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Sell the camper, we decide.   So from Labor Day to Columbus Day it hunkers FOR SALE 
in our driveway facing Route 130, like a dog sniffing traffic. The neighbors glare at me, 
pissed: they are a bunch of power-mowing, property-value vigilantes, who just because 
they expect slobbery from a single dad doesn't mean they're happy about it.  Suck it 
up, my kids would say: half this town’s a yard sale.  
 Suddenly last Sunday, despite the steady downpour, a young couple with a 
baby-on-board sign swerves over to check out our camper.  Their Buick is stuffed to the 
gills with boxes and suitcases.  I wonder, did they just set out on vacation, see my sign 
and get the impulse to continue on in roomier style?  Anyway, they love the camper. 
On the spot we hack out a price.  Hot damn, I think, things are looking up.   
 "So where are you off to?" I ask.  "South?"  Disneyland, I would've bet.  The 
husband is re-checking the water tank, the wife is bouncing her baby in the belly-pack.   
 “We’re not exactly sure,” she says, to the kid.  She has a shy smile, pointy, bluish 
teeth.  “Nowhere too far.  Near a mall, maybe?”  Bites her lip hopefully.  Turns out 
they’re moving up: out of the wagon, into the camper.  Just bought their first home big 
enough to stand up in. 

NOTES FROM UNDER WATER!
!
by Kai Maristed
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                                                           *       *       * !
Of course Christmas is for kids.  That said, for parents with kids Christmas is hell, or 
purgatory at least, the impossible job being to patch together an illusion of plenty—
that being the pre-condition for peace on earth.  Not that my three guys expect 
miracles.   I speed-read their misspelled wish lists before we drop them in the 
cardboard North Pole mailbox outside the Super Stop&Shop.  Crayons, magic set, 
DVDs.  Pretty low-key. Maybe they sense something; they're protecting me.  My kids 
are the lights of my life and reason for getting out of bed in the morning, like most kids 
are to most parents. 
 Two years ago the holiday budget was five hundred dollars—a budget being the 
maximum that leaves enough scratch for food and gas till after New Year’s.  Five 
hundred sounds mighty ho-ho-ho, when there are families in town stopping after dark 
at the multi-faith food bank, and not to donate either—until stuff like the tree, blinky 
lights, cards, charity Santas, office baksheesh, ribbon candy, tips for the garbage man 
and paper girl and so on start chewing away.   The week before C-day I was in the post 
office, stomping slush, finally mailing off the grandmother packages, deep in the 
countdown.  Two hundred in my wallet.  Next pitched battle would be the mall, with 
only the core mission, toys, left to go.  The line crawled forward.  The mall would close 
in an hour.  Soon as I finished paying I flew out of the P.O., nearly breaking my neck on 
the ice. 
 I left my wallet lying on the post office counter. 
 By the time I realized and fought back through holiday traffic, the glass door was 
locked.  But lights still glowed, with clerks on overtime moving inside.  I hammered, 
hollering like a Dickens Christmas ghost.  No one looked up. 
 Next morning I phoned and pleaded.  Two days later the P.O. called back.  My 
wallet had been found.  I booked it over.  When?  Who found it?  Speak-no-evil shrugs.  
Even before I picked the wallet up I saw from its anorexic profile that the money was 
gone.  My own freaking fault!   
 Money’s anonymous.  I blinked up at the silver plastic garlands, picturing how 
my Christmas stash might have tempted some desperate single mother whose 
unemployment benefits had run out.  I wanted the rip-off to at least be transformed 
into somebody else’s kids’ joy.  That’s what a month of listening to Good King 
Wenceslas on the radio can do to you.  I pictured the Hand of Fate, squeezing gospel 
tidings from my despicable carelessness.  A sort of involuntary salvation.   
 Besides, I was still rich, American-style.  The bastard hadn’t taken my credit 
cards. !
                                                             *     *     * 



!
Christmas this year, there was no need to budget.  My company got 'acquired' by a big 
fish that celebrated by closing our operation.  That was just to put the fear of God into 
us, I figured, because finally I got my job back (along with someone else's) at eighty 
percent pay level, zero bonus.  
 There's one credit card left with a little juice in it.   
 I'm roaming in a Dollar Job Lot store with my two littlest.  Racks and bins and 
barrels of stuff in limbo between merchandise and landfill.  An antsy line at the check-
out so I haul the kids close so they won’t be squashed.  The check-out kid's face is a 
heartbreaking topo of maroon pits and bulges.  He's bragging to a girl colleague about 
how wasted he got on Ecstasy the night before, invites me to swipe my card.  He 
yawns, blinks at his screen.  Then he picks up a phone, turning his back to us.  Hangs 
up and pulls a big scissors out of a drawer. 
 “I just got instructions to cut up your card.” 
  “To cut my card?  Why?” 
 The crowd behind us suddenly falls still.  Listening.  My kids pipe up: What's 
happening, Daddy? and I shush them.  You can hear every note of ‘O Holy Night’ on 
the Muzak.  The check-out kid holds my card up like a dead mouse.   
 “Sorry about this, Dude. They don’t tell us why.” 
 Snicker-snack.  The scissor blades are three times longer than the card.  I glance 
behind me, I  have to.  I feel my face smoldering hot with a woolly miserable smile 
twitching.  I want to bare-handed strangle someone just for seeing this happen in front 
of my kids.  All the customers with wagon-loads of booty have stopped jumping line on 
each other.  Their eyes are glazed.  Mouths slack.  They’ve about stopped breathing.   
 And suddenly I realize that I am--free.  I am not my everyday private self any 
more--I have been transformed to a powerful public symbol.  A scapegoat, you might 
even say a martyr.  A special schmuck elected to draw and ease the shameful sores of 
us all: working people, half-working slackers, welfare kings and queens.  Is it any 
coincidence that this is happening near Boston, where pillories once stood? 
 I dig through my pockets and dredge up enough to cover cereal and candy-
canes.  A black lady, Grandma type, is coming at me with her furry little change purse 
open.  I pretend not to see her, shove the unaffordable stuff away like it's junk we don't 
want, and march the kids out.  We'll never go back. 
                                   
