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NONFICTION 
 
JUDGE: Phyllis Karas 
 
First Place  
“Ghost City” 
Guthrie Scrimgeour 
Salem 
 
Guthrie Scrimgeour is a recent graduate of Carnegie Mellon University who has lived in 
Salem for most of his life. In fifth grade, his story about a group of penguins hunting a 
polar bear was featured in the Marblehead Festival of Arts. He is currently working as a 
researcher with the Massachusetts Labor Action Network.  
 

Ghost City 

Tour Guide: 

My guide is sprawled over two seats in the front row of the bus, looking like the 

queen of the 61C. It’s Cook Karen, from the restaurant where I used to line cook. The 

prefix Cook was always attached to her name so as not to confuse her with Counter 

Karen, another older woman. Cook Karen was generally more serious and less friendly 

than her counterpart.   

I’d never gotten the impression that she liked me or disliked me particularly; she 

was the sort of person who did what she needed to do and didn’t pay much attention to 

what anybody else was doing unless it affected her. She would get into these shouting 

matches with our manager over absurd things like the size of her diced onions, but she 

would only get upset if her work was criticized.  

At the restaurant she would sag her pants revealing her ass-crack like a plumber, 

and she walked with a heavy limp. Today she wears grey sweatpants with a grey 

sweatshirt and a Steelers hat. She seems happy enough to see me. 

“Cook Karen! You still at Bagel Factory?”  
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“Hell nah.” She smiles and shakes her head slowly. “I got a nice job doing home 

health care. Less bullshit.” 

The owner had a tendency to stiff us on our paychecks. That, along with his 

tendency to keep the restaurant dramatically understaffed, and his tendency to forget 

about restocking the walk-in, made the job a bullshit hotbed. 

“Where you going?” she asks. “To school or something?” 

“I’m riding the bus to the end of the line, actually. It’s for a writing assignment.” 

“Hm. End of the line takes you to McKeesport, y’know that?”  

Cook Karen takes my unusual situation in stride. She is on her way to visit her 

girlfriend out there, and she knows a lot about the city, so she gives me the rundown as 

we watch the neighborhoods pass by through a dirty white window. Squirrel Hill, 

Greenwood, the mall at Waterfront, then Kennywood, the amusement park. 

“They’re building a new roller coaster there, they say,” Cook Karen says. “For the 

Steelers. Say it’s supposed to drop 200 feet, goes upside down, all that. You like those?” 

“That’s too much for me. Anything that goes upside down… I hate that shit.” 

“Me too. Some people like them though.” 

We cross the bridge over the Monongahela into McKeesport and Cook Karen 

points out where the mill used to be. 

“New factory coming in,” she says in a heavy Pittsburgh accent. “Think it’s a 

pillow factory.” 

“A pillow factory?” 

“Or some shit like that…” 

“That’ll probably be good for them.” 
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“People gotta work—long as it gets people working it’s good,” Cook Karen 

declares in her matter-of-fact, that’s-the-way-things-are tone, before pulling the yellow 

cord and limping towards the door.  

 

The Hood: 

The center of commerce in McKeesport are two parallel streets separated by an 

abandoned railroad track, Industry Road and Lysle Boulevard. Industry is where the 

mills used to grind out steel, and where, now, heavily subsidized businesses set up shop 

for a few years before setting off for greener pastures. A few empty mills sit alongside 

them, some massive and newer, built towards the end of the Age of Steel. Others are 

ancient, almost as old as the city itself. The Boulevard is a strip of chains, a Rite Aid, a 

Dollar Tree, a Giant Eagle, and an Eat N’ Park. Beyond The Boulevard is the section of 

the city that Cook Karen calls The Hood. 

I get off at the stop after Cook Karen and begin wandering through The Hood. 

Hardly anyone else out in the cold, just one or two stragglers, who eye me suspiciously. 

Nearly everything is closed and boarded up. Even some of ten-story apartment buildings 

stand abandoned. Some sections of the city look like they were frozen in time and 

transported here from a different era. A Kodak print shop stands across the street from 

a Blockbuster Video, both closed. The only places still open for business are churches, 

liquor stores, and, inexplicably, an art gallery. 

I walk into the gallery, curious about how it was seemingly defying all laws of 

culture and economics, and find that it is just as overpriced as any other art gallery, and 

just as empty as the rest of the city. Most of the art is Pittsburgh nostalgia, pictures of 
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factories belching out smoke, railcars hauling steel up the Duquesne Incline, the old 

Forbes stadium, with Pitt’s massive cathedral standing in the background.  

The owner, Joe, a man in his 70s with thin white hair and a thick, red-and-brown 

Lorax mustache approaches me, flanked by a massive black dog. We start talking about 

the old Forbes Field. 

“I used to be able to take a bus up there to see the game. In the 60s you could get 

10 tickets for a dollar. If you couldn’t get tickets you’d join the knothole club. You know 

about that?” 

Even though he’s lost weight with age, his voice is big and jovial; you can hear the 

mustache in the way Joe talks. 

“If you couldn’t get into the stadium you’d stand behind the bleachers behind the 

third base line and get a look through the knotholes. Kids would stand on each others 

shoulders. But the bus only left from here 3 times a day, so you better not miss it!” 

I ask him what there is to do here in McKeesport and he squints at me.  

“Not too much, I guess. There’s the Eat N’ Park on the Boulevard.” 

He’s quiet for a moment, then adds: 

“I’m from a town a lot smaller than this so I don’t need too much. We would go to 

school and cows would walk with us!”   

After reminiscing for a few more minutes, Joe goes to the back to cut some 

plywood, and I head back into The Hood. As I walk deeper into the city, it gets more 

residential and more deserted. Houses here are so abandoned that even the government 

wants nothing to do with them. A few of the doors and windows are boarded up, but 

more of them are wide open. Some have No Trespassing signs, but many don’t bother.  
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In one house, the floor is covered in a layer of empty 40s, nips and other 

miscellaneous trash, half a foot deep. I feel the crunch of glass under my boots as I wade 

through it. In another, a dining room table is set with plates and silverware, as if the 

family decided to leave right before dinner.  

At a convenient store—which doesn’t accept cards and closes at one in the 

afternoon—a chalkboard reads “have a great day,” only “great” has been mostly erased, 

so the sign reads “HAVE A DAY.” 

 

Eat N’ Park: 

My phone is dying so I head back to the Eat N’ Park on the Boulevard for an 

outlet, taking a seat at the counter.  

“You from outta town? I haven’t seen you around here before,” my waitress, 

Melanie says. It sounds like a line of dialogue that some small town hick would say in a 

movie, but I guess when the Eat N’ Park is the only restaurant open within a three-mile 

radius the staff gets pretty familiar with their customers. I tell her about my assignment. 

She looks about thirty, her hair gelled into a faux hawk, with thick-rimmed hipster 

glasses. It isn’t the look I was expecting from somebody out here, more of a Whole 

Foods liberal than someone that would end up in a city like this. 

I ask her if she is from the area and she tells me that she’d lived in Washington 

D.C. before this, and had a law degree from George Washington, before being forced out 

by rising rents. 

“It just got too expensive,” Melanie tells me. She finds it interesting that I’m 

writing about their town. She gets me to tell my story to the rest of the restaurant staff, 

who are looking for anything interesting to pass the time during the slow period 
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between three and five. Any time she passes by, she asks: “See anything to write about 

yet?” 

Two older men with matching short grey haircuts, pointy noses, glasses and Penn 

State jackets come in and sit at the counter next to me. The one closest to me sits 

straight in his chair while the one on the other side is slumped forward. 

“You guys from here?” I ask. 

“Yep,” the man closest to me says.  

“Not anymore,” the further one clarifies. 

They had moved out twenty years ago for tech jobs in Oakland and Bethel Park. I 

ask again what there is to do around here. 

“Here?” The closer one, Ed, laughs in the same surprised way that Joe had, as if 

the question had never been posed before.  

“Place died in the 80s,” the further one, Paul, says. “Never came back.” He sips 

his coffee and takes a moment to calmly examine the desolation of his home city. “It’s a 

very provincial city. You always had to compete against the other boroughs.”  

“But we were too proud to take help,” Ed tells me. “Part of us kept waiting for 

steel to come back. Everyone else could adjust, they had the colleges and the hospital. 

But we kept waiting.” 

“I heard you were getting a new factory.” I say, remembering what Cook Karen 

had told me. “A pillow factory?”  

They both look at each other and smile grimly.  

“That’s gonna be about 30 jobs. Mostly just for people they bring in,” says Ed. 

“Here’s a fact about it!” Paul adds, reveling in the town’s misery. “Back in the 

1960 census we had a population of 80,000. Now its 20,000.” 
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“Jesus.” 

After the two guys leave Melanie comes back to refill my coffee. “Those guys come 

here all the time,” Melanie tells me. “I was trying to network with them actually. You’d 

probably have better luck with it than I would.”  

“What sort of job were you looking for?” 

“Anything other than this.” She laughed. “Actually, it’s not so bad. Once you get 

to know the regulars and they get to know you, tips are pretty good.” 

 

The Mill: 

Across the railroad track behind the Eat N’ Park, the Oldest Mill overlooks the 

Monongahela River. Beyond that is a rocky hill covered in brown trees and dusted with 

snow. It is a squat, L-shaped, brick building with rusted sheet metal roofs and round 

mushroom-shaped smokestacks. At the entrance, the bricks are colored darker to spell, 

“1906.”  

Despite its age, it is better maintained than most of the buildings in McKeesport. 

A few of the small square windows are shattered, but in general it looks surprisingly 

good for a hundred-year-old building. The area is under video surveillance, a sign tells 

me, and the doors have been carefully locked or boarded up.  

The whole place has been preserved—as if it is intended to be a museum—or 

perhaps for the faint, fleeting hope that it will pump out the steel lifeblood of the city 

once again.  

Nobody yet has cleaned it out for parts. 
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Second Place  
“The Carriage” 
Sandra Winter 
Marblehead 
 
Sandra Winter is an artist and writer who has lived in Marblehead for fifty years and 
after raising her two children has found the time and inspiration to create right here. 
 
 

                                The Carriage     

Sometimes when the pale January light falls on the sidewalk and moisture from 

the fallen snow is in the air, the sweet memory of my doll carriage comes back to me.  I 

remember the weather was like this when I was eight and received my most treasured 

Christmas present: a fine replica of a real baby carriage.  Made of navy blue fabric, the 

hood folded down and it had a special backrest that allowed the baby to sit up.  The 

white wall tires had spokes and springs.  I was proud as I wheeled this fancy carriage up 

and down Melvin Avenue in the cold winter sunlight.   

  The sidewalk was clear, only a few small puddles remained so this was the 

perfect day for my dolly and me to take our first outing.  My baby was dressed for the 

cold weather in a bunting. She was napping, her blue eyes were closed, and her shiny 

dark lashes rested on her pink-tinted cheeks. She had a pillow and a crocheted blanket 

that was secured with pretty flowered Bakelite clips to the edge of the carriage.  She was 

the perfect baby and I was the perfect mother as I wheeled my brand-new carriage down 

my street. 

 When we returned home after our promenade, I fed her, changed her, and put 

her to sleep on her belly in her bed.  The shades were lowered, the room was dark and 

quiet as I closed the door.  From time to time I would open the door to make sure she 

was still sleeping.  It was always a surprise to see her dear shape under the covers. She 

made a sweet little lump under her flannel blanket.  She was mine. 
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     * * * 

              Many years later I discussed this early experience of mothering with my 

therapist.  I had a hard time reconciling my capacity to take such careful care of this doll 

with the disastrous reality of having a live baby.  The image in my mind of being a 

mother was based on playing house.  

  “How come,” I naively asked, “it was so easy?  I thought I would be a good 

mother.”  

 “Perhaps you were giving the doll the love and nurturing that you needed,” she 

suggested.   

  I cried as the truth of the neglect I had experienced as a child made its painful 

way past the old and carefully constructed barrier of denial.  This was the beginning of 

years of work on both the neglect I experienced, the abuse I witnessed in my own 

childhood and the inadequate care I provided for my children.   

 By the time I was 28, I was recently married and pregnant.  Again, my 

experiences of being pregnant and giving birth were not congruent with the fantasy I 

had held for so many years.  During that pregnancy, my primary concerns were not to 

gain more than 14 pounds and to have a natural delivery.  I tried to ignore the terror I 

felt that my body had been invaded and was doing something I had no control over.  The 

first time I felt the yet-to-be-born child move, I was as close to a panic attack as I have 

ever been.  As a kid, I was trapped but as an adult I made sure that I was never in a 

situation where I could not just leave. I always had the freedom to run when I was 

scared or life felt unmanageable.  This desire to run away did not bode well for the rest 

of the pregnancy and the birth and I was so deeply ashamed of these feelings I couldn’t 

tell anyone the truth.  
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 Before the reality of this physical aversion to the sensations of a living being 

growing inside me, I had always imagined that I would have a natural birth and I would 

breast feed the baby.  This fantasy was in harmony with my unrealistic image of myself.  

It was 1968 and there was little information on natural childbirth available in the U.S.   

In England, Grantly Dick-Read’s book Natural Childbirth was well known. I got a copy 

and read and reread it.  I practiced the huffing, puffing, blowing and panting that were 

recommended to fulfill Dr. Dick-Read’s promise that "healthy childbirth was never 

intended by the natural law to be painful. Local authorities are responsible for the pain 

and suffering each day in child-birth of hundreds of British mothers.”  My obstetrician 

met my request for help with a natural delivery with the comment “only cows suffer.”  I 

knew I did not have an ally there. And my husband was comparing me to his friend 

Carl’s wife who popped babies out like watermelon seeds.  She was from Holland. 

