sure that the electric feel of your hand was fate and not intuition playing at the pit of my 
stomach 
and when the details of your story failed to sync up to the time of your arrival 
I wrote it off as a natural flaw of human memory 
 oh, she must have forgotten that that store closed two hours ago  
 or that last tuesday 
 well, last tuesday she was working, wasn't she? 
 
And even when you gently sat me down, my right hand in the palms of yours 
your eyes brimming with what looked like authentic diamonds  
and that voice of yours, once harsh and brash, now slow and velvet with emotion said  
 I don't love you anymore. I can't do this.  
I wrote it off as your duplicitous nature rearing its ugly head 
 you see, this was the deceit I was talking about  
 the lies you spin, you have to stop, you can't  
 you can't just say things like that 
 you can't keep on doing this to me 
but when I looked up 
my hand was returned to my lap 
your tears left small, unrecognizable stains on the couch 
and your mask lay on the floor next to my feet 
its eyes vacant, its lips snarled 
and my heart knew what it could never understand 





The cool sandy wash is alive, 
with the buzz of a solitary bee, 
the scarlet morning awake, 
sun peeking through jagged 
mountains, distance rising east 
like the hope of spring. I drift 
through a silty corridor collecting 
litter—plastic bottles, shreds  
of bedding, fragments of fence,  
empty bullet casings, a dropped 
or forgotten small knife, blade  
blooming lifelike straight up  
from the dry desert earth.  
 
Nearby are fresh remnants  
of steps—so many footprints,  
signs of pressure, of running,   
of changing territory. My feet  
anticipate direction even before  
eyes land on the shadow 
of an exposed, gnarled root  
and, within, the curled, dead  
newborn, damp blood red,  
torn cloth white, lips deep blue, 
umbilical cord cut, skin cold  
and gray cradled by the ground. 
 
I dare not touch 
what I can’t understand, 
but I think about a woman 
who goes into labor 
when in flight, a mother who 
gives birth in the hush-a-bye  
night while others wait,  
vulnerable and impatient for her  
womb to transfer its burden 
onto the layers of sediment. 
And I wonder what purpose 
it would serve for me to report  
evidence to support the truth 
in all those so-called myths  
engendered by the magnified  
motion of human migration.  



“The real treasure from traveling is not the souvenirs, but 
the lasting inner change and learning.”  

       
—from Christopher Vogler’s The Writer’s Journey 

IF YOU REALLY WANT TO KNOW the truth about it, then I’ll tell you. About a year ago, I 
had an awful mess of things. Twice I came home to an empty apartment where my wife 
and kid should have been. My daughter was only three then, and it really knocks       
something out of you when you come home after a hard day’s work and find that the place 
is empty. No notice. No warning. And twice I had to go through with that. Each time, I 
cracked open the whiskey, cursing my wife under my breath, ordered Mexican takeout—
and this was in Saigon, mind you—and over a period of a few months became a drunken 
slob, gained about thirty pounds to peak at 210. One night after my Vietnamese mistress 
had come and gone, I woke in the middle of the night with my heart pounding something 
fierce, and I had to grab my chest and really hold on to whatever it was I still had left.  
 A few weeks later, I had a second heart attack. Though I went to the cardiologist 
several times for check-ups and ECGs—not EKGs like some people say—and each time the 
moron would tell me that my heart was fine, but I was a little over-weight. I knew my 
heart wasn’t fine. And then one afternoon, I remember well, the sun was setting through 
the great open bay doors in my flat, which was eight stories high, and I had just taken 
some vitamin-energy mix in a glass of water, and I stood up too fast and turned to see that 
beautiful sun dropping over the Saigon-city landscape and felt the grip of death on me. I 
dropped to my knees, and I could sense my heart—the one that was all fine and dandy—
was about to explode. What I can remember of it—if you really want to know about it—
was that I feared an artery was clogged, and I could feel it too, and one side of my heart 
swelled with too much blood, and I dropped to my knees with pain beyond anything I had 
ever experienced, and because I was afraid I was going to die, I said out loud, ‘God, please 
help.’ And you wouldn’t believe what happened next. The blood that had kept swelling and 
swelling inside one of the arteries just shot up and clean through to wherever it was  
headed, which was up my left pectoral muscle, up and around my left shoulder, and down 
my left arm. I could really feel the blood travel, and my heart deflated back to its original 
size. I stayed on my knees for a moment just thanking God for sparing me, and I wasn’t 
sure why because I was still alone and separated from my wife and child. And so that was 
what led me to go to Bali, and try to make some sense out of my life, and try to heal my 
heart in some way. 
 So on September 21st, 2013 at 2 a.m., I found myself in Singapore’s airport staring 
mindlessly at the Redemption Booth where you could win $1,000,000 dollars, which 
amounts to something like 800,000 US dollars. ‘Be a Changi Millionaire,’ the sign read in 
front of giant teddy bears seated on a castle. I had about five more hours until my flight to 
Bali, so I just walked around the airport, where a man and woman were huddled and 
wrapped together on the floor near the entrance to the Sunflower Garden on the roof of 
Terminal 2. Most couples were like that. Even some dads with their sons. And so with the 
strap of my bag wrapped around my leg, I dozed fearful of loss. Especially here and now on 
the eve of Bali. With fits of five minutes or so of sleep, spurts of sliced dreams, and images 
of new travelers sitting down next to me, I saw an older woman peel an orange. Eyes close. 
Open. Close. Lifting heavy lids to a man in his twenties with a pony tail, and I kept drifting 
to the flight over from Ho Chi Minh City where from the moment Pi said ‘hi’ and sat down 
next to me, we talked the entire flight. Pi was a French-Vietnamese intern working in 
marketing at GlaxoSmithKline in Saigon, and we talked the entire flight of some two hours 
and down the connecting tunnels and even as we parted to go our separate ways, she 
heading to immigration and I to transfer, we paused not knowing what to say. Not    
wanting to say goodbye. Not really. And then she was gone down the escalator. I watched 
from the deck above, followed her every movement as a mother does a child on the first 
day of school. And I never saw her again.  
 Bali Flight 835 held a resemblance to Steinbeck’s The Wayward Bus, an eclectic people 
from around the world: a reggae guy with tats and a multi-colored headband; lesbians in 
gray shirts and matching short hair; a guy with a straw hat and an expensive camera next 
to some honey Asian doll; an elderly couple, likely returning to Bali, holding hands; and me 
the outcast, the lone writer in a gray cardigan and cargo pants. And if you must know 
about it, I felt quite alone being in that airplane with those people who seemed to have 
someone close to them at all times.  And as  I  stepped down from the plane to where three  