                                                            *     *     * !
Politicians agree on one thing: cutting welfare, which only rewards laziness, which is the 
root cause of unemployment and drug-infested, run-down neighborhoods. 
 So how come the lazy, unemployed rich people don’t live in dumps?   



 It’s the entropy, stupid.  Whether you rent, buy, or squat, sweat is no substitute 
for high-end latex paint and copper plumbing. 
 In our town, you could say my company was the lucky exception--to get 
acquired.  The car assembly plant closed.  And the guided missile company has laid off 
200 jobs, even though on the stock market it's going ballistic, so to speak.  People are 
simply walking away from their houses and mortgages, three lifetimes worth of debt.  
Only the old fogies stick to the old rules, pay and pray and wait for the bank to 
foreclose.  Fogies, and folks with kids in school. !
                                                         *       *       * !
My favorite street person sits between the metro station and my office, decked out 
head to toe in cherry red and aqua blue, like a Botticelli madonna.  Dangling scarves, 
blue parka, rose sweats, cherry leg warmers, and spanking new blue bubble-soled 
sneakers—evidence of mysterious resources.  From her proud posture, whether sitting 
or standing (she has claim-staked not one but two doorway alcoves a block apart, and 
changes spots according to how the wind blows) it’s obvious that under all the layers 
she has a trim figure.  The red knit hat matches her lipstick, which isn’t smeared on but 
defines her lips, as the ads say.  From under the hat hang ropes of dreadlocks, water-
repellent brown hair.  Her skin isn’t weather-beaten, but a biscuity tan with a spray of 
crow’s feet like a tennis player’s, the mark of a lifestyle following the sun.  Her blue eyes 
are paler than the jacket.  When I pass by, her eyes contract.  But they don’t blink.  
Sometimes she’s forking in take-out with a plastic fork.  Sometimes she is singing, 
though I can’t make out the tune.  She pays me absolutely no attention. 
 I have my pride.  I pretend not to see her either. 
 One evening, I stop.  No idea why.  It might have to do with her seeming to be 
about my same age, that’s a kind of kinship, isn't it, both graduates of the class of 
ninety-something?  Maybe I’m sick of slaloming around all the street-people just to get 
to the subway entrance and on home.  More and more of them sprouting on corners 
and in doorways, hustling for handouts in hoarse whispers that make you cringe.  ‘Got 
any change, friend?’  ‘Spare a buck so a veteran can eat?’  And if you don’t shell out, 
‘Fry your ass in hell, motherfucker!’   Trouble is, even if you wanted to spare a buck, 
there are too many of them.  You can’t give to one without all the rest getting their 
noses out of joint.   
 I never saw her beg.  Maybe that's why, along with her being around my age, 
and size, I had an urge to shatter that invisible wall between us, that was also like a 
mirror.   
 Her building-front alcove is three blocks down from my office.  In November the 
street is a black-walled tunnel of orange-yellow light.  The subway entrance sucks the 
crowd along the sidewalk so fast that to pause is like trying to stand still in a rip-tide.  