 I decided this child would be born on December 18th.  Early that day I jumped off 

the kitchen chair. I must have been crazy; I was.  The labor pains started in the late 

afternoon.  By early evening with the pains three minutes apart, I was in the car in the 

parking lot of Salem Hospital eating a Mr. Goodbar, I loved the combination of peanuts 

and chocolate and I was no longer worrying about those 14 pounds.  When I finished it, 

my husband and I walked into the hospital.  All my plans for huffing and puffing went to 

hell as the tearing, ripping pain in my body gathered momentum to propel this baby into 

the world.  My body froze up and clamped down and my mind went wild with panic and 

the sure knowledge that I would be torn to shreds and die in the process. By the time the 

medication was administered to paralyze me from the waist down, I was already in 

a state of shock that continued long after the birth. 
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 Days later, I was back at home with a tiny helpless being named Jennifer who 

terrified me.  I did try to nurse her in accordance with my unrealistic goals.  To be 

responsible for providing her food in addition to keeping her alive was more than I 

could do.  My friend, Maryellen, knew I was close to breaking down and brought 

Enfamil formula, glass bottles and a sterilizer.  The feeling of relief was negligible in 

contrast to the terrible shame I felt. I had failed at the birth and now here was the 

formula instead of my milk. My nerves were frayed and I was in a state of constant 

agitation.  I could not rest.  People said, “sleep when the baby sleeps.”  I would lie awake 

on our little Danish modern sofa and listen.  I never once fell asleep and my heart 

thudded in my chest when she made the smallest sound.  This was late December and 

into January and we were trapped in the house.  My husband was back on a merchant 

ship on his way to Holland with no idea of the crazy woman who was left in charge of his 

daughter.  Jennifer could not go out until she weighed ten pounds.  Finally the day came 

when I weighed her and she was heavy enough.  I got out the new blue plaid baby 

carriage.  I put a hot water bottle in the bottom and covered it with a sheepskin rug.  I 

put her tiny body in a bunting, wrapped her in three blankets and set out over the snow 

banks.  That year it snowed every weekend for an entire month. The drifts were high; the 

snow hard and gritty piled by the plows to the edges of the unshoveled sidewalks.  I was 

desperate to get to my friend, Marika’s house.  It was up two hills from Front Street.  I 

remember thinking that if I could make it there, I would be safe; she would help me with 

this baby.  I sweated and hauled and pulled that carriage with the baby wedged inside 

over the piles of old and new snow until I finally arrived at the apartment on 

Washington Square.  Marika unwrapped the sweltering baby who became the only 

infant Dr. Randall Bell ever diagnosed with a heat rash in the winter.  
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 That carriage, a far cry from the one of my childhood was, of course bigger, less 

attractive, serviceable rather than decorative and held a real live little person.  The body 

of the carriage lifted out and became a day bed that traveled in the car while the rest of it 

folded up.  I found that walking was the best available medicine for the extreme anxiety 

I felt. So the baby girl and I walked and walked even though sometimes I was exhausted 

because I couldn’t sleep or even eat.  The tires on that carriage were nearly bald when 

Jennifer finally graduated to a stroller. Even in the bad weather we travelled miles 

through my town, out to the beach and back almost every day. We roamed; we walked 

from morning until noon when I stopped at Marika’s to warm a bottle or later to feed 

her baby food from a jar.  When my daughter was two, five days a week we split a grilled 

cheese sandwich at Brown’s bakery and then we were back out again until dusk. I still 

can recall noticing the soft colors of the winter sunsets with some aesthetic appreciation 

for their beauty and some apprehension because it meant we had to go home.  I was 

healing myself with walking and eventually, before the birth of my son Caleb, I was 

teaching Jennifer songs and nursery rhymes and we were singing aloud as we rolled 

along.  

  Twenty-seven years later I found myself pushing yet another carriage.  The 

Nordic Cruiser is the Cadillac of baby carriages. This one held the precious little body of 

Owen, my first grandchild.  The Cruiser, which would go on for another six years and 

three more babies, was easy to maneuver and a joy to propel along the banks of the 

Charles River. It was a graceful, impressive chariot and the confidence I felt as I pushed 

the carriage was only mildly tinged with insecurity. My fear of new babies and the 

responsibility they entailed was negligible.  After all had not the mother of this child 

survived to adulthood in spite of my faulty and inadequate parenting?  Indeed she had 



	 14	

and now she was a mother and I was included in the care of the infant.  With a lot of 

help from years of therapy and twelve step programs, I had become a helpful and 

trusted person.  I had a fair record behind me:  two children, a son and a daughter who 

not only survived their infancy and childhoods but who grew up, married and created 

seven children between them and wanted me to participate in their lives and the care of 

their children.   

 Today, I am counted on to be an important part of these children’s lives: to help 

when they are sick, to pick them up after school and check their homework. I am the 

first grandparent in two generations to play a loving, consistent, useful role in the 

grandchildren’s lives.   

 It is a miracle: I, who hollered and screamed, who shook and slapped my own 

children, have raised my voice to these grandkids only twice.   Both times they were in 

danger.  I have never raised my hand.  Over these many years, I have come to 

understand that my poor performance as a mother was due to my own childhood 

trauma, a lack of emotional maturity, ignorance of my own deficiencies, a lack of coping 

skills, and an inability to know I needed help and ask for it.  My mistakes were never a 

function of a lack of desire or love.  

 It is only in the rereading of this essay that I can acknowledge the pain I was in 

when I tried to be a mother.  I was suffering so much and I couldn’t breathe a word to 

anyone.  I was terrified, isolated in the fear and trapped in the awful, shameful divide 

between the truth of what I was feeling and what I hid from the world.  I have spent 

decades working to heal that split. 

 Recently my son and I were gardening.  As we transplanted the delicate purple 

asters in his lovely garden, he was discussing how difficult parenting is.  He has three 
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children.  He said, “I know you did the best you could, Mom.”  I breathed a quiet sigh of 

relief because over the years he has been a severe critic of my parenting.   Now, having 

his own experience, he was beginning to understand how difficult parenting is and how 

far short we fall from the ideal parent we promised ourselves we would be when it was 

our turn.   
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Honorable Mention 
“The Island Years: 1953-1969” 
Kathy Abbott 
Beverly  
 
Kathy Abbott is an artist in Beverly. Her work includes “The Angry Ocean Project” as 
well as personal and street photography. Twice she has been awarded the Salem Art 
Association’s ‘Best in Show” for their annual “PEM INSPIRATIONAL” exhibition, which 
is judged by curators from the Peabody Essex Museum.   
 
 

The Island Years 
1953 - 1969 

 

We had running water; there was a pipe that ran across the rocky causeway that fed 

municipal water into the kitchen sink, but our washing machine was the old fashioned 

kind that had a wringer on top. My mother had to hand feed our clothes through the 

wringer to get rid of the excess water, and then hang them out on the line to dry. We had 

electricity; there were plug outlets and ceiling lights in every room, but we didn’t have a 

phone.  If someone wanted to get in touch with us they had to stand on the boat ramp at 

the end of Beacon St and wave. We had a refrigerator and a huge commercial sized 

freezer with a clear glass display top, the kind you would find in a store. My dad had 

salvaged it from god knows where. Both were fully stocked, but all those groceries had to 

be brought over in a rowboat. We even had a milkman, but instead of leaving our milk in 

a metal box outside our front door like he did back at home in Melrose, our Marblehead 

milkman left his deliveries with the good folks at the lobster pound next to Graves 

boatyard. They kept it cold until my mother could send one of the boys across Little 

Harbor to get it.   

Even though there was an old relic of an oil tank in the tiny basement, the little 

stucco cottage didn’t have a working heating system. Not that we suffered much from 

lack of heat, for we were only “summer people” as opposed to “real Marbleheaders”. On 
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rainy summer days we relied on the fireplace in the living room for warmth. Being the 

youngest and the only girl (for these were the days when chores were divided by a clear 

gender line), I was allowed to roll up newspapers lengthwise with twisted knots in the 

middle to be used as starters for the fire, but after that my brothers, who, after all, had 

been badge wearing cub scouts, would take over the real challenge of tending a fire. 

There was an attempt one year to heat stones in the fireplace and place them in our cold 

beds for extra warmth but the little bit of heat that the stones gave off did not, in my 

brothers’ opinion, merit the extra work involved, especially since another blanket would 

do the job just as well.   

Unless the tide was very low, the only way on or off of the island was by boat, 

specifically a rowboat. We never had a motor boat, or ‘stink potter’ as my dad called 

them. Getting ashore wasn’t really a big deal, but there were certain logistics involved.  

At low tide you could walk across the causeway but usually by the time you got back the 

rocks would have disappeared under the incoming tide.  The other option was to cross 

the harbor by rowboat, but with a family of six (and sometimes a carload of groceries) it 

often took more than one trip.  As my mother and I waited for the rowboat to return I 

would walk along the waterline daring the ocean to touch my toes as I played a private 

game of ‘tag, you’re it’ with the waves.  

One car families were common back then, but in our case we were a one rowboat 

family as well. Every morning one of my brothers would row my dad ashore so he could 

get to work at his truck refrigeration repair company in Everett.  When he returned, 

tired and hungry, he would drive his car to the top of the boat ramp, flash his headlights, 

and then wait for us to see him.  It would have been easier for my dad if the rowboat had 

been left on his side of the harbor, but then what would my mother do if something 
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happened and she needed to get ashore quickly?  What if my oldest brother’s worrisome 

attacks of asthma suddenly got worse? How would she get him to a doctor?  The day my 

middle brother ran fist first through a glass door and needed stitches she was very 

relieved to have the rowboat on her side of the harbor.   

For entertainment there was a little transistor radio or a record player. My 

brothers liked to listen to Bill Cosby albums, or to jump around on the beds out in the 

sun room as they pretended to be the Beatles. For years we didn’t have a TV. Finally 

after many complaints about how we were missing the Disney show on Sunday nights a 

tiny black and white TV complete with rabbit ears grudgingly appeared.  But on the 

nights when the volunteer orchestra had their weekly practice over at Hood’s Sail Yard I 

snuggled up on my mother’s lap out on the porch and the TV stayed off.   

The only other convenience that we lacked was a way to get rid of our trash.  Even 

though the stone causeway was sturdy enough to handle a vehicle, no municipal garbage 

truck ever rolled up to our little cottage, instead we would wrap our trash up in a heavy 

paper bag and my father would row out past the anchored lobster boats until he was 

abeam of Brown’s Island. There he would toss the trash overboard into the deeper 

waters at the entrance to Little Harbor. Sometimes we would burn our trash, but that 

was only done if there was a large lobster party.  My mother didn’t want the empty 

lobster shells stinking up her kitchen so dad would take them out to the rocks and set 

them on fire. The seagulls came to investigate but only the hungriest would brave the 

flames and fly away with a legless lobster body (and a slightly burnt beak) as their prize. 

This was before plastic had become so ubiquitous in our lives. The term recycling 

hadn’t been invented yet. Back then we bought bottles of tonic by the case (we weren’t 

keen on the word ‘soda’ back then either), and when we were done the empty glass 
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bottles were put back into the wooden case and we would return them ourselves to the 

local bottler.  Then we would fill the case again with whatever flavors of tonic we fancied 

that week. My mother often made (and bottled!) her own root beer at home, but if you 

wanted to try a birch beer, sarsaparilla, cherry, grape, orange, or any of the other exotic 

flavors at the Elk Spring Bottling Company then it was worth it to tag along on the drive 

to Wakefield and help the grown-ups decide what to get.  

We may not have had all of the modern conveniences of the times, but there was 

one thing that we never lacked during our years on Gerry Island, and that was company.  

Whether they were coming for just the afternoon, or the day, or for a weekend, or even 

the whole summer, our friends, relatives, acquaintances, and friends of friends created a 

constant flow of company.  In one of her journals my mother describes a typical Sunday. 

“Sunday June 28th 

Beautiful day and guests arrived early – Larry & Jackie Cook & Michael (age 

12) and Ken Smith and Helen and their three boys Bobby (age 18), Larry (age 

16) & Jeffrey (age 3). Later on Bill Abbott arrived. Hazel & Dave & Karen (age 

11) & Ruthie Granada joined us all & Bill Robinson & Phyllis & Little Bill. Little 

Bill was thrilled to get into the kayak. In the later part of the day Hook Glover & 

Lynn & their four children came down – Susan (age 15) Tina (age 13) Barbara 

(age 9) & Bill (age 7). Everyone had a pleasant day just gabbing & enjoying the 

sun. They all left about sundown and Bill & Phyllis Robinson stayed over.” 

In case you ran out of fingers, the visitor count for that day included twelve grown-ups, 

seven kids ranging in age from three to eighteen, and a little dog who liked to go for 

rides in a kayak. In another journal entry my mother describes how on the very first day 

of the season, despite the fact that the house had just been hit by lightning, my father 
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made an impromptu decision to invite my teenage brother’s hockey team to stay the 

night.   