dark men were chalking cracks in the tarmac by hand, I swear to you I saw a massive sign 
with the red letters that read: ‘You’ll never have to walk alone.’ I can’t make this stuff up. 
When I read that sign—the early morning sun rising over Bali—I thought of God and how 
I was really alone despite what I could try and fool myself into believing.  
 The new international airport in Bali had just been open for about two days prior to 
my arrival, and the hotel manager was there to greet me with a sign that had my name 
scribbled on it. Wayan was his name, and he drove a black minivan with the steering wheel 
on the right side as we drove on the left side of the road. His friend Ramaht would also be 
joining us, he said. I nodded and said that was all fine but didn’t feel like it was going to 
be. I looked out the window to see ‘Miss World Indonesia 2013’ plastered on a black      
billboard in gold lettering, and I was in no mood for women. I just kept thinking how I 
must be a madman to fly to Bali and then take a ride from two strangers to head to the 
east side of the island. A death wish was what it felt like to me. But I had already faced 
some of the worst things a man can ever face in his life. If I had to choose—if you just got 
to know—I would take a heart attack over opening a door to find all your furniture has 
been moved out while you were hard at work and your family is just gone. There’s     
something fierce and unforgivable in that treachery and deception. But to tell you the 
truth, I probably deserved it and much more. I sat in the back of the mini-van thinking 
these thoughts as scraps of multi-colored cloths to scare away the birds flapped inside 
cornfields.  
 I spent the rest of the day by the pool getting a massage and had a quiet dinner 
alone at the ocean-side restaurant. By candlelight, I had Mahi Mahi, known as dolphin fish 
to us foreigners, wrapped in a banana leaf, a side of fish cakes and salad, a refreshing   
Bintang beer to drink, an iced Arak that tasted of honey and lemons, and for dessert, I 
smoked a Cuban cigar. The next morning, I had an appointment with White Sand Divers, 
and promptly at 8:30, they were there in a white minivan to pick me up and head out to 
the reef. The first dive was a coral reef, and the second was at the USS Liberty wreck some 
thirty meters down. 
 The Liberty, with no lives lost, appeared to be at home thirty meters below the     
surface in the year of its 50th anniversary being pushed into the sea by Mt. Agung’s lava 
flow in 1963. Edging my way through and around the nooks and crevices of the Liberty, I 
challenged myself and my inexperience at diving. To look up and see corralled-steel above 
you, bubbles from the exhalation rising around your goggles, and to have that one thought 
of absolute fear to fight down and suppress, to conquer the possibility that if your mask 
comes off, you could so very easily become disoriented and drown. 
 Deep down there in that calm, I kept thinking of how before I left Saigon, my sister 
Amanda messaged me on Facebook and wrote: ‘Enjoy Bali. Don’t Drown!’ Now, peering up 
and seeing three divers floating-swimming across my new under-water sky of thirty   
meters, I felt relaxed as if I was supposed to be there, alone at the bottom with only two 
options left to me: rise or drown.  
 But with so many tasks set to me while diving, my mind had little time to consider, 
or even contemplate, life and death. Water in my mask was priority number one. I needed 
to see, and it came to me how important vision was when set next to abstract concepts of 
life and death, causes and effects. Only two or three times did I check the depth and       
oxygen gauges strapped to my dive-vest. My ears I must place as the second priority. The 
pressure could be so vicious that I would cease my gradual descent. To stop the pain in my 
ears, I had to rise then dive down again. Go back to where I had just come from, if just for 
a moment, then the pressure would release, and I could proceed to go deeper. A step back 
to move forward. By the time I got to the bottom, my eyes and ears were fine. I longed to 
stay there at the bottom. 
 There is a haunting peace about rising and falling in gradual motions in and out of 
the sunken warship. Shadows loom down over the divers as they pass into the Liberty’s 
broken belly, and the questions come as naturally as you must learn to breathe below the 
surface of the water. Can I trust my dive master, Noman, not to lose me down here? Can I 
trust the regulator to feed me oxygen? Can I trust my ears, my senses, my mind to hold   
up beneath all the pressure pushing inward at fifteen meters? twenty meters? thirty? To be 