My heart revs up as if I’m about to commit a crime in full view of everyone.  Another 
one. 
 “Hi there," I say. 
 She is throned cross-legged on a pile of stuffed, see-through trash bags.  She 
looks all around and up, taking nearly as much time as a person would need to walk 
down a hallway and open a front door.  Finally, “Good evening.”     
 The wind head-butts my back.  “I thought I'd say hello.  I mean, it seems weird 
not to, since we see each other so often.” 
 “Do we know each other?” 
 I introduce myself.  She says her name is Mary.  That fits, I think.  We talk about 
the weather, a natural topic for a street person: how warm it stayed till only a week ago.  
But dropping below freezing tonight.  I say she must have some preferred place to go 
indoors for the really severe weather, and she replies she has no interest in being shut 
in a solid box no matter what kind of weather.   Also—she sways comfortably, to prove 
her point—tonight is not particularly cold.   
 Her eyes shine up at me, colorless in the yellow sodium light.  “What about you?  
How can you stand staying so long in rooms?  Boxes. They're all the same.  Walls and 
ceilings. Dead air.  You like to suffocate?” 
 I laugh to show I take her point.  Not for the first time I notice that despite her 
age Mary is better-looking than the showgirls in photos taped inside the windows of 
the dance club across the street. I ask, “But can you sleep nights, or do you have to 
stay awake?  I notice a lot of people...out here... asleep in the daytime.  I mean, this 
probably isn’t the world's safest neighborhood.”   
 “So where is?  I like this block.  I’ve lived on worse.”  She glances up past the 
close brick walls to the sky.  My heart still pounds, but with a slower deeper pulse. I’m 
excited to be having a conversation—really talking, not beating around the bush—with 
Mary.  I feel like I’ve vanquished the barrier, broken out of the superficial, in a way many 
people say they want to but never achieve. Suddenly she stops swaying.  She's staring 
at me again sharply.  “Anyway, how is this any of your business?  Who are you to ask 
me questions about my personal life?  What are you after?” 
 Everything turns sour in an instant.  I start to babble, sweating in the cold.  
“Nothing.  I don’t want—I didn’t mean to intrude.  I was just trying to be, you know, 
friendly.  Mary, excuse me.  Please don’t think I don't respect your...” 
 “Okay.  Look.  If you want to respect me, what I want is my gun back.  Help me 
do that.  Or are you one of those people who denies a person the right to protect 
herself?” 
 “To protect yourself?   Right here?  You carry a gun?” 
 “For two years I did. I have my permit-to-conceal.  I’m qualified with firearms.  
There are many occasions you need a gun.  A gun's better than a man.  Wouldn’t you 
rather have a gun than a man?  It's not like I ever shot anybody.  But they took my gun 



away.  Now, exactly like you said, I cannot sleep at night, I have to sleep in the daytime, 
which isn’t the same quality of rest.  It’s not healthy.”  She mimics: “ ‘No Mary, so 
dangerous, someone could get hurt...  ’ They took it away.  That’s my property, I said.  
They said not to worry,  they’d look after me.  Like fun they do.” 
 “They meaning the police?” 
 “I’m going to court.  Or am I?  Did I?  What day is this? It’s not fair.  All I want is 
fair!  For a gun permit, they said, for a gun permit to be valid a person has to prove a 
fixed address...hah, hah.  I have the permit.  Get it?” 
 All along the street the office crowd has thinned, leaving the all-nighters more 
exposed on their corners.  “What can I do, Mary?” 
 She holds out an open hand, slender in its red glove, while looking away as that 
hand has nothing to do with her.  I fumble out a fiver.  The hand hides it, somewhere 
between the trash bags. 
 “You feel free to stop by again,” says Mary, in a lighter, gracious tone. More like 
her singing voice.  “You’re in some kind of bad trouble, aren’t you?  I can tell.  You’re 
confused.  Unhappy over your life.  You stopped to chat because you were desperate 
for someone to talk to tonight, weren’t you?”  She locks my eyes with hers.  “There are 
more challenges ahead but promise me you won’t give up.  Things can always work out 
for the best, if--.  Promise Mary you won’t give up.” 
 “Okay.” I smile, trying for sincerity, and take a step back. 
 Mary waves her little hand in the matted red glove.  “I’ll pray for you!”   
                                  
                                                             *       *       * !
It used to be that someone who hadn’t taken a vacation for a couple of years was 
working up the ladder, mid-career.   
 I’m down to half-time now.  We don’t go anywhere.  Period.   
 This summer there has been almost no break between heat-waves.  I flip around 
the channels for footage on the hurricanes.  With the sun glinting through closed 
curtains I watch those pulsing green blobs of rain sweep the radar map.  Pay some 
attention, I tell the kids: this part is real, understand? 
 Working half-time is unreal.  You’re expected to feel glad, spared, even proud 
that Personnel marked you as a Maybe—maybe worth hanging on to.  Maybe not.  
There’s jealousy.  For now you escaped the draft into the sidewalk army.  So as to avoid 
severance costs, they’ve slipped in some new policies.  Call-monitoring.  Urine tests.  
Late night desk searches.  One secretary was greeted in the morning by uniformed 
police who’d found amphetamines in her drawer.  We all sat scrunched at our desks, 
ashamed for her, while she denied and begged and cried. 
 There’s a company quota for ‘attrition.’ 