“Saturday June 20th – Very Hot 

Established beachhead (moved in) – at 4:30 we arrived with members of 

hockey team for cookout. Greeted by gust of wind & thunderstorm – lightning 

struck in rear of house – Blew out a fuse in kitchen light. Tommy & Larry out 

sailing in the squall in the 110 – Storm cleared and a cookout enjoyed by all – 

John invited team to stay over night – 

Wild – Wild- Wild –“ 

Most visitors were expected, but as we had no phone many folks would just drop by 

unannounced. We always accommodated them, but there were more than a few times 

when cries of “Hey Abbott!!” and the sound of a honking horn fell on seemingly deaf 

ears. My father would check with his binoculars to find out who was hailing us before he 

would signal one of the boys to go get the rowboat.  If supper was about to be served 

then they would just have to wait. Visits from people we knew was one thing, but when 

curious strangers trekked across the causeway at low tide I considered it my job to point 

out the “No Trespassing” sign that had been painted on the rocks. Pretending to feel 

sorry for them I suggested that if they paid me quarter I would let them pass. A quarter 

could buy me an entire bag of penny candy over at Sadie’s. Sadie was a white haired old 

woman who lived ashore on the other side of Brown’s Island. She had turned a small 

mud room attached to her house into a penny candy store for the neighborhood 

children. Liquorish sticks and bull eyes for a penny, root beer barrels for two pennies, 

and candy buttons for a nickel, it was at Sadie’s that I learned my basic math skills.  A 

quarter could also buy a grocery bag full of cooked lobster bodies (minus the claws) over 
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at the lobster pound.  Sucking on all those little legs could keep me out of my mother’s 

hair for quite awhile, but as she was not one to waste food, it would be her job to get all 

the meat out of those bodies and turn them into lobster salad rolls. It was not a chore 

that she relished. 

 For my much older brothers our time on the Island was indeed a boy’s paradise.  

We might have had only one rowboat, but we were rich in sailboats.  There was my 

father’s boat, a 19’ Lightning called the “Ronalee”. This was the boat he sailed when 

racing some of Marblehead’s most well known sailors, including Ted Hood the owner of 

the sail maker’s company at the other end of the causeway. There was nothing my dad 

wanted more than to beat Ted Hood in a race.  One year he even painted the “Ronalee” 

blue on one side and white on the other in an attempt to confuse the rest of the fleet. He 

was sure they would all be scratching their heads wondering where that blue boat went 

once they had circled the mark.  My brothers on the other hand had their own boat to 

race in, the “Alcibiades” a 14’ Blue Jay. Having their own boat didn’t stop them from 

making friends with boys who had even faster boats, like Tommy Hildreth who lived on 

the other side of the harbor and who just happened to have a 110.  The 110 was a sleek 

18’ speedy one-design built in Marblehead. My mother’s journal is chock full of 

references to sailing; “Boys spent most of time sleeping and sailing” and “Everyone 

spent morning fixing boats and getting ready for afternoon race”. She also kept 

clippings of race results, like this report about an almost windless day during 

Marblehead Race Week:  

 “Witness the Blue Jay Division, where Ken and Larry Abbott trounced eight 

rivals by 21:08 even without the aid of a spinnaker. According to the older brother Ken 

(15), “The first time I found out we didn’t have it was when we rounded the weather 
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mark and I told Larry to put up the kite. ‘What kite?’ he said, and it was just lucky we 

had such a big lead. I guess we left it home on the front lawn.” Ken went on to describe 

his secret of success, which in this case was “playing the wind off Marblehead Rock 

until a fresh breeze came in from the North and gave us the first lift. After that we were 

so far ahead that the spinnaker didn’t matter.” 

Clifford, my oldest brother (ten years older than I), was the academic in our 

family. It was Clifford who named the Blue Jay after a 5th century Greek statesman. 

Although he did his share of sailing and rowing, for him the island was a time for 

indulging in his love of books and gardening. His little garden plot was sowed with peas 

(which I often stole much to his dismay) and radishes (which I decidedly left alone), 

along with his favorite flowers. It was at the island that he developed his lifelong love of 

plants.  

As for myself, the reality of living in a “boy’s paradise” meant that, for the most 

part, I stayed on the sidelines, peering on with interest but never really in the thick of it. 

For one thing, I was the only member of the family with an unfortunate propensity for 

seasickness. As much as I loved sailing on a gentle sea as soon as there was any sort of 

heavy roll I would turn green.   

 “Sunday July 26th – Sun finally appears on the scene 

Bill & Rose arrived about noon time with “Pat” Stearnwell & a friend. They 

invited Kathy & I & Sue (Hooper) to see start of races. We popped our meatloaf 

in the oven & off we went. Quite a sea rolling & Kathy got seasick out by Bakers 

– after a short tour of Manchester Harbor she felt fine & started eating. We 

cruised along Beverly shore & went down in Beverly Harbor & then Salem 

Harbor. – We all received a beautiful sunburn.” 
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Being so much younger, and a girl at that, also meant I spent most of my time close to 

my mother. “Monday – July 13th …Kathy & I spent the day sewing, ironing, & trying to 

keep the fire going.” As much as my mother loved being on the island, between taking 

care of her family and seeing to needs of so many visitors, for her the island was a lot of 

work. Not that she would ever complain, but still, no one could blame her for wanting to 

escape once in awhile, if only for an hour or two. The place that tempted her the most 

was actually another island.  Looking out from her front porch, she would gaze over at 

Brown’s Island. With its trees and sandy beach it called to her like a siren. “Wednesday 

July 8th – Kathy & I finally got over for a short visit to Brown’s Island.” On Brown’s 

Island she had no responsibilities; it was the only place that she could feel like she was 

on a vacation too. 

While the nearly constant flow of visitors was at times a bit overwhelming for me 

as well, like Clifford, I too would seek refuge in books.  But my favorite place to find 

peace and quiet was down on the rocks. Each time the tide went out an assortment of 

tidal pools emerged and I would peer into them amazed at all the little creatures that 

carried on their lives without a care about us. To me those pools were filled with magical 

creatures and as I sat on my favorite rock I would spin story after story about their 

enchanted lives. It was my mother who had taught me to sing “Follow the yellow brick 

road” as we walked along the causeway, and to look for “fairy beds” among the sea 

shells. It was my mother who taught me to use my imagination to fill the long summers 

when my real friends, my friends back at home in Melrose, seemed so far away. 

“Monday July 27th Very Warm & No Wind 

…While John & I were bringing the Kon Tiki (my uncle’s boat, a full sized 

Chinese Junk) back a firefly flew on the boat. – Told Kathy next day I was sure 
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it was Tinker Bell & we were on Captain Hook’s ship. Later on when full moon 

came up it did look like Never Never Land.” 

Although I would never become the sailor that my brothers were, when my dad bought 

two fiberglass kayaks, a Herreshoff design that they were making over at Graves 

boatyard that year, I was thrilled. I was finally old enough to enjoy the freedom of being 

on the water alone and it was intoxicating! But by that time my father had an idea for a 

new business and he needed money to finance his next endeavor (a hockey rink). A few 

years later he sold the island to Ted Hood.  

 For sixteen years Gerry Island was my family’s summer home. I was the only 

Abbott born during that time, and as my mother rightly predicted, I would never be 

happy living far from the sea. I still walk along the shore everyday keeping an eye out for 

mysterious creatures, and forever bending down to remove yet another piece of plastic 

trash from the wrack line. We didn’t live on the island for very long but it was long 

enough to keep me forever tied to the ocean. Sometimes I still play tag with the waves. 
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Honorable Mention #2  
“Re-Imagining Community” 
Susan Butterworth 
Marblehead  
 
Susan Butterworth, M.A., M.Div, is a writer, teacher, singer, and lay minister. She leads 
Song & Stillness: Taizé @ MIT, a weekly ecumenical service of contemplative Taizé 
prayer at the interfaith chapel at Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). She 
writes book reviews, essays, and literary reference articles. 
 
 

Re-Imagining Community: 

Aging in Community, Crossing the Street, Taking it Outdoors 

There’s a controversy in my hometown, an upper-middle-class suburb north of Boston. 

A large tract of land is available for development. A developer has had the audacity to 

propose an assisted living facility on the site. Resistance to the project has taken the 

form of signs and banners reading: Single Residence Only. 

I think that one of the reasons for opposition to this proposed development is 

denial: denial that most of us, along with our parents and neighbors, are headed toward 

old age. We have a horror of being thrown into an institution with other random old 

people, when we “need help” and “can’t live alone.” Another reason for opposing a 

facility for community living is the fragmentation and disconnection, the lack of 

awareness of our need for community, in a culture that idolizes youth and 

independence. 

It seems to me that we must seriously consider, and implement, intentional 

community as we age. There are far more elderly people now than at any time in history, 

and more of our elders are living alone. One of the great ills of the epidemic proportions 

of elderly people is loneliness and isolation. We, and our elderly, widowed, empty-

nester, friends and neighbors, need the support of the entire community. 
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An approach to graceful and ethical aging in community must involve some 

conscious, intentional decision-making. It is difficult to be intentional about the 

circumstances of our aging while we are denying its existence. If we can stop denying the 

inevitable and embrace new possibilities in a creative way, this conversation might find 

a concrete starting point within an ecumenical and interfaith network of existing 

communities. 

Why not plan our own communities based on shared values and interests, 

culture, faith, and history? I propose a covenanted relationship with two or more close, 

compatible friends, male and female. In their old age, my widowed grandfather and his 

two sisters, one widowed, one never-married, joined together in one household. Many of 

us have similar stories of friends and relatives joining together to share living expenses, 

meals, and companionship. 

Such covenanted, intentional communities can solve the dual problems of 

loneliness and caring for one another in old age, and of economic insecurity and the 

difficulty of caring for a house and property. Before we reach the point where we are 

falling down the stairs and mixing up our medications, I propose that we sell the houses 

where we each live alone, in those “single residence only” neighborhoods, and join 

forces. Buy or rent a large house and reconfigure it into separate suites, with common 

dining and living rooms, or rent separate units in a complex. Band together to call in 

health care as needed, cooking, cleaning, and personal care services, buy a car or van 

together, hire a driver. Pay an administrator or caretaker if needed. Choose food and 

entertainment that is to our taste. It doesn’t have to be “institutional” or “depressing.” I 

definitely want a view of a nice garden or park, and I definitely want that driver to take 

me to church and the library. 
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Existing faith communities can be a part of developing such models in a 

purposeful way. The values of loving God and neighbor, doing justice, expressing and 

producing freedom all point toward a faithful effort to help the elderly among us live 

with dignity and abundance. Faith communities can help create covenanted 

relationships by developing creative living situations and matching elders in home-

sharing arrangements.  

As the membership in mainline denominations, Christian and Jewish, decreases, 

space is becoming available. My diocese, the Episcopal Diocese of Massachusetts, has a 

number of intentional communities for young church leaders; one such community is 

housed in an unused rectory. It makes sense to adapt a model of  “domestic 

monasteries,” intentional communities incorporating shared faith, to aging in 

community. Certainly prayer services, prayer partners, singers and readers should be a 

part of a church’s outreach to elders in the community. The opportunities for 

ecumenical and interfaith cooperation are abundant. 

The opportunities for intergenerational cooperation are abundant as well. As a 

concrete example of intergenerational intentional community, Emmanuel Church in the 

City of Boston asks, on their Facebook page: Are you interested in joining a group of 

Emmanuelites committed to living, loving, praying, and growing together? We're 

launching an intentional community this fall… We are looking for: *all ages (in fact, we 

hope for intergenerationality) *single people or couples *diversity regarding gender 

expression, sexuality, employment/income, and racial identity…*a household that is an 

extension of Emmanuel's community, values, and mission. Interested? Let us 

know! (https://www.facebook.com/EmmanuelBoston.org) 
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Living, loving, and praying together! A household that is an extension of faith 

community, values, and mission! Here is a model of a third way, neither loneliness and 

despair in the name of independence, nor the dreaded institutional life of an old-age 

home. 

Every community is made up of smaller communities in relationship with each 

other. This makes sense when the communities are intersecting circles, or circles within 

circles. This doesn’t work at all when each community is an island, separated from the 

others.  

Our community seems to me to be made up of too many islands. In the interest of 

widening our community, and of mission, hospitality, and interreligious cooperation, 

why not join forces with our neighbors? In our town, within three square miles, we have 

eight parishes based in the Protestant tradition: Lutheran, Methodist, United Church of 

Christ, two Episcopal parishes, American Baptist, Christian Science, and Unitarian 

Universalist. We only need to cross the street to meet our neighbors. Widening the 

circle, down the street there is a Roman Catholic parish and two Jewish communities. 

Not to mention the proximity of multiple parishes in neighboring towns. 

Why not direct our energy outward? Why not cross the street? Faith communities 

are good at fellowship: coffee hours, lunch and book discussions, wine and cheese 

receptions, dinner programs. Let’s invite our neighbors. Let’s visit our neighbors at their 

worship services, and invite them to ours. Let’s try some joint worship services. Let’s 

sing together in informal choir festivals. Let’s start Little Free Libraries, book swaps, 

Open Mornings for reading, writing, conversation, knitting, crafts. Let’s join together to 

feed the hungry and support the homeless in our community. Let’s take some risks, 
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overcome our fears, and meet our neighbors in the surrounding small cities. The 

possibilities are exciting, once we take that first step and cross the street. 

What do we have to gain by crossing the street? It is no secret that mainline 

Christian and Jewish communities are concerned about declining membership and 

attendance. It is no secret that our society is increasingly fragmented and polarized. If 

we begin with a re-imagined focus on the values of hospitality, mission, and unity, we 

are likely to enjoy re-vitalized membership, decreased isolation, and renewed and joyful 

community. This is a simple and straightforward strategy, and of enormous benefit to 

the community. Once we cultivate a new habit of welcome and collaboration, who knows 

where the Holy Spirit will lead us? 

We need to reimagine our present and our future as small communities within a 

wider, united community. As with the physical and economic reality of aging, so too the 

circumstances of many of our churches and synagogues. We know that we cannot 

continue to drain our endowments. We love our historic buildings. And yet, too many of 

us are trying to maintain too-large buildings with aging, dwindling resources. A 

promising future direction would be to band together, to combat the woes of insularity 

and decline. The most elderly among us are the most isolated. We need ride services for 

our elder people, and intergenerational relationships and programs. We need new 

friends. We need younger friends. We need to cross the street, with the hands of 

hospitality reaching out to embrace new possibilities.  