quite honest, I didn’t know what or who I could trust anymore. I remember swimming 
along next to that old ship that no longer had its heart and thinking of how I didn’t know 
who or what I could trust. A husband is supposed to be able to trust his wife, but if he 
doesn’t have that, what does he have? And I wanting nothing more than anything to sit at 
the bottom of the ocean floor, and did for a minute or two, but dive master Noman called 
me up with a tap of his metallic baton on his oxygen tank and a wave of his hand. I       
followed Noman’s call. I followed him because I knew the tank on my back had a limited 
supply of oxygen, and there was still much to see: the bed of slender fish imbedded into 
the sand with their tails, the brown sweet leaf twice the size of my head, a manta, and the 
sea turtle luring me out to deeper waters. I would have swum on forever, chasing that old 
sea turtle if not for a swift tag on my flipper from Noman.  
 As we surfaced and walked up the stony beach, a nicely tanned Javanese girl with a 
tribal tattoo on her left forearm was sunbathing in a black bikini. Oh how I wanted to take 
her back to the hotel for a few hours—if you really have to know all about it—but I knew 
she was waiting for another. So instead, I paid Noman for the two dives and for two more 
the following day, then I sat at a poolside café near the dive site, divers emerging out of 
the water like the first tetrapods climbing out of the ocean depths, and watched the    
tourists as I drank a Bintang while a ringing in my ears came like a constant low-pitched 
siren. My thoughts drifted to the young girl, Pi, I met on the flight to Singapore. Both of us 
sitting next to one another, leaving Vietnam for the exact same reason, and from the    
moment she sat down, we never stopped talking despite the fact that she hated people 
more than I did. We blended for two hours. For a change, that unwelcomed, unexpected, 
unknown feeling found me welcoming, expecting, and knowing this beautiful woman by 
my side. I’ve come to understand, through years of disappointments, such moments, albeit 
delightful and fulfilling, are fleeting.  
 For lunch, I had Nasi Gareng, which was stir-fried rice with chili peppers, tidbits of 
chicken and onion, and its special sauce. The Nasi Gareng tasted heavenly as it was light 
yet spicy. And as I ate alone looking out over the ocean waters, I thought of how East Bali 
is a spiritual oasis. An oasis not hampered by aggressive sex tourism so often found in 
other Asian countries like Bangkok, Thailand or Wan Chai, Hong Kong, and it’s very likely 
due to its Muslim faith. Some of the women wear hijabs to cover their heads and faces. 
Ceremonies for the dead are also frequent and commonplace among the Balinese. And then 
there are the Java girls from the north in Jakarta who migrate down with their sexy, 
smooth-tanned skin and large breasts to get wet in West Bali. The Balinese appear to be a 
trusting people on the outside—if you must know—but one never knows even about the 
people closest to you. 
 Later that night, I had dinner at Bali Beer & Grill, where I had grilled tuna and 
prawns with limes and a fried banana dessert called Pisang Goreng topped with honey, 
which is also a breakfast dish among the locals. Beer & Grill was empty except for a back-
packing couple in the corner. A little later, two Russians, one wearing a leopard print dress 
with an open back, entered. 
 The next day, I hired a jukung, a small boat named Pajar, for $30 USD to take me 
snorkeling at a Japanese warship, and I kept thinking how much of Bali’s diving industry 
prospers from left over artifacts, which is a better descriptor than ‘abandoned garbage 
from a distant time.’  
 I sat at the front of the Pajar as the boatman steered us up along the coast of East 
Bali, and I kept thinking—if you just need to know—that I was following the universe. 
That was what I was really doing. And I didn’t have a damn clue if I would make it back 
alive or where the next day would even take me. I couldn’t tell you who I was anymore. I 
had lived my life the way I wanted for so very long that all the in-betweens were lost to 
me then. It is true that I never settled as I searched the horizons for my true tribe, only to 
find myself on the jukung facing cerulean waters ahead, the craft splashing through the 
surf, my skin developing a dark, rough tan from too much salt-water and sun.  
 Make lemonade, is what they say. Squeeze the lemon dry. Toss away the pulverized 
peel. Knowing that the world was my companion, and that was enough because the world 
could be as small or as large as one wishes to make it.  