 What’s hard for me to get used to, on half-time, is leaving the office at two in the 
afternoon.  When the rest still have their heads in their monitors, I stand up.  Nobody 
looks at me.  I’m invisible.  The whammy.  I pat my pockets, over and over, with that 
nagging feeling.  Check my brief-case: click open, double-click shut, click open again—
like a person with Oldtimer’s Disease. 
 Down on the street there’s no one I know, no one to say hi to.  Mary must have 
moved away.  I hope she's gone south; a lot of them do when the days get shorter.  I’d 
rather lose her to Miami than picture her locked up somewhere.  A grizzle-bearded 
black vet wearing his desert pastel uniform occupies her alcove now.  He threatens to 
bayonet people who don't give him money.      
 These days I’ve got time to work on my box as she'd call it; the house which is 
miles under water.  I quit paying the mortgage but the bank is in stand-off mode, they 
heckle and threaten me but they don't want my box.  Not yet.  Before the rains set in 
I'm going to ream out the gutters, take down screens, put up storms.  One window 
frame needs replacing—my screwdriver sank to the hilt in rotten wood—but you can’t 
rebuild a window from warped scrap. 
 We’re stuck here.  The camper is history and there’s no cash to spend. The kids 
and I watch day-time TV.  When the reality shows get too raunchy I switch to the 
weather channel: avalanches and tornadoes and hurricanes.  Drought, and the forest 
fires and city fires, all in that super-intense TV orange.  Was it arson?  asks the reporter.  
Don’t get any bright ideas, I warn my kids.  I lie belly down on the floor, face close to 
the screen, while the three of them curl around me—one across my legs, two sharing 
my back and shoulders—as if despite the flames burning right in front of us, they still 
need a little more warmth. 
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The body was found at the edge of the woods in a shallow grave littered with the wetness 
of mulched leaves and a solitary crisp packet. 
 It had been there some time. Perhaps six months. It could be this girl. Or it could 
be that girl. They said. It could have been any girl. The newspapers thought it didn’t 
matter because she was blonde and probably foreign and could be any one of a half-
dozen blonde, missing, foreign girls. 
 But it did matter. It mattered to the girl. 
 And if no one else was interested, then she had to be. 
* 
She heard them on the other side of the door. 
 “Do you know what you look like when you’re asleep?” 
 “No, of course not.” 
 The voices were male. One older than the other. 
 “That’s right. No one does. But everyone thinks they know what they look like when 
they’re asleep.” 

THE STENCH OF WINTER 
!
by Andrew Hook



 “So?” 
 “So they make noises, they sigh; they do anything but lie there and just be asleep.” 
 “So she’s not asleep?” 
 “No, she’s not asleep.” 
* 
Initially her movements were stiff. When she looked back at the ground she remained 
there. A man in a white all-in-one suit regarded the body curiously. She had come through 
the mouth. Yet all the features were indistinct. Everything was indistinct. She saw the world 
as if reflected in a steamed mirror. 
 The face of the man with authority, for example. Two black olive pit eyes, smudged 
around the edges. A hint of brow, of nostril. A general outline of shape. She might have 
torn at her hair if it were possible. How might she identify her murderers if she couldn’t see 
them? 
 Snow added to the blanket of confusion. Everywhere she turned, other than at the 
base of the tree where she had lain, the landscape was disguised. And the snow was still 
falling, her memory disintegrating with each flake. 
 She saw herself fading out of existence. 
 Later, newspapers suggested names like Melka Wójcikówna or Krystyna 
Wiśniewska. Both were blonde. One age 17 the other 29. She felt she was Krystyna 
Wiśniewska because the words felt right in her head. This was confirmed by DNA from 
bone marrow in her right thigh. She became aware of these discoveries as they 
happened, as if there were a synaptic link between her and the investigators. Mostly, 
she wasn’t there. When she was, familiarities crowded her. 
 She remembered one winter in Katowice. She woke early on the sixth of 
December to find that Święty Mikołaj had filled her boots with candy. She ran to find 
her mother who hugged her tight. “Can you wait until Christmas Eve,” she said. 
“Święty Mikołaj will visit again.” 
 She had nodded her head understanding it was true and false simultaneously. It 
was her age which caused the dislocation. An age where everything was possible. 
 Now she doesn’t move through the air but the air moves with her. She watches 
the autopsy dispassionately, without sadness. Similar to the older girl who watched a 
younger sister squeal at candy, she had moved onto a different age. 
 What they wouldn’t find, she thought, was the thin piece of opłatek that she had 
on her body when she died. The Christmas wafer embossed with the Virgin Mary 
holding Baby Jesus had long since disintegrated. For a while, she focussed on it so 
hard in the hope that its memory might burn its way into her flesh. But it never had. 
 Another memory: somewhere she released a cage of birds in the knowledge 
that they would be caught again. 
 And once more: standing outside St Mary’s Church in Katowice. An 
appointment. 



 Those were the days when winter smelt like cinnamon with a hint of pine. When 
the wetness and force of rainfall kicked bacterial spores upwards and the moist air 
carried them to waiting noses with their distinctly earthy after-rain smell. Those were 
the days when she sprayed herself with perfume and policemen did not have to smear 
vapour rub under their noses or wash constantly for several days after her contact; even 
expelling her smell out of their own bodies following touch. 
 Despite no longer being corporeal, the stench of her autumn into winter in the 
soil remained. 
* 
Clearly she saw the path of her trafficked self from that meeting outside St Mary’s 
Church through the hidden compartment of the articulated lorry and into the house 
where she thought she would remain for the end of her days. 
 It was only later that she realised the lorry had been necessary so no one knew 
she was in England, despite her eligibility to travel just like her boss had done. 
 Finding the house again was a matter of trial and error, like walking through a 
heavy mist to a destination unknown. Sometimes she faded in and out, just as she 
reached it. This fading was a dreamless sleep. The passing of time only evident from a 
change in the weather or location. 
 Once, when she caught the date on a newspaper she realised months had past. 
Another time she thought they had returned. 
 Occasionally she would think lucidity: I am investigating my death. 
 Sometimes she was just curious. 
 She began to think of herself in the third person as a way of confirming and 
reiterating her identity. This simple procedure solidified her. 
* 
Krystyna waited outside the entrance of the house. After some time two men walked 
down the steps. One was older than the other. There was a girl between them; arms 
linked. The girl was not Krystyna and Krystyna did not recognise her. 
 She watched as they entered a black car, tinted windows. The older man sat in 
the back seat with the girl whilst the young man drove. Krystyna followed at a distance, 
as though on a conveyor belt, or tethered from the back of the car to a skateboard. 
Down a long avenue, trees were budding. Green stems promised yellow tips. The sap 
was rising. She saw three gentlemen unbutton their coats as they began to play bowls 
in a park. She saw the cuckoo make its getaway. She saw two halves of the same lemon 
on a windowsill. She saw the car turn and disgorge its contents at her former place of 
work. A hidden place. 
 The girl who was not Krystyna walked with her head down. Krystyna knew what 
she was doing. She was counting money inside her head. She decided not to follow 
her into the building. 
 She blinked and she was back in Katowice feeling for money under the 