In New England, we tend to meet our neighbors in the summer, when we can 

finally leave the isolation of our private indoor spaces, and enjoy the outdoors, where we 

are visible to each other. 
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Last summer, my home parish, St Michael’s in Marblehead, started a new 

program: Picnic and Prayers. Every Wednesday evening, we gather outside on the 

church lawn, and set up our blankets or chairs for a picnic supper followed by Evening 

Prayer. Our diocesan cathedral in Boston started a Ministry on the Steps program of 

Bingo, movies, and art activities outdoors, inviting the surrounding city in. Our town’s 

tiny, emerging Orthodox community opened a storefront micro-brewery, combined with 

a worship space. 

The picnic and prayer evenings have been well received and enjoyable, but the 

emphasis has been more on fellowship within the parish than reaching out to the 

community. Reaction to the cathedral’s program has been cautious, even critical. Nice 

idea, but will it bring anyone into the church/cathedral? Will people who want to play 

bingo, or watch a movie, do it in a church setting? Do these programs divert limited 

resources from the “real” work of the church? The assumption seems to be that the real 

work of the church is to increase Sunday morning attendance numbers, and that 

mission flows outward from Sunday. 

It seems to me that these outdoor summer programs turn the paradigm around. 

Instead of “How can we draw more people into (our isolated and insular) small 

community?” we begin with “How can we be visible as a beloved community of 

fellowship and prayer?” and “How can we serve our neighbors?” There is the possibility 

that mission -- offering hospitality to the neighborhood – might just increase Sunday 

morning attendance, but that is not the primary consideration. 

I think perhaps the resistance to these programs is less about expense or 

effectiveness in attracting new members than it is about being public and visible. This 

discomfort with praying outside the church walls reminds us that, in our secular towns 
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and cities, prayer and fellowship are radical acts. Making our community life visible to 

our neighbors removes the curtain of mystery. It takes what we do from the secret and 

arcane depths of the indoor sanctuary out into the daylight. It removes the walls and 

barriers that divide us. It gives us the opportunity to extend our hands to our neighbors 

across the street.  

I love evangelical Christian Shane Claiborne’s phrase: Ordinary Radicals. Let’s be 

ordinary radicals, radical in our daily lives, if only because we choose to step outside and 

cross the street to meet our neighbors. Let’s be radical in our welcome, and in daring to 

give and receive hospitality. Let’s step outside the boundaries of our separated islands, 

and unite in intersecting circles of interfaith, interreligious, intergenerational, 

intentional communities. Rather than holding tightly to our isolated, “single residence 

only” neighborhoods and communities, let’s become intersecting circles of ordinary 

radicals who dare to re-imagine living, loving, and supporting one another in 

community. 
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FICTION 
 
JUDGE: Laurie Stolarz 
 
First Place  
“Empty Nights” 
Norman Birnbach 
Marblehead  
 
Norman Birnbach is a freelance humorist (is there any other kind?) and short story 
writer. He grew up in New York City before moving to Marblehead, where he lives with 
his wife and three children.  
 
 

Empty Nights 
 

In a more-swanky apartment, the ancient Zenith clock radio might be praised as 

“retro” or “vintage.” But not here. Not in a borrowed studio apartment that’s more like a 

dorm room, with its single window and shared bathroom down the hall, equipped, such 

as it is, with a still-operational GE TV/VCR combo and a Tappan microwave missing its 

rotating plate. The fluorescent desk lamp under the loft bed flickers, making the room, 

the night, eerie.  

Outside, the trees shiver from the wind, having lost their leaves weeks ago. Even 

inside the never-warm-enough room, purple leaves fall from an unexpected hanging 

plant, making a soft noise as they hit the windowsill. Fallen, they shrivel. Dust coats 

them, making the purple velvety. I should sweep them up but there’s no broom and no 

one visits except my son, every other weekend, and only because I provide a crash pad in 

the city. 

It’s 2:36 AM. The sky is as dark as it gets. In a couple of hours, when dawn comes, 

the air will be crisp with expectations. But until then, the night is overwhelming with the 

weight of responsibilities: bills to be paid, a client project due, plans to make weekend 

visits better – the night is full of them. 
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On nights when I can’t sleep, the light of my cigarettes, the orange glow, is my 

companion. 

  I don’t smoke during the day. I smoke only at night. I do not even like smoking. 

But if I did not smoke, I would drink. I have done too much of that, waking up in worse 

shape. I’ve tried: porn and social media – but the false intimacy of watching other 

people fuck or liking the happy family milestones of acquaintances or reading their 

resentment-filled and misinformed political rants left me lonelier, empty and ashamed. 

I don’t watch TV because it doesn’t have cable, the over-the-air channels come in fuzzy, 

and I don’t like watching on my phone. I don’t know how to buy weed (there’s an app, 

I’m sure) but it never did much for me. I have no patience for reading (the only books in 

the place are ones I used to read to my son) or hitting any bars. At first, I tried to find 

industry or social events to keep me busy but I’m not interested in networking and small 

talk exhausts me. Walking the avenues at night, wandering aimlessly to find things to do 

seemed pathetic. By staying inside, I avoid well-meaning acquaintances. 

Instead, I sit in the cracked leather guest chair, and smoke (except when my son 

visits). Smoking is different, with the way the smoke, hot and dry, hits my throat. I do 

not enjoy smoking but it is something to do (better than vaping, with its lingering thick 

smoke). I can remember what I think while I smoke. The pain I get from smoking helps 

distract me. 

There’s a talk show on the radio. The host is Everett Cahill. People call in with 

questions, problems. Each show has a theme. Tonight’s theme: “Fears and Forgiveness.” 

I walk over, and tune in an oldies station. Some song by Jim Morrison and The 

Doors that I’ve heard a thousand times without knowing its name. Morrison died at 27 

yet some think he may still be alive. Others visit his grave in Paris, celebrating his death 
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by leaving empty whiskey bottles in some sort of tribute – unconcerned that a real and 

troubled person died too young. I’m twice his age now, and look at what he 

accomplished, despite being drunk or high, compared to me. 

I go back to the other station. Someone calls in. He used to get a lot of satisfaction 

from his job but not for the past year. He’s doing well but scared that, when he looks 

back, he’ll have no happy memories, just a montage of one day blurring into the next. He 

wants to know: What can I do to feel good about what I’m doing? 

Everett Cahill answers: “Your job no longer provides a sense of purpose, and 

that’s okay. Priorities can change over time. To find new goals and a new sense of 

purpose, start by taking an inventory of your life. List what you need, what you’re 

happiest doing, what you’d do if you could and what you’d stop doing if it were up to 

you. Because it is. Perhaps it’s a change like volunteering for a cause that means 

something to you, picking up that hobby you used to love or reconnecting with friends. 

Or perhaps you need something bigger, like going back to school or pursuing a totally 

different career. Give yourself time to figure it out. Try different things – that’s the only 

way to produce a different outcome. You can’t be happy if you don’t try to change your 

situation. You’ve started on the path, don’t stop.” 

The guy says, “Thank you.” 

It is 3:07 AM. 

The garbage truck outside rattles down the street. He’s early tonight. Usually he 

doesn’t get here until after five, until dawn. 

A woman calls in. She feels like a supporting actress, a minor character in her 

own life. She’s disconnected from who she thinks she can be, and wants to know: Why 

can’t I get out of my own way?  
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Everett Cahill answers: “We all go through times when we get stuck. Whatever 

the reason, we feel unworthy, overwhelmed by disappointment. Until you let go of your 

self-loathing, you’ll continue to be passive, letting things happen to you instead of 

making things happen for you. The first step: break the cycle. Learn to release your 

negative thoughts; you don’t deserve them. Everyone fails at some point – everyone – 

but failure doesn’t have to be permanent. Forgive yourself when you do fail, and learn 

what you can from it. Then pick yourself up and encourage yourself, daily, to help you 

succeed. You can do it. Taking control of your life takes resilience. But you’ll be happier 

and in a better place for any kind of relationship. That’s how you become the star in the 

movie of your life.” 

Another satisfied customer. 

It is 3:23 AM. I don’t know how to get through the night anymore. I’m 55 – how 

do I get through the rest of my life? 

•  
 
It doesn’t matter what night it is. The Bald Eagle is always crowded. After eight, when 

the after-work-grab-a-beer-and-dinner crowd has left, there’s usually a lull because it’s 

too early for something to happen. It gets packed from 9:30 to 11:45. Some stay later 

than that. But by midnight, if they haven’t met anyone, they leave. 

You don’t get points for staying up late for no reason. Besides, everyone has to 

work the next day, maybe take the kid to school by 7:45. Who knows? It’s not easy being 

middle aged and divorced. It’s not as much fun as you might think. 

So they tell me. 



	 36	

I never thought being middle aged and divorced, with custody of a son would be 

much fun. But then, that’s how I grew up. Maybe my father on his nights out 

complained as much as these guys do. 

’Course, don’t get me wrong, they’ll say. I’m glad I don’t live with that 

bitch/slut/dyke –take your choice. Without the daily arguments about either the lack of 

money or lack of intimacy, the kids, or the big blowups usually triggered by stupid shit, 

they’re happier now. Couldn’t stand living with her anymore. Can’t even picture it, as 

they order something off the ale menu. It’s just that...  

That they never realized living alone again would be like this? That bringing up a 

teenage kid, who has more problems or is unhappier now than when there was someone 

else to help, could ever be this difficult? Or expensive? What with the clothes and 

sneakers they grow out of in weeks, electronic devices, and sports equipment a kid can 

go through. Do you know how much baseball mitts cost? What would you say? 

I say if your kid means as much as you say, then it shouldn’t bother you that a 

catcher’s mitts costs $87.99. (And if you’re concerned about unnecessary costs, what 

about those craft cocktails you’re pounding?)  

That’s not the point, they’ll say. My son means the world to me. That’s why I don’t 

mind shelling out ninety bucks for him. I want to do what I can for him. 

That’s why you go out every night. Your son means the world to you. Of course, 

that’s why you have a baby sitter. Seventeen years old – they didn’t make seventeen-

year-olds like that in your day, did they? No, you won’t actually make a move. Christ, 

she’s not even legal. But that’s not what really stops you (though it should). You’re not 

sure she would (and if she posts about it on social media, you’ll be screwed, probably 

lose your job and joint custody of your kid). After all, you’re the same age as her father. 
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If she were 25, you’d have a good shot or you might’ve when you were just out of college. 

That’s what you tell yourself. But you and I know the truth. 

But – don’t think of it. If you did – you might not show up here again. Or at any 

singles bar. Not if you realized that at forty-something, you get along with the guys you 

drink with but only because you’re all waiting for something better. It’s not always about 

hooking up; sometimes it’s about scoring a better job or a connection to someone who’s 

looking for whatever it is you sell when you’re not here. 

In the meantime, you hang out with guys in their late 30s, early 40s, depending 

on whom they’re trying to impress. Guys who’re balding, getting fatter and more boring 

each time they get drunk. You think a girl is looking for that? If so, why are you here 

every night? 

You know, I’m not looking for anything serious, they’ll say. I’ve already been 

through that, don’t want to go through it again. As they eye a friend who walked in with 

a girl – who could be 35 but she’s still a girl. She’s younger. This is the third time you’ve 

seen him with her. What, is he getting serious? And you laugh. 

About her, I don’t know. About life, maybe. Trying night after night to hook up is 

not a serious mission. Of course, it’s something to do, if you don’t want to face up to 

things. 

I know how it is. I work here while going back to school. During slow periods, 

they talk to me so they’re not alone before things to pick up.  

When they moved out, they all felt relief, at first. No nagging. No one to argue 

with. They could do what they want without having to check in, eat what they wanted. 

Then it was little things that got to them: weird not needing to do something for her 

birthday or their anniversary. Or that they didn’t have any photos from the past 12, 13, 
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15 years without her and that in none from the last five years were they actually smiling, 

not faking it – so nothing to display in their apartment with extra space for the kid. And 

when the kid’s not there, it’s walking around an empty, impersonal space, talking to 

themselves to overcome the silence; still, it’s better than the mutually assured self-

destruction of angry silence they used to encounter. And then there’s the realization that 

their careers in their 40s aren’t what they had imagined in their mid-20s.  

And dating, don’t get them started on dating for the first time in decades, with 

apps and what’s appropriate on a date, who to date, and all. And when to mention the 

ex. Or what it feels like when your ex is in a serious relationship. And you’re not. 

After two years working here, I still don’t know why they tell me these things. I 

never ask. Guess it’s better than politics. 

My father moved out a month before my 17th birthday. I knew there was tension; 

the only surprise was how it played out. He went to L.A. on business, and when he 

returned, he moved into a friend’s furnished but unused studio apartment. It was 

supposed to be temporary but he later took over the lease. (Even then, he didn’t 

redecorate it – perhaps thinking, “Why spend the money?” or “What’s the point?” – 

except for bringing some books he used to read to me as a kid.) Not that it was such a 

deal. It was a crummy fifth-floor walkup with a tiny kitchen, a communal bathroom in 

the hall (shared with the floor’s other apartment) and a view of the entrance ramp of the 

59th St. Bridge. Two years later, I found my freshman dorm room was nicer. I didn’t 

think he smoked but the place reeked of cigarettes (he said it must be the exhaust 

fumes) and when I complained to my mother, she said she had no leverage, was glad I 

didn’t see signs of empty alcohol bottles, and that visiting him was my choice.  
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Going to my father’s provided an escape from suburbia (and from my mom and 

Warren, her new boyfriend), not that he and I did much together on weekends. Catch a 

game when someone gave him tickets. Mostly we were like roommates; during the day, I 

did my own thing but he insisted I be back for dinner together (even if I went out later), 

usually takeout while we were distracted by screens – either sports on TV (after a couple 

of months, he replaced the old TV that came with the place and purchased cable to get 

Wi-Fi) or whatever was on our phones.  