 I dove down with my snorkel still in my mouth alongside the Japanese ship, my 
body and senses slowing to a near halt some ten meters down inside the open hull. I swam 
free, my flippers kicking gently through the water to propel me forward and up to that 
burst of fresh air, just as my daughter would do when I taught her to swim at the deep end 
of the pool where she would then push off the bottom to rise like a mermaid into a new 
breath, where I would be there—yes I would be there—to catch her by the waist, and she 
telling me, ‘One more time, Baba.’ Yes, one more time, my darling, and all I could see was 
that strange boatman on the jukung waiting to take me back to Arya Amed Resort, where 
the staff constantly swept up flower petals that fell from the trees. 
 In the afternoon, I rented a motorbike for $5 from the resort and headed along the 
winding east coast to Pantai Putih, which means ‘Beach White.’ The beach was sandy white, 
and I swam against large incoming waves and felt the tide pulling me ever out, and I had 
to fight my way in with each stroke. Afterward, I got a massage for $8 right there on the 
beach and had a few beers to relax as I sat next to an Asian woman speaking French. In 
Bali, there was something sexy about an Asian woman speaking French.  
 But the real adventure was when I was on my way back from the White Beach. I 
pulled off to the side of the road to snap a few pictures of the rice paddies in the valley   
below. A local man, shirtless where you could see his skin worn thin to the bone, parked 
his motorbike about fifteen yards ahead of mine. He slipped off the bike and walked back 
towards me with a small object in his hands. One step closer, I could see that he unfolded a 
portable scythe. He was nonchalant about the cutting blade in his hand. I had my         
sunglasses on, so I knew he could not see how wide my eyes were getting, but I did not 
look away from him as he drew closer to me. Would this be my last moment in Bali? On 
Earth? I looked straight at the solemn, brown-faced figure that stared back. He had no 
emotion on his face. He was calm and patient. His steps drew slower. My heart beat faster. 
Then all of a sudden, he stepped off the side of the road and vanished down a trail leading 
deep into the jungle alongside the mountain.  
 Perhaps death was close to me that day, as it was on the days of my heart attacks, 
but I had to stop and consider how at any time, day or night, my life could be put in    
jeopardy, or even lost. I knew either way I was ready for the end, or a new beginning if 
that was all that ending turned out to be. Such was that experience on the road from      
Amlapura to Amed. 
 If you want to know the real truth of it, I had a wonderful time in Bali. That’s not 
an exaggeration. Life is magic. And I learned that trust grants a powerful spell over people, 
and once that bond becomes broken, anger and doubt and fear are allowed to enter and    
divide even the closest of companions. And I thought of my estranged wife as Wayan drove 
me back to the airport in Denpasar, and I could see rivulets running on the edge of farms 
where men and women bathed and headed back to their thatched huts. I imagined that at 
least they were happily married, happily in love despite having nothing else.  
 And if you want to know the deep down truth of everything, on the plane that 
would take me back to Singapore and back home to Saigon—where a home was not really a 
home—I could see puffs of white clouds like freshly whipped cream hanging low over the 
rolling mountains, those heavenly green slopes leading to snowy peaks and hidden valleys, 
the far-off horizon dividing the world below into shades of blue, light above and dark    
below, I tell you honest: I sat looking out the window, and I couldn’t hear my heart     
beating. I could hear everyone’s heart but my own.  
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