tablecloth amongst the hay. The fried carp placed at the centre of the table smelt 
good. She could almost salivate. White and blue bowls of borscht were at each place 
setting. Bobbing in the borscht were little parcels of uszka, dumplings filled with wild 
mushrooms and minced meat. She wasn’t to know it, but this was a feast that wouldn’t 
be repeated. Her father bore down on the table, smiling. Within two months he would 
be dead and their family would desperately need money. 
 She hadn’t seen anyone else like her. 
 Certainly not her father. 
 When the wind picked up she was borne away. She watched the older man and 
the young man return to their car from the safety of a tree. Then the wind blew again 
and like a bedsheet ghost she fluttered off the tree and over their windscreen. 
 The car continued driving without impediment. 
 Krystyna spread herself over the shield, tucking into the surrounding edges like 
fitted fabric. From here, the mouths of the men were open: teeth white, golden crowns, 
pink tongues. Well fed. She came from a mouth, she wondered what would happen if 
she entered one. 
 She screamed at them, and they laughed back but they weren’t laughing at her 
they were laughing at each other. 
 Without expectation she left them and when she returned the car was empty, 
parked by the side of a Polski sklep. 
 It wasn’t possible but it was summer. She could feel the heat on the windscreen. 
She was illuminated 
 She remembered walking around the shopping promenades in Katowice, in the old 
centre and marketplace. Her mother had told her that much of the original architecture 
had been demolished in the 1950s to make way for modern communist buildings. There 
was an arm linked in hers, one of her girlfriends, Weronikia. She closes what she thinks 
are her eyes but she sees herself anyway, entering a shop where she will choose a dress 
that one day will be unzipped by a trembling Englishman forty years her senior who will 
fail to penetrate her and who she will masturbate over her breasts. 
 And even though she doesn’t look hard enough, she knows that the dress cost 
more than the act. 
* 
It is impossible for Krystyna to know how many days have past or if days have past. 
 She hears the song Greensleeves played on a broken xylophone and then 
realises she is listening to hold music and that she is inside a phone. 
 There is a click. 
 Someone speaks in Polish. “Yes, this is Tomislaw. No, we do not know of 
Krystyna Wiśniewska. No Krystyna Wiśniewska is known here. Yes. Yes. We have already 
told the police this information. No Krystyna Wiśniewska is known here. That’s right. No 
Krystyna Wiśniewska is known here. No Krystyna Wiśniewska is known here. Yes. Yes. 



That’s right. No Krystyna Wiśniewska is known here.” 
 Krystyna slips out of the phone. Wonders what she is. How long it will las... 
 She walks through the park. Kicking leaves. Age indeterminate. Her memory is 
false here. This is not Katowice and she never walked a London park. Dog walkers pass 
through her and she realises it is no memory, especially when they do not feel her 
breath on their neck. Nor when their dogs refuse to bark. So much myth in death which 
she has discovered is not relevant. In the distance she sees a child holding a helium 
balloon and she runs towards it with the speed of an express train. The balloon pulls 
out of the child’s hand and she holds it as it floats skywards, then she releases her grip 
and continues to float, her heart heavy from the sounds of the unnecessary cries from 
the ground. 
 But she cannot retrieve the balloon for she had never actually gripped it. 
 Wind takes her further. London is spread out below her, the overview of the 
Thames creating repetitive music in her head. She wonders how she will return, 
wonders if she might float over the channel and thenceforth over country country 
country. Wonders whether she might then see her mother and younger sister; 
impoverished. 
 She doesn’t want to see another Christmas dinner. 
 Atmospheric pressure conspires to return her groundwards. She imagines her 
toe touching the parkland with all the precision of a ballerina. 
 Krystyna meanders. One day she focuses and tries to see it all. 
 From the ruck in bedclothes wrapped around a disfigured foot, to a recurring 
dream of a lost voice, to steam in a bathroom, to the chatter of the girls as they talk 
about their experiences in hushed voices finding solace in what can no longer be called 
shame because they are no longer in control of their actions. From a look that the older 
man gives the younger man, from stained underpants and the wet odour of discarded 
cigarettes, from the television in the room which is only set to one channel, from the 
imprint of a shoe in soil, from the milky fluid circling in the opposite direction within the 
flushed condom; to the money which scorches her hand because it remains there so 
briefly, to the coins she hides vertical within some of her toes, to the notes which she 
folds and inserts in her anus, to the brick which the men discover in the girls’ communal 
bedroom, the one that can be removed to find their stash, their hopeless getaway 
fund. 
 She sees the body of the carp on the plate, the skeletal bones running through it 
as if it has sprung itself open. She sees the borscht like dark blood, the uszka like 
organs. She sees dessert – a makowiec, a poppy seed roll - containing a colour twist 
like a question mark. She sees her father, dead before Christmas, leaning over the meal 
with a smile on his face and the daylight right through him. She sees her mother and 
sister frozen in place, unmoving mannekins, as she circles the table and wonders 
whether she’s seeing the past the future or the present. 



