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Stephanie Davis – Nonfiction

Crayola Creep

She sits in her little red chair, twirling her long brown hair, waiting for her crayons. Cosimo, for the fourth time this week, has forgotten his supplies and insists on borrowing Stephanie’s crayons, doodling and scribbling until Magenta dwindles down to a measly Mag. He could at least replenish her box. But that would be a sign of manners and Cosimo, with mustard-stained t-shirt and huge booger stuck to his face, doesn’t know a thing about that.

Cosimo turns to Stephanie, not in the beginning of class, but right when they’re about to sit in Circle to sing songs and learn interesting facts about the day. Stephanie pumps her leg up and down, tapping her fingers on the desk. Waiting patiently, of course.

“Cosimo, free time’s over,” says Mrs. Grimes, looking above her glasses.

“Almost done,” he says without looking up.

Couldn’t she change his seat, thinks Stephanie, rolling her eyes and wondering if she’ll ever get the chance to use Mag, Pur, Turq and Yel to draw a magnificent sky with setting sun. She remembers what her mother told her before getting dropped off.

“If that Cosimo lays a finger on your crayola box, you just slam it shut, right on those cocktail wieners!”

Not one to argue or fight, Stephanie waits. And waits. And waits. Until finally, Mrs. Grimes pulls him out of his seat and places him on the rug. For a skinny, old lady with grey hair, she sure does have a mighty strong grip on little bratty boys like Cosimo.

Do You Reject Satan?

I sat in the squeaky wooden pew with my mother and little sister, right in the middle of all the worshipers. Saint Monica’s Church in South Philly was always crowded. In the front sat old Italian ladies who looked like the dead you see at a wake, wearing too much foundation, pink blush, and rose perfume that smelled like a funeral home. Their husbands, with greasy comb-overs, sat beside them. Further back sat younger looking men dressed in tight black shirts and pants, drenched in CK One or some other happenin’ cologne, wearing more gold jewelry than the old broads. Younger women sported fake tans and tits, wearing tight denim jeans and mink coats, frizzy blonde hair pulled up into messy ponytails, pouting their nude lips with chocolate colored lip liner.

I had to wake up way too early on Saturday and Sunday mornings, forced to listen to some fat balding man with glasses read from his book—some nonsense about praying to God and being forgiven for your sins. I would eventually doze off from his monotone voice echoing throughout the church, and bump my head on my mother’s shoulder—she’d give me the look of death, as though I were embarrassing her for ignoring the Word of God. He would babble on for an hour and then ask us to make peace with our neighbors. I didn’t know these people, and my mommy taught me not to talk to strangers, so why should I shake their hands? Because the man in the white dress told me to? Then, I would have the wonderful pleasure of listening to people sing hymns off key, lagging behind the organ’s steady rhythm. For a student attending a music magnet school, this was torture. 

If I weren’t sleeping or covering my ears to block out the dissonance of the crowd’s voices, I was staring at the stained glass windows in awe of the bright, magical colors that reminded me of a kaleidoscope—I crossed my eyes in and out to watch the colors shift back and forth. I also took a liking to the statues of Mary and Jesus, and I wanted to go to Toys-R-Us because I thought they were dolls. Another fun thing to do was to put a dollar in the wicker basket that the altar boys would pass around to each pew. I always got mad at my mother if she didn’t put anything in there, so I would hand her some quarters.

Not only did I have to attend mass, but I was also enrolled in CCD—I still have no idea what it stands for. Since I attended a public school, why did I need to take this class? Tommy, my crush, was assigned to sit right next to me—a short boy with slicked back hair who wore glasses and the ugliest sweaters I’d ever seen, but he was the cutest one in the class. I wonder how God would have felt if He knew I was picturing Tommy naked instead of memorizing the Psalms. I knew that religion wasn’t for me, but I realized I was an Atheist when I attended a recent christening.

In church, everyone is accepted. When you’re in God’s House, no one can judge you but the Man. The mother of the child was a skinny, blonde, pale Irish 17-year-old high school student, with big boobs, black roots, and creamy pink lip-gloss. She wore a white, lacy spaghetti-strap dress, low cut to accentuate her adolescent cleavage, with the hem just below her butt cheeks, and a pair of white platforms that went out of style in the 70’s. I’m surprised she didn’t explode into flames when she entered the church. The father was an older, married, Hispanic man who already had six children of his own. He was an hour late and showed up with his wife and children, wearing a green silk suit, his brown hair slicked back with too much gel. His gold tooth sparkled from the sunlight, matching his chain bracelet, huge onyx ring, and diamond studs in his ears. The wife sat in the back with her sons, watching her husband take pictures with the baby and the girl’s family. Imagine the horror of watching a single teenage mother, having a priest bless her brown-skinned boy. She should have had an abortion—Catholics have no problem with that.


The christening ran for an hour and a half. About fifteen other babies in their little white dresses were ready to be anointed with olive oil, sesame oil, peanut oil, whatever was available that day. I had to block out the hymn singers who mumbled the lyrics and couldn’t follow the music even if God were the conductor. The stained glass windows weren’t as magnificent as the ones at Saint Monica’s, and I had no interest in taking Mary or Jesus home with me to play House.