He wasn’t much of a talker when they were married, and even less so when they 

weren’t. He didn’t ask me about school – which I appreciated – and seemed interested 

in the colleges I was considering only in terms of tuition. He never told me what went 

wrong, never explained what the problem was, why he left. What had pushed him too 

far. (I knew there wasn’t anyone else in his life: there wasn’t room in the studio.) And 

since my mother’s life was objectively better – Warren, a lawyer, took us on real 

vacations – I didn’t ask her.  

He got laid off the summer before my freshman year, after his company shut 

down his division. What’s worse, he couldn’t land a similar job. So he took one offered 

by a cousin who owned a pawnshop. It was supposed to be temporary until Joel, still in 

the hospital from a heart attack, could go back to work in two or three months. But my 

father was still working there in October. And still there in November when I came 

home for Thanksgiving. Over dinner Friday night at a Chinese restaurant, he didn’t even 

pretend to be looking for a corporate job. Instead, he told me he developed a sense of 

who would come back in a month and redeem the jewelry – especially the engagement 

rings – and those who wouldn’t. “Most don’t come back,” he said, “And the people 
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buying hocked engagement rings think they’re smarter for getting it cheaper but they’re 

buying someone else’s bad luck,” he said. 

In December, he was back at the house, looking for something he had stored in 

the back of the garage since there was no space in his studio. It was night time and cold, 

and my mother wasn’t sure what he was looking for but he kept the headlights on while 

looking for whatever was suddenly so urgent.  

I was the one who found him.  

It was a rental with keyless ignition; the engine stayed on silently, emitting 

exhaust. To this day, I’m not sure he meant to do it.  

Or what he was looking for. 

Because my aunt, who lives in Houston, didn’t want to, it was up to me to clean 

out his studio. Warren offered help but I didn’t need it (and that would’ve been weird) 

and I didn’t want my mother’s help – or worse, her sympathy for me or judgment of 

him. Actually, there wasn’t much aside from bills. I did find an unfinished letter to me 

dated from when I was 10, with some kind of explanation, which told me he’d been 

unhappy for at least six years before he finally left: “In the fairy tales we used to read to 

you, the fantasy wasn’t Cinderella’s pumpkin turning into a carriage or Rapunzel having 

hair long and strong enough for a prince to climb up like a ladder. It was that they all 

lived happily ever after. It takes hard work, patience and compassion as much as it takes 

love, and even then, that’s not enough.” 

I guess I could’ve gone back to school but I didn’t understand the point. I couldn’t 

relate to the others on my hall who were concerned about parties or internships, and 

wasn’t sure how to pay for college without either taking on more debt or accepting a 

handout from Warren. So I moved into the studio that January. I was 19, and my 
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mother couldn’t really stop me. (Eventually the smell of smoke dissipated.) I worked for 

Joel until he sold it after another heart attack. 

I don’t think I’m cynical. I’m an idealist who’s angry that few of us reach our 

potential and that luck can play such an important yet random factor. Doesn’t mean I no 

longer dream. I’m just like the guys who come here. I could probably get another job. 

But night after night, I come back, hoping for some action. Satisfied – no. But telling 

myself that – that I don’t mind it so much. That the next person inside the door could 

change my life. 

And I tell myself that it’ll get better, that I just need to figure out what I want to 

do. Meanwhile, I tend bar, and listen to men my father’s age, drunk, telling me things 

my father never did. 
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Second Place  
“In Between the Stones” 
Michael Patrick Brady 
Norwood  
 
Michael Patrick Brady is a writer from Norwood, Massachusetts. His short fiction has 
appeared in Smokelong Quarterly, Cheap Pop, Ink In Thirds, Akashic Books, Flash 
Fiction Online and McSweeney’s Internet Tendency. For several years, he served as a 
book critic for the Boston Globe. He is on Twitter @michaelpbrady, and his work can be 
found at www.michaelpatrickbrady.com. 
 

In Between the Stones 

Maureen switched the radio off as the car passed by the private mausoleums at the 

entrance to the cemetery. Her brother Mike, sitting in the passenger seat, sighed. She 

recalled that he had tried to get their parents to put a down payment on one before they 

passed. 

“They’ve got a little bench inside of ‘em,” he’d said. “We can come and sit by you 

when you’re gone.” 

Their mother just rolled her eyes as she took a deep drag on her cigarette. 

“God forbid you should have to stand for five minutes,” she said. 

The mausoleums, with their flashy, ersatz-Greco-Roman styling and elaborate 

iron gates, were too fussy for her mother. Maureen remembered the withering reaction 

of the neighborhood ladies at Ginny Moore’s funeral when it was revealed that she’d had 

her headstone engraved with a rose instead of the more traditional cross. “Who does she 

think she is?” her mother asked, after the service. “Rose Kennedy?” There’s no way she 

would risk being accused of posthumously putting on airs. 

Instead, their parents chose a traditional plot in a shady section of the cemetery, 

down by the trolley tracks. 
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"Man," said Mike, looking out the window. "There are some really ugly 

headstones in this place." 

Her older brother, John, laughed from the backseat. Maureen shot them both a 

look. She didn't entirely disagree, but they didn't have to be so rude about it.  

She was seething as they pulled up to their parents’ stark, gray granite headstone. 

She had a trunk full of red Geraniums, gardening gloves, and a trio of garden trowels so 

they could plant the flowers deep at the stone's pedestal. It was raining, lightly, but 

persistently, and she bit the inside of her lip as punishment for forgetting to bring a 

towel or some rags to set down. Her brothers, naturally, had brought nothing.  

She was reluctant to look at the plot too closely. On the way in, she had seen 

plenty of well-tended graves, kept up by families who no doubt visited more regularly—

birthdays, Mother's Day, Father's Day, Easter, Christmas, and beyond. Even the graves 

with wilted flowers, or the ones that were littered with bare stalks and stems, betrayed 

some evidence of care and concern. She forced herself to look. 

It was, essentially, how she remembered it from the last time they had been there 

a few years ago. The high-gloss shine of the granite had dulled a bit; the stone had 

accumulated a patina of grime from exposure to the city air. But more than anything, 

the grave looked unattended. Unloved, Maureen thought. She wondered if she’d brought 

enough flowers. 

She reached down beside her seat and pulled the lever to pop open the trunk. 

"Do you guys want to start digging while I get the flowers out of the plastic 

containers?" 

Mike and John exchanged a look. 

"Maybe we should wait till the rain passes," said John. "It's pretty gross out." 
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"Yeah," said Mike. "We could grab a bite and let things dry out." 

"You sissies," said Maureen. "You two are lucky this plot is full." She buttoned her 

light sweater and then exited the car with a huff, curtly closing the door behind her. 

* * * 

It took Maureen a few minutes to free the flowers from their bindings and get 

them ready to plant. She had figured that shame would've eventually compelled her 

brothers to come out and help her, but so far they hadn't budged. The raised trunk lid 

blocked the rear window, so she couldn't see what they were up to, but because of her 

proximity to the rear speakers she could tell that Mike had turned the radio back on. A 

dull thudding resonated through the car's frame, almost too low to be perceptible. But 

irritation had heightened Maureen's senses. She slid on a pair of gardening gloves, 

grabbed an armful of flowers and a trowel, and closed the trunk with her best one-

handed slam. 

After all these years, you could still see the outline of the grave in the ground. The 

soil had never quite healed itself, and Maureen could feel how uneven it was under her 

feet. It shifted easily; she worried that a firm step might cause her to sink in up to her 

ankle. She placed the flowers on top of the headstone, knelt down with the trowel, and 

tried to ignore the dampness seeping in through the knees of her jeans. The blade of the 

trowel cut deep into the ground, and Maureen was able to carve out a nice trough for the 

flowers fairly quickly. As she dug, her hands became smeared with dirt. Mud crept up to 

her elbows, and as she reached to brush her hair back behind her ears, or to stop the 

rain from running into her eyes, she marked up her face and forehead. 

Behind her, back in the car, she heard a muffled commotion. When she looked 

back, John was leaning over the front seat, hanging over Mike, who was slapping at his 
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brother, trying to shove him back into his seat. It looked like they were fighting over the 

radio. They were like a pair of twelve-year-olds roughhousing, unable to sit still even for 

a minute.  

Maureen tamped down the dirt around the flowers and rose to her feet, stalking 

angrily back toward the car. When she opened the door, her brothers’ eyes were wide, 

almost bugging out of their heads. They’d turned the radio off. 

“Can we go now, Mo?” asked Mike. 

She spilled into the car without a word, dampened and dirtied, wasting no time in 

executing a three-point turn across the narrow lane to point the car back toward the 

exit.  

* * * 

John and Mike stopped talking when they saw her come out of the restroom, and 

instead turned their attention to their food, a short stack of pancakes, smothered in 

butter and syrup, and eggs with a hint of Dijon mustard.  

"OK," Maureen said, sitting down to her French toast. "What was going on back 

there, exactly? Can you really not resist whaling on each other for five minutes?" 

"Listen, Mo," said John, "While you were out there, we were listening to the 

radio." He paused, and took a big forkful of eggs into his mouth.  

"And?" 

John swallowed. "Well, we heard something on the radio that startled us a bit, 

but I don't think you're going to believe us." 

"Just spill it," she said. "I'm desperate to know what got you both so excited back 

there—when you wouldn’t even get out of the car to show some respect to your own 

mother and father." 
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"That's the thing, Mo," said Mike. He nodded to John. 

"Yeah," said John. "On the radio—we heard mum's voice. She spoke to us. The 

music dropped out and got all fuzzy and weird, then we heard her. Swear to God." 

Maureen’s eyes widened. "Come again?" 

"I swear to God, Mo," said Mike, "It was clear as day." 

Maureen found their faces hard to read. She couldn't tell if she was being set up 

for a tasteless prank, or if they really believed their stupid story.  

"Say something, Mo," said John. 

She looked down at her plate, into the pool of maple syrup that had collected in 

the center of the French toast, unsure of what to say. Finally, she found her words. 

"I think,” she said, "that you are both being very cruel." 

"Believe us,” said Mike. "We're not fooling around." 

"Well, then. What did she say?" 

"She said, ‘I’m with you always.' Something like that." 

Mike had tried his best to approximate their mother's scratchy voice, which 

would've been in particularly poor taste if this really was just some trick. He really 

believed what he was saying. This only made Maureen angrier. 

"Something like that. Oh, what bullshit!" said Maureen. Adjacent diners shifted 

uncomfortably in their seats. 

"Get a hold of yourself, Mo," said John, "You're gonna get us kicked outta here." 

She lowered her voice. 

"I just think it is real rich that you two idiots think our mother deigned to 

communicate with you from the great beyond while you were sitting on your asses a 

stone's throw from her grave." She was delivering her words softly, but forcefully, 
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through a gritted jaw. "I had to drag you two here. And she waits till I'm out of the car 

and elbow deep in her dirt to deliver this message?" 

"I mean, that does kind of sound like something she'd do," said Mike. "She had a 

pretty sick sense of humor." 

Maureen scoffed. She pushed her plate forward to the center of the table. 

"Why did I order this?" she asked, "I don't want this." 

"What do you want, Mo?" asked Mike. 

Maureen rubbed her temples and closed her eyes—she could feel the migraine 

building deep in folds of her brain. 

"I just want you to take me home." 

Mike offered to drive. He and John continued to grind away at their breakfast. 

Maureen noticed Mike eyeing her untouched plate. 

"Would you mind?" he asked. "If I?" 

Maureen picked the pepper shaker up out of the table's condiment box, 

unscrewed the top, and dumped the entire contents on top of her soggy French toast.  

"Be my guest."  

* * *  

Maureen slumped into the passenger seat, yanking back on the lever that laid her 

seat almost flat so she could zone out on the drive home. After a few minutes, she felt 

her legs slowly pitch upward. They were traveling uphill—and Maureen knew that this 

meant that they were heading in the wrong direction, away from the expressway.  

"Where are you going?" she asked Mike. 

"John and I want to make a stop before we head out," he said. "It'll just take a 

minute. You don't have to get out if you don't want to." 
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"That's not what I asked you." 

"Don't sweat it, Mo," said John. "We just want to drive by the old place and take a 

look. See how it's holding up." 

"Are you stopping or are you driving by—which is it?" 

Mike smiled. "Well, I guess it depends on whether the lights are on." 

Maureen grasped the lever again and pulled with all her might. The seat bolted 

upright. She was ready to launch into a protest, but saw that they were already turning 

onto their old street. 

It was a tight, one-way street, with parked cars clumped along either side. The 

houses were tightly packed, as well—three-story triple-decker apartment buildings with 

maybe ten feet between them, at best.  

Mike found a parking spot across the street from their old house that gave them a 

good view of the place.  

"Is that our storm door?" he asked. "On the front, is that the same door?" 

"Yeah," said John. "It looks like they just painted it." 

No amount of paint could hide the cracks and the flaws that had accumulated 

since the house was built over a century ago. If anything, it exaggerated them.  

"Can we go now?" Maureen asked. "Did you get a good enough look?"  

"Not yet," said Mike. "John, you still want to do this?" 

"Yeah," said John. "The coast looks clear. Here's the deal, Mo. While you were in 

the bathroom, we were talking, and we realized that neither of us really have any 

mementos of the old place. " 

"If you guys think you're gonna go in there—" 
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"We’re not going in the house," said John. "Don't be stupid. We're just going into 

the backyard." 