* 
“Yes, this is Tomislaw.” 

Krystyna sees the telephone. Hears her mother’s tinny voice at the other end. A 
miracle. Then she hears: “Of course. Of course. Her sister. Yes. Of course.” 

A weight thuds into whatever is Krystyna and she collapses through the wooden 
floorboards, through a thin layer of cement, through topsoil, through the light coloured 
eluviations, through the clay and mineral-rich subsoil, through the regolith with it’s 
roughly broken stone and lack of organic matter, all the way through to the bedrock 
where she remains and against all the laws of nature germinates. 
* 
A thin covering of snow blinds the eye like tinfoil in the sun. 
 There is a sleeve inside winter that enables a return to the past. 
 Krystyna aches between her legs. She looks down and the young man is there. His 
fingers inside. He looks up, smiles, and pulls out a twenty-pound note. When he flips her 
over she sees the feet of the older man, Tomislav. He wears black shoes with pointed tips. 
The leather is embossed with a floral pattern. She feels the younger man part her anus 
and she grunts, hard. One finger. Two fingers. But the note is deep and it doesn’t matter if 
he finds it because she has already heard she will be made an example of and she is 
already dead. 
 They tell her to get up, dressed. To get her coat. She is hurried through the 
Christmas party where the other trapped girls attempt smiles and Tekli passes her the 
opłatek. She takes it even knowing this cannot be true as she was murdered in August, 
and the heat outside confirms this as she is bundled into the car and they begin their drive 
to the woods with one of Tomislaw’s hands over her mouth whilst the other is up her skirt 
like some kind of awful goodbye gesture to her womanhood. 
 Broken, she lies within soft earth. 

She hears them on the other side of the door of life. 
 “Can you imagine what you might look like when you’re dead?” 
 “I’ve given it no thought.” 
 “Of course not. No one does. But anyone can imagine what they look like when 
they are dead.” 
 “So?” 
 “So they lie still. They hold their breath. But they can’t hold it for as long as they 
might if they were dead.” 
 “So she’s not dead?” 
 “No, she’s not dead.” 
 Krystyna heard the sound of the shovel more than she felt it. 
 “Now she’s dead,” she heard. 
 She exits through the sleeve of winter. There are crumbs in her palm. Like flakes. 
 She stands again, looks down at the body of Krystyna Wiśniewska who is not 



Melka Wójcikówna. 
 She wonders what happened to Melka Wójcikówna. 
 She decides to find out. She accepts that there is nothing more she can do. 
 Which is a pity, because if she hadn’t accepted it then she might have 
understood it. 
 Fate has a habit of befalling those who expect it. 
 And Krystyna reeks of fate. It is her personal stench. That of her own avoidable 
winter. 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“Hi mom,” he said, he was always saying something, I guess he figured somebody has to 
speak, “I came to say goodbye.”  I lay supine on the wheelchair cum recliner at least I 
think that’s what it was, there’re no mirrors here.  I cocked my head to show interest, that 
is, I think I did, I’m not a dog,  I’ve been told I can’t control my facial muscles, I can barely 
move my head, I can move that and one arm, I forget which, all my senses are intact, 
intact but blunted, they’re all there except touch.  He leaned over me, peered into my 
once light eyes, what was he looking for?  He straightened up, stepped back.   “I found a 
new job, it’s in Boston, not so far from here, at least it’s not the other end of the world, I 
can still drive up once a month or so depending on schedules.  Deena and I talked it over, 
it wasn’t an easy decision but we think it’s for the best, we’re moving next week, once 
school’s out, it will give the kids time to adjust.”  He was pacing the room, my eyes didn’t 
follow him, I could have raised my head a bit, swiveled it about, the effort was too great, 

BYE!
!
by Clyde Liffey



half of what he said I couldn’t hear, his shoes trod the worn carpet, his voice modulated 
mostly down, in the end he stood by the room’s only window, peered through the grime, 
am I that unapproachable? 

He knows I can’t speak, he’s been here five or six times, always the faithful child, 
now the faithful husband and father.  He started talking about his job in engineering or 
project management, maybe both, I lost interest, it could have been finance, in the end 
it all comes down to finances, I tried to keep my eyes open, I can open and close them, 
I tried to feign interest, the polite perfect hostess to the end, besides he’s my sole 
visitor, I’ll see only the staff and inmates till he comes round again, that may not be for 
months.  If he returned to my chair I could regard him, I could have regarded him in my 
head, I’d have months to do it afterward, I love the child, he’s in his forties, his talk 
bores me, 

I may bore him, ah well, our mothers bore us we used to say, sometimes sing, 
my ex and I, those were our samba days, our children picked it up, the lyric not the 
beat.  Our mothers – I spend too much time, time is all I have, thinking of my mother.  
I’ve heard that’s the last thing we do, cry out for our mothers before we go, I wasn’t 
there when my parents left but I’ve seen enough nature shows, been to enough farms 
to believe it.  Our parents, the ex’s and mine, always, almost always working, to get a 
house in the suburbs of course, there’re better schools there, so we can grow up to 
work,  work harder, work smarter, that pharisee phrase emerged after their time, they 
hadn’t thought of working smarter, if they had they might have devalued work 
altogether.  Finally on a Sunday, family time at last, cool drinks in hand, they’d sit 
horrified when my ex came to take me to the city to go a-protesting.  What’d they 
expect?  Deviation is the American way.  We’d come around their peers advised, the 
wars paused, in and out of holy matrimony we started our own brood, I suppose we 
came around I thought just as my son left the window, he stood over me, what’s he 
want? 

 “Mom?” he said, he looked worried, “Did you drift off again?”, I didn’t drift off 
again, I didn’t drift off the first time, it’s he who drifted off, standing by the window 
mumbling out of earshot.   He stood over me shoving his tabletoid in my face.  “See,” 
he said, “it’s our eldest,” she was twirling her baton in their crimped backyard, “She 
has n followers, she’s just like you,” it’s just like him to remember the yarns I told him 
about my cheerleading slash drum majorette days (those were before my 
consciousness was raised), he knows more about them than I do, the child is father to 
the man, our children bore us.  He went on about her followers, in my day followers 
were creepy, maybe they still are, waiting in the e-kudzu.   “Boston will be so good for 
her, we’re buying in a suburb of course, but we can go there on weekends.  She’s 
become a serious reader and not just about wizards and elves, Poe’s her favorite.  Do 
you remember Poe?” Of course I remember Poe, I used to read the tales to him in a 



children’s redaction, not then suspecting my present immurement, only temporary of 
course, I’ll be able to move and talk again or I’ll die, either way this isn’t permanent. 

“I worry about her sometimes, pretty much all the time,” who in hell was he 
talking about, oh yes, his daughter, to stand over the decrepit form of his mother and 
wheeze about his healthy daughter, just like him, he’s getting a little pursy, he’s too pale 
too.  “She just doesn’t seem to have a head for business, they say it skips a 
generation,” he looked at me, “that’s an old wives tale, I’m sure you would have had a 
head for business if you’d sallied off into the business world.  She needs to improve in 
math,” he said with an air of finality.  He stood there as if he’d just made a life-defining 
decision. 

Without waiting for us to acknowledge her knock the nurse came in.  She 
seemed disappointed that she hadn’t caught us in a compromising attitude.  She’s new, 
I don’t know if she’d seen my son before.   He stepped away from the bedside, let her 
adjust my tubes, I couldn’t tell if he was ogling her while she bent over me, she could 
tell, I couldn’t ask her.  She patted my hip.  “We’ll have you drinking apple juice and 
eating porridge and then sandwiches in no time.  What’s your favorite?”  I guess she 
said that to everyone on feeding tubes, maybe she forgot I can’t talk.  I saw my son 
mouthing ham as though relishing the sacrilege, he’s not funny. Sandwiches!  I 
remember one time my ex had an unexpected afternoon off.  I came in at six.  “What’d 
you do all day?” I asked him.  “At about three o’clock, I made myself a sandwich.  I 
used meat and lettuce and tomato and had a pickle on the side.  I put it all on a plate 
and the plate on a tray.  Then I sat on the living room couch and ate it while I watched 
TV.  Don’t worry I cleaned everything up,” he said when he noticed my scandalized 
expression.  I think I’d have been less horrified if I’d caught him bedding someone.  
“What did you watch?” was all I could think to ask.   My ex – I wonder how many 
sandwiches he’s eating in that hovel of his. 

The nurse gone, my son left off talking about his daughter.  “I heard from Dad a 
few weeks ago,” he said. “He’s still in that SRO near the university.  I don’t think he ever 
goes out.  Somehow he inveigles the other residents to fetch him food and paper, I 
don’t trust them, it’s mostly drug addicts he talks to, they all revere him for some 
reason, anyway he got me to bring him enough Chinese food to last a day and a half.  
He spends all his time deconstructing drum parts.  He’s got dozens of music files he 
replays all day, writing down the notes.  He claims he could tell who played what part in 
what take of every Charlie Parker session.  He keeps track of it all on paper, the paper’s 
overrunning the room. He wanted me to walk up to the radio station and ask why he 
hasn’t been invited on, said he’d show me the responses to the emails he sent but he 
never got any, there must be some conspiracy he says, someone’s keeping his word 
from getting across.  It was a beautiful day.  I ripped the sheets off his bed, I wanted to 



take a walk with him but when I looked down, I saw his legs were cut off just below the 
knee.  I was shocked, he hadn’t told me, you never told me.” He stood over me, 
accusing, got a grip on himself.  “I could have taken a position in New York, it would 
have been more money, but then with housing prices, a bigger adjustment for the kids, 
I wasn’t sure I wanted them to meet their grandfather, and then of course I’d be further 
from you.” He bent over as though to kiss me, the undependable but ultimately 
complaisant mother, I couldn’t remember when I’d last been washed.  He sat on the 
floor near the center of the room, started stretching.  “Can you imagine not being able 
to walk?” he said.  He extended his legs flat on the floor, tried to touch his toes.  He 
must look ridiculous in the camera, a pudgy exerciser, obsessive about his regimen, not 
properly following it. 