"That doesn't make it any better. You can't go running around other people's 

yards." 

Her brothers just shrugged, undeterred. 

"What are you going to take from back there?" 

"Stones," John said. 

When they were kids, their father had built a retaining wall in the backyard out of 

hefty, irregular blocks of granite.  He had built it up about five feet tall, and did it in the 

dry-stone style he’d learned from his own father, the Irish way, just laying the stones on 

top of one another and counting on their own weight to lock them together and hold 

everything in place. She never understood how the loose stones held back all that earth, 

even as she and her brothers ran all over them and climbed up and down the wall 

thousands of times. It had stood for decades without shifting or buckling. It was like 

magic.   

Maureen's window had begun to fog up, and she wiped at it with the arm of her 

sweater. If they had proposed this plan back at breakfast, she would've brained them 

with the jar of maple syrup. She would've chewed them out for even daring to think that 

they would take bricks out of that wall. She would've been incredulous that they would 

think it was some tribute to tear down, even in this small way, something their father 

had created. Just so they could keep it in a box in their basement. So when they died 

they could leave it to their children, who would no doubt get rid of the meaningless hunk 

of rock at the first opportunity, or lose it through carelessness and ignorance, like they 

had with their father's own mementos. She would've told them that there's dignity in 
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their father's handiwork standing the test of time, even if it was in someone else's 

backyard. But the cracked façade of her childhood home made her doubt whether 

standing the test of time was really anything to be proud of.  

"Go," she said. "Just go and get it over with." 

"We'll be quick," Mike said. "We promise." 

They exited the car, turning up the collars on their coats to keep the rain from 

rolling down their backs, and swiftly, but casually, walked down the alleyway that ran 

along the side of the house. Maureen saw Mike reach over the short gate to undo the 

simple hook-and-eye latch and watched her brothers disappear into the backyard. 

Twenty years ago, she thought, they would've just vaulted it.  

Maureen turned on the radio, and the signal cut through the storm loud and 

clear, with no interference. She spun the knob looking for static, and found just the right 

amount somewhere on the left side of the dial. The speaker hissed and crackled with 

shapeless, white noise, the groaning of the inarticulate atmosphere as it coursed through 

the antenna. She didn't believe for one second that her brothers had actually heard 

anything in the cemetery. But it bothered Maureen that they thought they did—that 

they'd actually believe their mother would choose to speak to them and leave her out of 

it. They didn't consider for even a second that it might upset her. She realized now that 

they probably didn't intend to bring back a stone from the wall for her either. Why 

would they? Even she didn't realize she actually wanted one until just this moment. She 

turned the radio off, then the car. Then she opened the door, and stepped out into the 

rain. 

When she reached the backyard, her brothers were just standing there, looking at 

the wall. The big tree afforded them some degree of cover, but not enough to keep the 
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rain from soaking their hair and through their jackets. They didn't seem to care. 

Maureen couldn't imagine what was so perplexing about this operation. It was a simple 

grab and go. It's not like there was much to look at.  

The backyard was relatively unchanged from when they had lived there. Flowers 

had been planted in the earth held back by the wall, where before there had just been 

dirt and bits of long, matted grass that their little feet had trampled into the ground. But 

that was it.  

"Pssst," she said, trying to get John and Mike's attention. "What are you two 

dummies doing?" 

John grinned and waved Maureen over. 

"I don't want to walk through the mud. Just get what you came for and let's go." 

"C'mon," said Mike. "We want to show you something." 

She fixed her brothers with a withering stare, and trudged through the mud using 

big, clomping strides.  

"Happy?" she asked. 

Mike pointed toward the wall.  

What she saw made her stomach do a flip. The gaps between the stones had been 

filled in with mortar. Where before there had been only magic, now there was hard 

cement. A wave of dizziness swept over her, and she leaned into the wall to steady 

herself. Her hands felt the coldness of the stones.  

The flowers planted just behind the wall bent toward her, heavy with rain. Drops 

rolled off their violet petals like tears, as if to mock her, and she could not bear the 

insult. She felt the anger inside her boiling over. She clawed into the soft dirt around 

them with her hands and found the roots. She grasped them tightly and, with a growl, 
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yanked them from the ground. She raised them high into the air and brought them 

down against the wall, beating their blossoms against the stones and scattering the 

petals into the wind. 

"Jesus Christ, Mo," said John, 

Her hands were filthy again, streaked with mud. She balled them up into fists, 

squeezing bits of the devastated plants out from between her fingers. 

* * * 

Back in the car, Maureen turned on the radio. It was still tuned to where she had 

left it earlier—the endless void of swirling static and noise. She left it on the whole ride 

home, and neither brother dared to say a word. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



	 53	

Honorable Mention  
“A Delicate Question” 
Emily Hanlon 
Salem 
 
Emily Hanlon lives, works, bakes, and writes in Salem, Massachusetts, where she lives 
with her husband and her twin teenaged boys. Although her work walks a fine line 
between fiction and nonfiction, she considers herself a fiction writer. 
 
 

A Delicate Question 

“How did you like my cake?” I ask Tyler in an attempt to spark a conversation in the 

silent car. 

I’m driving us home from Easter dinner, down roads lined with the sprawling 

houses of affluence. Other than Tyler and me, our family lives in wealthy 

neighborhoods. Not mansions, not the homes of the rich-and-famous, but certainly the 

more-than-comfortable. I glance as the big, shingled houses pass, feeling an envy I’m 

conditioned to feel even though I don’t want to. The house we just left, my sister 

Jessica’s, is the biggest in our family, but not the grandest in her neighborhood. As soon 

as we walked into the house, she apologized for the one nick in the paint on her front 

shutters. 

“Who would even notice that, Jessie?” my mother said, waving her away. Then 

she asked me if I’d picked up the slipcovers she’d recommended for my living room. I 

hadn’t. They were way too expensive, but I told her that I just hadn’t had the time. 

“The cake was good,” says Tyler. “I liked the cream in the middle.” 

Although at 17 he can easily take the wheel, I’m still worried about Tyler on 

highways. I didn’t even let who would drive be a topic of discussion, just took the keys 

from my purse and got into the driver’s side. His sullen teenager’s state keeps him silent 
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most of the time, but I was sure that not offering him the keys put him further into this 

funk. 

“I’m glad,” I say, and try to think of another conversation-starter to pull him out. 

He’s so rarely around these days, always at track practices and meets, school events, or 

out doing I-don’t-even-want-to-know-what with his friends. 

At dinner, my mother had asked Tyler about his recent decathlon, and reminded 

him for the fiftieth time that his cousin got a full ride to UMass Amherst on a cross-

country scholarship. 

“College can be so expensive for parents if you don’t have that extra help,” she’d 

said. “Especially for a single mother.”  

I slow the car to allow three giant wild turkeys to cross the wide street. 

I glance to the side and am surprised to catch Tyler watching the turkeys’ ambling 

progress, a smile on his face.   

“Mom?” he asks. 

“Yes?” 

“Can I ask you a delicate question?” 

I pause. It’s strange request, especially coming from him. The fact that he’s 

initiating a conversation is thrilling, but it’s with apprehension that I tell him, “Sure.” 

He’s quiet for a few moments, until I pull forward, the road now free of the wandering 

fowl. 

“Why are you so weird?” 

I almost laugh. The question is so blunt, so innocently posed. It proves to me that 

he is still a child in some ways, despite the dark wisps of mustache on his upper lip and 

the runner’s legs that are now longer than mine. I glance to the side to look at him again 
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and his neck is craned so he can watch the turkeys gracelessly stumble their way into the 

wooded area. 

“What makes you think I’m weird?” I ask him. 

He turns back and says, “I don’t want to insult you.” 

“Too late, Ty,” I say, but on a bubble of laughter so he’ll know I’m not really mad. 

He settles back against the seat and smiles without looking at me. He swipes his 

hand across his forehead on this hot May afternoon. 

“Well,” he finally says. “For one thing, you dress like it’s 1965.” 

I glance down at my outfit – light mohair sweater and a pink, linen pencil skirt 

getting wrinkled under the seatbelt, strappy shoes that look like they escaped from a 

stage production of “Hairspray” – and feel only a twinge of offense. I expected the 

reaction I’d gotten from my family, my mom’s guarded remark that maybe the tight skirt 

didn’t quite work for my body type, and the up-and-down glance but no verbal reaction 

from Jessica. But I never thought Tyler would care what I wore. I’ve always known I was 

a bit different from his friends’ moms, but I had foolishly convinced myself that he 

appreciated this bit of individuality. 

“So?” I say.  

“You probably can’t really even remember 1965. I mean, how old were you back 

then? Three or something?” 

I force the hurt from my voice as I tell him, “I was negative-8 in 1965, thank you 

very much.” 

“Well, there’s my point. You can’t be nostalgic for a time when you weren’t even 

born yet.” 



	 56	

“I just kind of like the fashion of that time,” I tell him. “There’s nothing really 

wrong with that.” 

“You’re insulted. I knew it.” 

“No, Tyler,” I start to say, but then I decide to be honest. “OK, a little. But why 

does what I wear bother you?” 

He doesn’t answer this question, just scratches at his head of spiky black hair. 

“Like I always say,” I continue. I repeat the mantra I have been unsuccessfully trying to 

drill into him his whole life. “Follow your heart, not the trends.” 

He’s never followed this advice. He is the epitome of a trend-follower. He spends 

his cashiering paychecks as quickly as they get direct-deposited on brand-name track 

pants and the $200-a-pair sneakers that are the only footwear he will be seen in. Two 

years before, I stopped buying him Christmas presents since every single item I 

purchased was immediately returned. I got him a blue sweatshirt once and was advised 

in an irritable voice that he wears only gray or black. The phone I got him was the wrong 

model. He needs the biggest, the best. I can’t afford to accommodate him as his needs 

grow more and more expensive. 

We pull onto the highway that will lead us to our modest home, a half-hour but a 

world away from this posh neighborhood. I accelerate to join the stream of holiday 

traffic. A little girl in the car in front of us contorts herself to press her face to the back 

window and stick out her tongue at us. She’s bored. Long drives and tedious family 

dinners are what Easter is all about.  

Talk about tedious: it would be impossible for me to care any less than I do about 

new curtains, the state of the real estate market, or whether it’s better to roast or grill 

asparagus. 



	 57	

“What’s your opinion?” my mother asked me. “You’re the cook.” 

She has been saying variations on this since I started my own bakery when Tyler was a 

toddler. Tyler and I always have fresh rolls and decadent desserts, but we eat Marie 

Callender’s every night for dinner. 

“I’m a baker, Mom, not a cook,” I said. “I don’t know the first thing about 

vegetables.” 

Mom gives me a curious look, as though she didn’t already know this, and moves 

on to talk about “staging houses.” Jessica is interested in real estate ventures as well, or 

she feigns as though she is. She’s good at pretending. She always has been. But then, it 

seems she’s good at everything. 

“Can I tell you what I really think?” Tyler asks me, bringing me back to the 

present. 

“Shoot,” I say, changing lanes, my eyes on the road. 

“I don’t want to make you mad.” 

“You’ve already called me weird and added 11 years to my age. How much 

madder do you think I can get?” 

I’m joking. I’m intrigued by this unprecedented conversation, this innocent 

tactlessness, and his opinion of me. I push down all of the hurt welling inside of me. 

Insults be damned, we’re having an honest conversation. Had I ever had one of those 

with my mother when I was high school?  

“I think,” he says, “you really like being weird.” 

“Please go on,” I goad him. He’s a nut for all forms of science, so I say, “State your 

hypothesis and provide evidence to support it.” 
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“My hypothesis is that you want to stand out. You want people to look at you and 

say, ‘Wow, she’s so unusual.’” 

“Am I Cyndi Lauper?” 

“Who?” 

“Forget it. Go on. Evidence, please.” 

“Like I already said, you dress funny.” 

“Noted and admitted.” 

“You talk funny, too.” 

“I do?” 

“In hyperbole. And too many metaphors and similes. It’s – what’s the word – a 

cumbersome way to speak.” 

“Good word.” 

His voice turns weary as he says, “You sing and dance in public,” as if this is the 

thing that weighs him down most in the world. 

“They play good music in stores these days. I can’t help myself if ‘Come on Eileen’ 

comes on at Market Basket.” 

“Mom.” 

“OK, you’ve got some good points. I admit that I’m weird. The question is why.” 

“I do have a theory,” he says. He shifts around in his seat and tries to take off his 

seatbelt. I give him a light whack and he clicks it back in. “You want to be seen. You need 

people to look at you.” 

I can’t help the touch of defensiveness this sparks in me. 

“I don’t care if people look at me or not.” 
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“OK. Right there.” He turns and watches the side of my face while I navigate our 

way off the exit. “That’s a lie. You do care if people look. You need people to look.” 

I am stunned and speechless.  

“Why would I need people to look at me?” 

There is a red light right off the exit, the road that leads into the mall parking lot, 

deserted today. When I stop, I turn my head and find him staring at me with an 

expression of both concern and satisfaction, as though having finally figured out a 

complicated formula that had plagued him his whole life, but the answer he’s found is 

disturbing. 

“Because your mother doesn’t look at you.” He pauses a long time. “Grandma 

never treated you very good, did she?” 

Suddenly, I shrink. I stare at my son, my young but old child who knows way 

more than I’d given him credit for. Way more than he should. I swallow hard against 

rising bile. 

“Grandma was a terrific mother,” I insist. “She still is.” 

“Mom.” Tyler doesn’t reach out and touch me. He hasn’t had much physical 

contact with me since he turned 13 and got too cool and awkward for hugs. But he tips 

his head and regards me and his eyes are both kind and wise. “I know how she is. 

Everything you do, she tells you immediately that Auntie Jess has done it too. And she 

implies that Auntie does it better.” 

The hitch in my chest is like a sharp meat hook.   

Maybe I have said too much in front of him, have complained about my mother 

aloud without realizing he was absorbing it. He’s seen too much, too many arguments. 
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A horn blares. The light has changed and I flounder unnecessarily with the gear shift 

and the car darts forward. I pull into the mall parking lot and come to a jerking stop in 

one of the lined spots. 

“Tyler,” I say. My breathing has grown heavy. It’s an approaching panic attack. 

“I’m sorry, Mom,” he says in his low, deep man-voice and I drop my head on the 

steering wheel. 

“No, Ty,” I say. “Don’t be sorry. I’m the one who’s sorry. You should never have 

those thoughts about your grandmother. Or about Auntie.” 

“Come on, Mom, I’m not a little kid. I see how she acts.” 

“You see, but you don’t really know.” 

I think of my mother looking me up and down, putting me on her mental scale, 

watching the widening of my hips as I progress through middle age, a phenomenon that 

somehow my older sister has avoided. My mom seems to think little of a bakery that 

breaks even instead of providing a house with shutters. And she also tends to think of 

single-motherhood as a failure as a lifestyle. This is what Tyler is referring to. It’s all he 

sees. Maybe because it’s what I have focused on for his whole life – for my whole life. 

“You don’t get it, Ty. You need to look at the big picture.” 

“Explain the big picture,” he says, and he sounds honestly interested.  

How can I tell him the big picture?  

He’s right in so many ways. It’s probably true about why I dress and talk and act 

out in public like I do. There is a lot of Cyndi Lauper in me, and it’s also maybe the case 

that it originated with me trying to stand out from under my sister’s shadow. 

But the big picture? 
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Tyler was 2 years old when his father left us. He doesn’t remember my complete 

breakdown. He doesn’t know that he lived with my mother for three months while I 

recovered in the hospital, nor does he know that her money paid for that hospital and 

my lawyer in the custody trial. He never heard her say the words, “Don’t worry about 

how much it costs, sweetie. We’ll get through all of this.” So many nights I spent with my 

mom, crying and being held and being told that it would all be all right. Nights when it 

seemed the judgment I’d lived under from her was just gone. Not buried or hidden, but 

gone. 

“Grandma has always taken care of us,” I tell him, struggling to keep my voice 

steady. 

“But Mom, she clearly plays favorites.” 

This is true. How can I deny that? 

“I think…,” I say and then stop. “Tyler, I think neither you nor I can understand 

this. I only have you, the one kid. And I love you and I like you. If you have two, well, 

you’re going to like one of them better. It’s inevitable.” 

I’m starting to calm down a bit there in the ghost town of the mall lot. My fingers 

begin to loosen their grip on the steering wheel and it’s getting easier not to cry. I 

wonder why this conversation happened, why right now, and I realize it had to happen 

at some point. I had to explain this to Tyler eventually, without getting into details, of 

course. It was maybe an overdue explanation. 

“Why does Grandma like her better?” 

“They’re very much alike.”  

“Do you like Auntie Jess?” 
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“I haven’t actually had a conversation with your aunt since I was 5 years old and 

she told me there was no Santa.” 

His chest humps on a little laugh before returning to serious. 

“Doesn’t that hurt, though?” he asks me. “That she likes Auntie better?” 

“Sometimes,” I say. I nod once. “Yes, it does hurt.” 

“That sucks,” he says. 

“It’s just the nature of life, of family.”  

I let my hands drop and put my head back against the seat. 

“Good god, Tyler. I was not expecting this today.” 

“I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” 

Tyler turns and looks out the window, stretches his neck around so he can see the 

line of cars coming off the interstate and passing by the entrance to the shopping center.  

“Seems like the traffic has let up,” he says.  

“Has it?” I’m spent and I don’t really register his words. 

“You seem upset,” says Tyler. “Maybe I should drive home from here.” 

After a beat, I laugh. 

“You little conniver,” I say, I lean to the side to bump shoulders with him. “You 

set this whole thing up so that you could drive home.” 

“No, Mom, I…” 

“Don’t fool a fooler. I’m onto you.” 

A rare smile grows on his face. 

“You got me,” he jokes. “Can I have the keys?” 

I scan the blacktop, partitioned off into spaces by faded yellow lines. 
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“I’m kind of enjoying sitting here for the moment,” I say. “There’s something 

peaceful about a closed mall.” 

“OK,” he says, and he flicks the radio on to one of his godawful stations, playing 

electronic dance music. “But I get to drive when we go.” 

“I’ll think about it,” I say.  
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Honorable Mention  
“Trash Fish” 
Steve Zisson 
Wenham 
 
Steve Zisson is a biotech journalist whose speculative fiction has appeared in or is 
forthcoming in Nature’s Future, Daily Science Fiction, Selene Quarterly and Mad 
Scientist Journal, among other places. He is currently editing a science fiction/fantasy 
anthology, A Punk Rock Future, slated to be published in 2019. He grew up in Salem 
and now lives in Wenham.        
 

Trash Fish 

It was a good day for fishing. Any day is a good day for fishing when you haven’t 

gone for keeps in almost ten years. This was an excellent day even without the fishing. 

My Dad swung his truck onto Eastern Avenue, headed for the downtown and the 

dock.  

“I really want to come. It sounds like a great expedition,” I said. 

 “Maybe next time, Kerri. It’s really not an expedition. It’s just a fishing trip.” 

“Just a fishing trip? Those don’t happen every day. I’ll stay out of the way, I 

promise!” 

He tapped anxiously on the gas pedal. I’m sure he already felt late for the water. 

There was a good excuse for the late start, a special guest this day, Lisa Salter, 

Commissioner from the Northeast Fisheries Council. A fish counter. The feds. 

“Go to Good Harbor with your cousins for the day. If they open fishing for the 

summer, you can go with me on every trip. Promise.” 

“I want to go on this expedition. I want to meet this commissioner. If she says 

they’ll be no fishing this summer, I’ll never get out there.” 

“I’ll still take you out every day on our tours.” 



	 65	

There was a lot riding on this fishing trip, expedition. The fishing grounds hadn’t 

been open in a decade. But unconfirmed reports of huge schools of fish had been coming 

in since last fall.  

I kicked the glove compartment and then looked out the open window. “I want to 

go fishing, not pleasure cruising with all those stupid tourists.” 

I stuck my head out of the truck and sneered at a group of tourists who were 

walking past the fishermen’s memorial. “This town’s just one big museum to them.” 

“Kerri, get back in the truck.” 

At a crosswalk on Rogers Street, he braked so a tourist bus could pull into the 

Gloucester House restaurant parking lot. The tourists would be visiting all the museums 

and historic sites in the city during their stay. At night, they’d dine on farmed cod from 

Iceland. The indignity of it. The Massachusetts sacred cod farmed. Not fished. And from 

Iceland no less. Iceland was the only country that still had waters cold enough to 

maintain a cod fishery and they’d cracked the code on how to farm cod. 

He turned down the alley past the harbor walk and parked the truck next to the 

one remaining fishing dock. 

 “You can walk up to your cousins from here. Aunt Molly will be up.” 

No movement from me so he said, “I’ll walk you up there.” 

“I don’t need you to walk me anywhere.” 

A government-issued SUV, grey and bland, pulled in and parked next to us. 

This was my chance. I was banging on her passenger side window before he could 

stop me.  

The window went down. 
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“You’ve killed fishing with your quotas. You’ve killed my family. My future,” I 

shouted in the window. 

He pulled me away, popped his head in and said, “I’m not dead yet. I’m Sandy 

Acosta.” 

He stuck his hand through the window and smiled at Lisa Salter. She was wearing 

a crisp blue windbreaker, too nice and clean for a fishing trip. 

“Good morning to you, Mr. Acosta. And this is?” 

“My daughter, Kerri.” 

I shouted over him. “I’ll be out there watching you watching them, to make sure 

you get it right this time.” 

“Kerri, you’re not coming.” 

Salter was quickly out of her door and gathering her equipment from the back of 

her SUV. I charged her but stopped in my tracks when she said calmly, “You should 

come along, Kerri. It’s always good to have another pair of eyes.” 

I relaxed and said, “Of course I should! Can I help you with anything?”  

I picked up what looked like a scale and a tape measure and I lead her, this fish 

counter, to the boat named after me. 

The 52-foot F/V Kerri was a multipurpose craft now, relegated to odd jobs like all 

of the former fishermen in Gloucester, picking up stray gigs here and there for work. 

A former dragger, our boat went out on the occasional charter loaded with 

tourists so my Dad had honed down the sharp metal bits and installed seating around 

the perimeter. 

Already on the deck was Muncie, my Dad’s last full-time deckhand from a decade 

ago. In those lean years, Muncie hadn’t picked up new fulltime employment, also 
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scuttling about doing odd jobs. He was a Gloucester fisherman. Four generations back. 

He could really do nothing else. 

Muncie was beaming from the deck when he saw us but soon scowling once he 

spotted Salter. 

“All set?” I asked. 

 “As ready as we’ll ever be.” 

I jumped aboard and got busy before my father could rescind my invitation. 

As Dad stepped onto the deck, he put his hand on Muncie’s shoulder. “Be nice 

now. If it wasn’t for her, we wouldn’t be fishing today. She might open up the grounds 

after what she sees today.” 

“If it wasn’t for her closing the fishing grounds in the first place.” 

Muncie followed my Dad toward the cabin. 

I already had the boat fired up. I was an experienced first mate. 

Dad slipped into his chair to set his nav. 

Salter poked her head in. “My gear’s all set.” 

“Your gear,” Muncie mumbled. 

“Okay then,” Dad said. “I’ll point her to Stellwagen–” 

“We’re not going to Stellwagen bank,” Salter said. 

Muncie spit on the deck. “We’re not going to Stellwagen? I heard reports of cod 

so thick there you could walk to Nova Scotia on them.” 

Salter laughed. “I doubt there’s that many cod out there. The warming waters are 

finishing them off.” 

“It’s been ten years! You said back then we could fish after ten years. Planes going 

over that area have seen huge schools!” Muncie said. 
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“Easy,” Dad said. 

“Those planes can see under one-hundred eighty foot of water?” she said. “You 

remember cod are bottom feeders?” 

Oh, Muncie knew of course. He knew cod. He had lived cod. He had died cod.  

Muncie’s face grew red. 

“Where are we going then?” Dad asked. 

“About nine miles east of Marblehead.” 

“Really,” he said and set the location on his screen. “You can’t be serious. No 

one’s fished in that area since the late fifties. The Dump. That’s where they disposed all 

those drums filled with radioactive waste.” 

“Wow. This really will be expedition,” I said. 

“I bet there’s tons of fish!” Muncie said. “Maybe that’s where the planes spotted 

the big schools. No one’s been dragging that bottom in forever. It could be like 

Chernobyl. You’ve seen the documentary shows where all of the wildlife came back 

bigtime?” 

“We’ll probably just pull up a lot of leaky, glowing drums,” Dad said. “And tainted 

fish.” 

# 

We were making good time. The water was more green than blue out past Eastern 

point with no real chop on the open ocean.  

In the bright sky, a half-dozen herring gulls were planing above them, squawking 

already for fish scraps.  How did the birds know to follow us? You would’ve thought the 

gulls had lost their knowledge of commercial fishing’s rhythms after ten years.  
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Despite the warning from his captain, once they were outside the harbor, Muncie 

cornered Salter. 

“First, you put on the cod quotas. Then you told us to fish for monkfish. Ugly 

suckers,” Muncie said. 

“Tasty though,” Salter said. 

Muncie snorted. “When they were gone, you told us to catch dogfish. Then when 

they were history, the next trash fish.” 

Salter dug into her equipment box. It was hard to avoid him in the confined space 

of the boat. 

“We were trying to save the fishery,” she said. “We protected you from the 

Russian factory ships. Then we tried to save you from yourselves. We failed.” 

“You were always way off with your science. There’s plenty of fish out here.” 

Muncie caught a look from my Dad, then busied himself getting the dragger 

ready.  

I brought Salter a coffee and settled in next to her as if we were tourists ourselves 

on a real historic fishing boat, comfortable on the cushioned bench seats. 

“He’s got a point,” I said. “You feds ruined this town. You’re the reason—” 

“It’s all me. I’m the reason there’s no fishing. I’m the reason the water’s too 

warm. This disaster had been coming for a long time, you can see that. I see you’re 

bright. I want you to know I’m just a marine biologist, who was reluctantly elevated to 

commissioner. So how about some slack?” 

“Okay I’ll give you that. But everyone says there’s plenty of fish out here. So why 

aren’t we going to Stellwagen?” 



	 70	

Salter sipped her coffee and looked to the east. “I’m here to discover if there’s 

enough fish to fish. We’ll be going to all the spots. Right now we’ve caught word of fish 

off Marblehead. You can help. Keep me honest. Deal?” 

I looked around to see if Muncie and my Dad were out of ear shot. “Deal. You’ll 

be making other expeditions, I mean, fishing trips?” 

“Yes. And you can come along if you want.” 

“Oh great! You know, I’m thinking about studying marine biology.” 

“It’s an honorable profession but just don’t get promoted to bureaucrat,” Salter 

said in a conspiratorial tone. 

# 

The first haul had every one on edge; it always was an anxious moment on a 

dragger. The nets could come up empty, a waste of time, fuel, and money. 

Muncie spooled up the net. Some small fish were visible in the top parts of the 

net. 

“There’s fish!” I said, pointing. 