At length he rose out of breath but from what?  He stood over me breathing, not 
deeply but not shallowly either.   He swayed a little, touched his forehead, he was 
perspiring.  “The air in here is getting to me,” he said glancing at his watch.  Was it he 
or I that smelled?  I’d have known as soon as he left if I’d remembered to record.  
“Deena and I have to take our daughter to,” I couldn’t pick up what he said, some 
tournament or playoff, I tried to remember her, couldn’t.  His lips hovered about my 
forehead, I couldn’t feel them, he may have kissed me lightly.  He stood straight, 
almost shy, if he’d been more forward he could have done something in his life, I’d be 
in a spa now instead of this state-run dump, it could be worse, he could have done 
worse, he stood as though befuddled, the door opened.  A woman with a dyed brown 
bob and long rows of almost perfectly constructed teeth stuck her head in the room.  
“Hi Mom,” she said, almost cheerful, maybe not forced, then to my son, “it’s time to 
go.”  He backed toward the door, murmuring apologies, I raised my hand, which one?, 
in an almost popish gesture, the saint bidding goodbye or au revoir from her small bier, 
that was minutes, days, or months ago, the last I saw of him, I don’t know what became 
of them, tomorrow I may spend an hour in the sun. 

 

Clyde Liffey lives near the water. His Twitter handle is @ClydeLiffey.



LP [in Los Angeles]: What is the first short story that made you aware of the 
potential of language (if you can remember)? 

CB [in Portland]: Two come to mind, for different reasons: 1: Salinger's "A 
Perfect Day for Bananafish," because of the ending and how he just turns things in a 
drastic way--which, maybe some people see coming, but I didn't, and I remember 
rereading the last page a few times to make sure I was getting everything, and 2: 
Nabokov's "Signs & Symbols," because of, well, because he's a genius with language (I 
think a lot of this has to do with being multilingual). The way his language is so subtley 
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inside the minds/life of these parents, the way he goes about implying the son's mental 
illness in a way that seems to understand what's going on and exactly how it's effecting 
them--it's stunning. It's maybe "the" story that made me want to be a writer. I guess 
Salinger for plot and Nabokov for granular level language. 

LP: Nabokov, for sure, is on of those whose prose stylings remain very inspiring 
for a lot of people. Trying to think who mine would be--I can to short stories relatively 
late in my reading career. So by the time I was reading short stories, they were 
generally works in translation of "serious" authors I'd gotten off of some list online. So, 
y'know. Kafka. 

CB: Oh definitely--short stories were taught in english classes only sometimes; 
no one really pushed me toward the short form until college, when I took a creative 
writing class. 

LP: Oh! also Bradbury, for me. Looking back on it, those were some bleak 
stories. The one that sticks with me, now, was this very short story about a house, that 
was all AI and self sustaining. It just kept going on through its routine, even though its 
inhabitants were long dead. 

CB: I think I've read that one. I mean, it's kind of that thing of like, "there are a 
plethora of sad stories because no one can universally relate to happy stories." 

LP: If you're talking about universality, it's death. That's the one preoccupation 
we all have in common. 

CB: *confetti emoji* 

LP: And anyone paying any attention to the world right now is going to end up 
engaging with horror. 

CB: I think that's true, and always has been. For example: Shirley Jackson. Oh, 
my other question was: do you feel like you read differently because you're a writer/
when you're writing more? 

LP: That's a tough one--it's sort of chicken and egg for me. Do I read the way I 
do--demandingly--because I'm a writer, or do I write because I'm such a demanding 
reader? 

CB: I feel like I pay closer attention to what I read now (now that I'm "A 
Writer")--there's the impulse to read something twice (if it's compelling enough). First 
to get a grip on plot, so you know where you are and what's happening, and the 
second go to pay attention to what language is doing. 



LP: What's your most read short story? 

CB: One story that I do find myself reading fairly often is Bruno Schulz's "Birds"--
partly because it's super short, but mostly because he is amazing, like claw my eyes out 
and sacrifice them to the ancient gods amazing. 

LP: Which is what we're looking for in a short story. No moderate ambitions 
here! 

CB: Yes—go big or go home. Go big and then go home! You earned it. Hell, 
order a pizza. (is that a good note to end on? pizza?) 

!
!
!

Lauren hasn’t died yet, so her bio is still up in the air, but here’s where she is now: drinking a cup of hot 
coffee to warm her up in the A/C in the office, sitting on a work call, thinking of a book she read with a 

murderous girl and an old house, staring at the sunshine. 

!
Colleen finds her processes for writing, quilting, and collaging to be strikingly similar; experiences internal 

stampedes; always has an iron in the fire; looks forward to cronehood. 