“Small ones. Throw backs,” Dad said. 

Muncie swung the net over the deck, and brownish yellow water strained out. But 

the mud still coated the net’s contents so only ghostly shapes could be made out, 

wriggling en masse. The net was bulging with something. 

Muncie let the catch plop onto the steel deck. Fish flowed over each other and slid 

to the sides of the boat. 

The fish and rocks and what looked like a lid of a 55-gallon drum were strewn 

about the deck as the empty net sloughed away. 

Dad kicked the drum lid. “Shit.”  
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Salter stepped carefully through the biomass. There were star fish with missing 

legs or maybe additional legs. It’s hard to tell with starfish; they’re always losing and 

growing new legs. Flapping fish slapped around the deck in odd rhythm.   

“That’s a big one,” Muncie said and pointed to a big-bellied Atlantic cod. Gadus 

morhua. 

“They’ve been fattening up,” Dad said 

“Must be a two-hundred pounder, look at the gut on it, Captain,” Muncie said. 

Muncie picked through the catch, tossing cod into the plastic bins. He flipped a 

starfish, then a crab over his shoulder into the water. 

“Don’t throw anything back yet,” Salter said. 

A bent-over Muncie tilted his head and side-eyed her. “It’s bycatch.” 

“I have to record everything,” Salter said. “Kerri, please get me my counter.” 

I looked in her gear. “What counter?” 

“My Geiger counter,” Salter said. 

Salter went straight for the big cod. She waved the wand over the tan-speckled 

fish. The counter crackled. 

“Above background,” Salter said. 

Muncie filled two dozen bins to overflowing with cod. This was a breeding 

population. 

Dad and Muncie hoisted the biggest one and stood it on its tail as each man 

buried his arm in a gill. The gills, rich with blood, streaked their bare arms red. 

The huge cod weighed in at 192 pounds. “Fatter than me,” Muncie said, beaming 

and patting his stomach. 
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Muncie poked his knife into the cod’s belly, which burst open at little more than a 

pin prick and gushed all over him with half-digested blanched lobsters and crabs, as well 

as a variety of other colorless trash—six-pack rings, water bottles and other 

indistinguishable pieces of plastic. Also seemingly half-digested. 

“Look at it all,” Muncie said. 

“They’re eating plastic?” Salter said. 

“You never know what’ll be in there. What I’ve seen,” said Muncie. 

Although the cod was monstrous, Muncie made short work of it and I helped him 

pack the filets away on ice. 

Muncie then scooped out a half dozen herring from the bait well. He began 

baiting the rods and tossing the live herring, each hooked through the nose, into the 

ocean. He placed rods in holders along the perimeter of the boat. 

He also baited a long line and let that it out. As if they would catch any edible 

swordfish on a long line. Any swordfish that weren’t half mercury. Or filled with 

radioactive plastic. 

As they the lines drifted, Dad approached Salter.  

“I was surprised you wanted us to fish this area. No one has dragged out here in 

since they dumped the nuclear waste here. But I’m a believer now. So are you going to 

open fishing for the summer?” 

“It’s looking like that,” she said. 

“I might make a living from fishing after all!” I said. 

“There’s hope yet for you to captain this boat,” Dad said. 

Salter looked surprised at me, since I just recently professed to wanting to be a 

marine biologist, just like her.  
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Several beeps interrupted us and Dad waved Slater into the cabin. “Come look at 

my fish finder, we’re marking huge schools and some really big individuals.” 

Salter leaned into the screen and pointed at the reds and blues and yellows. 

Then they were pulled back outside by another sound when a line creaked, 

whined a bit and finally sang out. One of the rods nearly bent to the water. 

Muncie ran to it. “It’s a scream-ah!” 

He picked up the rod and moved it to a holder on the port side so the line didn’t 

tangle in the anchor line. 

“It’s heavy. It keeps shaking his head like a tuna. A giant,” Muncie said. 

As the fish took line, Dad backed up the boat to follow. A chop had picked up and 

waves showered Muncie on each bounce. 

About a half hour into the battle, the fight seemed to go out of the fish. “It’s 

heading to the boat. Get the dart,” Muncie said. 

Dad grabbed the harpoon.  

“It’s coming fast,” Muncie said as he reeled. “Color. I see color!” 

Dad leaned over the edge but he never saw what hit him. The fish leapt into the 

boat at speed and its sword speared his shoulder. The blade went straight through him, 

preceded by a jet of blood out his back. The swordfish itself was only medium-sized, 

maybe a couple hundred pounds, but the blade was twice its length and sharp and shiny. 

It wasn’t flat like a sword on a typical swordfish but more spherical like a narwhal’s. 

Some hybrid mutant. 

“Dad!” 
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He toppled over backwards. Muncie was quickly straddling him, yanking at a 

small chain saw and cutting through the sword sticking out of him. He shoved the fish 

off him. 

Pulling the rest of the sword out of him wasn’t an option. We all knew that 

removing the sword out would surely mean massive blood loss. 

Salter applied pressure with a towel that soaked instantly to a dark red. I handed 

her another. And another. 

“You’ll be okay. It looks like it missed everything,” Salter said. “We’ve got to get 

you to the hospital. Kerri head us back to Gloucester.” 

Muncie and Salter raised him to his feet and took him below while I pointed the 

F/V Kerri home. 

After ten minutes, Muncie came back on deck and half-saluted me. “He’s resting. 

I’ll bring in the lines, Captain.” 

He was reeling in one of the empty lines when another off the starboard side took 

the bait and the line ripped off the reel.  He ran to it and started cranking. 

“That fish is flying,” he said. 

But the rod was hardly bending. 

“It’s nothing big,” he reassured me. 

This fish didn’t put up much of a fight. It lasted less than five minutes.  

The fish flung itself onto the boat and smacked Muncie in the face, attaching itself 

to him. 

Even though it couldn’t have weighed more than five pounds, Muncie went down 

hard. 

I put the boat in neutral, grabbed a knife and kneeled next to him. 
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The mouth of this weird ocean catfish thing had already enveloped Muncie’s face 

and when I cut into it, I found the big sucker’s mouth harder than expected. It felt like 

some combination of bone and an extremely hard, weathered plastic. 

Three quarters through it, I dropped the knife and pulled on the fish from its tail 

end until the sucker let go with a wet pop. 

“Jesus!” Muncie said. “What the hell was that fish? It sucked the breath out of 

me!” 

His face was white and a ring of little teeth marks dotted his jawline and across 

his forehead. 

“I’m not even sure what kind of fish it is,” said Salter, who had returned to the 

deck and was toeing the carcass. 

Salter helped me get Muncie up. Then we all looked to the stern and considered 

the last rod in its holder. Its reel was tick, tick, ticking, and finally went off, screaming. 

“There’s a lot of big cod, but some of these fish have… evolved,” Salter said. “We 

have some studying to do. A lot has changed out here since the fifties after they dumped 

the waste.” 

“We should study it. Something happened out here,” I said. “Marine biologists 

forever.” 

Then Salter picked up the rod and began reeling it in tentatively, like someone 

who was on their first fishing trip. Or like someone not knowing what might rise up out 

of the sea, fueled by a toxic combination of plastic detritus and degrading nuclear waste.  

I joined her, put a hand on her shoulder and with the other, set the drag on the 

reel. 
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POETRY 
 
JUDGE: Claire Keyes 
 
First Place  
“After Parkland” 
Robert Shuman 
Marblehead  
 
Robert Shuman is a psychotherapist from Marblehead, Massachusetts. He is the author 
of three books about living with chronic illness and has won multiple awards for his 
poetry and painting.  
 
 
After Parkland 

O hell-kite! My arms bearing sorrow.  
All my pretty ones, my little sparrows  
all, all struck down by metal hawks?  
Your life a breath  
as fragile as a nested pale gray egg 
or the soap bubbles you blew  
in the backyard last fall.  
 
What was left of hope  
not enough to keep faith.  
Bloodied lambs, warm gathered flock.  
Did you say all? In classroom and hall?  
Do not forsake me, my darlings.  
Are you wrapped in white linen?  
The silence of worlds dying,  
louder in absence than the killing shots.  
Each death muted scream leaves webs  
torn and wet with mourning dew.  
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Second Place  
“Rain” 
Javy Awan 
Salem  
 
Javy Awan has worked as an editor for national professional association publications. 
His poems have appeared in Poet Lore, Potomac Review, Midwest Quarterly, and 
Innisfree Poetry Journal. He lives in Salem, Massachusetts. 
 
 
Rain 
 
The rain is hiring musicians—hear the tryouts 
nearby—the patter and din in the breezeway  
downwind. The assembled recruits, all youths,  
flourish drumsticks and flutes, crash cymbals, 
and march down the streets like the Spirit of ’76 
starting out fresh, 16 or 18 abreast, in ragtag  
rows that undulate and cascade but soon heed  
the sergeant of the drills for sweeps, spins, or weaves  
with fluid precision, ever in tune and in tempo. 
The rain is a strict master—falter and you’re out. 
Confidence, diligence, and dedication are sought. 
Sometimes the legion of drummers hides or blends in 
yet delivers the rhythms unrelenting. At a break 
they may step into a bar or a diner, dripping wet, 
out of breath, but head for the doors at a change 
in the wind. They’re marching, eyes forward. 
This isn’t a tour but the job of a lifetime. That youth 
who just left said their dorms are cozy and secure— 
you sleep soundly only as ever before when snug  
to your love softly covered on a rainy cool night. 
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Honorable Mention  
“300 Year Drought Was the Downfall of Ancient Greece” 
Robert Shuman 
Marblehead  
 
300 Year Drought was Downfall of Ancient Greece 

—LiveScience 
 

The drought, like a well wielded carver’s knife,  
slices its way through ancient empires.  
Hittites, chariots useless without horse grain,  
wide-ranging Mycenaeans find no lands  
with whom to trade, their script useless, then lost.  
 
For 300 years, the knife scours the soil,  
cuts trees at the roots, its blade whistling  
through the air as lakes and rivers fill with  
silt and salt. It works slowly, scores the world,  
blade's edge razor sharp, urging conflicts  
among cities great and small. Herds vanish  
and harvests burn black, where once there had been plenty.  
 
Look! There! Demeter, thanked with the oldest rites  
writhes as if entwined with withering roots and vines  
of poison witchly brewed. She, our mother  
of golden fields and sheaves of wheat, holds a lonely stalk  
of verdant green from the once lush meadow  
and wails unceasing despair.  
 
The Olympians, indifferent, demand of warriors  
and kings, roasted, well marbled flesh, fat dripping,  
pledging falsely to renew once fertile lands while we,  
ordinary folk, perish by hunger and thirst. Gods and rulers  
think it their due, but Fate has final sway.  
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They ask too much. As Demeter's body  
is eroded, ripped open, raped, she cries out for saving.  
 
Look! There! Persephone, her daughter.  
Does she care to share her mother's grief  
at earth's turn to dust? Demeter reaches out  
and calls, do you, Persephone, hear or see?  
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Honorable Mention  
“Fur-Lined Pajamas” 
Javy Awan 
Salem 
 
Javy Awan has worked as an editor for national professional association publications. 
His poems have appeared in Poet Lore, Potomac Review, Midwest Quarterly, and 
Innisfree Poetry Journal. He lives in Salem, Massachusetts. 
 
  
Fur-Lined Pajamas 
 
Brrr! This is a night for fur-lined pajamas. 
I’ll dream I’m schussing in a quilted sleigh  
drawn by a team of elk through a blizzard 
to meet the night train northbound to the harbor 
where I’ll board the Arctic liner for an expedition 
into the three-month night. The ship’s keel 
is glass—all the goings-on in the cabins 
can be seen if lit, by viewers at a distance, 
but we’re participants, except when the ship 
locks in the ice, and we venture out to see 
the displays for ourselves. The icebreakers, 
however, have been effective. I can dive 
wearing my fur-lined pajamas in a glass  
submarine and return to read Jules Verne 
in my berth under a night lamp snipped 
from a deep-sea phosphorescent Arctic fish— 
the illumination is bright, pleasant to the eyes, 
and the narrative comes to life on the page, 
exactly as described. This somnolent voyage  
of exploration turns out to be an artists colony— 
every room is booked by a performance artist. 
The fur-lined pajamas, glass submarine logs, 
and deep-sea lantern are a fit. Between acts, 
the butler of sleep, a Sherpa, escorts us on tours 
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of iceberg cities in languages unknown, 
bopping along in a glass jalopy through crowds 
in the icicled bazaars. He delivers to our rooms  
the local midnight paper with our latest reviews. 
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Honorable Mention  
“Rabbit Run” 
Elsa Richardson-Bach 
Marblehead 
 
Elsa Richardson-Bach is a newly graduated senior from Marblehead High. Her dog likes 
chasing geese and her cat likes to scream at her for food. She likes putting words 
together to make people think and hopes that someday she can make a living out of it.  
 
 
Rabbit Run 
 

A pollution of opinions  
drown out my own. 
It seems the only waste in the water  
is yours. 
 
A yes,  
when I wanted to say no, 
when the muscles across my chest felt too tight; 
when I thought my ribs were not enough 
to stop the cave in. 
 
Violence is not always about fists. 
I learned that from you. 
 
I learned to hear things 
from a rabbit’s perspective; 
The only path to run 
is on the tongue of your anger. 
 
I have a fury of my own. 
I have a snarl just as loud. 
I have teeth 
sharper than yours. 
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(Mine are not dulled from years of use.) 
 
I am containing the supernova  
like you never could. 
I bleed, 
I swallow it. 
I am painted red on the inside; 
no shortage of fresh coats to splatter the walls. 
 
I am running out of cheeks to turn. 
 

 