The parents and Godparents lined up and waited patiently for their children to be blessed. The priest sweated from the overhead lighting, his big fat cheeks turning blotchy red, as he called up each of his victims.

“Next,” he’d shout impatiently, mumbling his lips over a black book—probably had too much wine that morning.

 My revelation occurred when the priest began to ask questions to the parents and Godparents.

“Do you reject Satan so as to live in freedom as God’s children?”

How do you live in freedom under the power of someone who doesn’t even exist? I started to heat up.

“Do you reject the glamour of evil and refuse to be mastered by sin?”

I never knew that evil was glamorous. Celebrities are glamorous. Therefore, celebrities must be evil. Am I getting the hang of this religion thing?

“Do you reject Satan, the father of sin and the prince of darkness?”

I had a difficult time trying to stop myself from bursting with laughter. I thought Ozzy Osbourne was the prince of darkness.

“Do you believe in the Holy Spirit, the Holy Catholic Church, the communion of Saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting?”

It’s hard to believe in the Holy Catholic Church when there are sick, perverted priests who like to touch little boys’ genitals. Father Brennan taught my sister. Thank “God” she was a girl.

They all replied, “I do” to the priest’s questions, then he splashed some Evian on the baby’s forehead and that was the end of that. The families gathered around, taking pictures, and then it was time to go to Italian Bistro where I would stuff my face with some wood fired foccacia and spiced extra virgin olive oil.

As I look back on my experiences with religion, I begin to think about the hypocrisy of it all—the mobsters who make the sign of the cross and then shoot a dude’s brains out because he looked at them funny; the old ladies who always say with a smile, “God Bless you,” and then speak harsh words about you behind your back; the priests, the so-called Leaders of Men, who preach words of wisdom during the day and molest boys at night; the men and women who get all dolled up, hoping to get some ass on their Day of Rest; and the fact that a white trash home wrecker who had premarital sex with a married man can get her bastard child christened, but gay people cannot get married. Explain it to me.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Hire Me

I just checked my Sent folder on AOL and found that I have sent my résumé to over 80 job posts/companies, most of which were found on Craig’s List. And not one of you has called me for an interview.

I’m just wondering why a college graduate with years of experience can’t find a decent job. I don’t expect to make $50,000 a year. And it’s not like I’m applying to be CEO or some executive assistant. I do expect to work for a reputable company with nice people, and make enough money to pay off my debt. Is that too much to ask?

I can’t even get a job as a cashier in a bookstore. I applied for this position about 2 weeks ago. Called the next week, got an automatic message that told me to go to the website if I’m interested in employment. Checked the postings the following week and the position was gone.

Does this make any sense? Am I really that bad of a candidate that these people think I can’t press buttons or make change?

I’ve been on CareerBuilder, Monster, PhillyJobs, and any other job search engine you can think of. And still, no response.

Now, I know that you’re all very busy people. But come on, is it really that hard to take two minutes out of your day to call me and let me know whether or not I will get a chance to interview with you? You could even ask your secretary to call me, I don’t care. Plus, you don’t even leave contact information, so there’s no way I can find out if I should keep looking or wait for you to contact me.

Geez…I sound like a needy girlfriend.

And let me rant about one more thing regarding “jobs.” Every single time I open a job link and find that it’s the same post about how I can make $200 to $400 a week, I just want to rip my hair out. I can’t stand those work-at-home scams! They look for “honest, hard-working, dedicated” people who don’t need any experience. “Just an Internet connection and E-mail.” Do you know what kind of “job” you’re supposed to do? Repost that same ad you saw, everywhere. Then, when you get a response, you send them an e-mail that states you can get paid $10 to $20 per “order” you process. Here’s the catch: You have to pay a non-refundable fee of $10. Hmm…that’s a coincidence. Your job is to scam other people into becoming scammers (or spammers, as I like to call them). You shouldn’t have to pay a fee to work!

And what happened to the old phrase, “pound the pavements”? I walked into a couple places with résumé in hand, and it was like I had a contagious disease, they didn’t even want to look at it or me. They just told me to apply online. What happened to putting a face with a name? Now, it seems all I am is a social security number.

Now that I’m finished ranting, I guess I’ll check the employment listings and hopefully won’t slit my wrists during the process.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
My First Day of Kindergarten

I am five years old. It is my first day of Kindergarten, and I am wearing a purple dress. My mommy cutted my bangs in the morning, and she made a ponytail for me. I have my Care Bears book bag and a whole lot of pencils. 

I am scared. The building is big and grey, and looks like stone, like a grave. I don’t want to leave Mommy, but she hugs me and kisses me and tells me to have a great first day. 

When I walk inside, I see a lot of stairs. Mommy says that my classroom is right upstairs, so I go up, not down. But I wonder. What is down? A basement like in my house?

The bell rings and there are lots of kids. It’s hard to move. I squeeze through the crowd and go upstairs. I see more stairs. I go up some more. I see stairs again!

Where is my classroom? My tummy starts to shiver. I feel scared. 

I see a door! I open it and there are more doors and more kids, but these boys and girls are much bigger than me. They walk inside and all the doors close. 

It is quiet. I am lost. Where is Kindergarten? 

I run downstairs, almost to the bottom. I see Mommy! She is crying. There is a lady next to her and she is crying, too. And I start to cry because they are sad. I call Mommy’s name, and she grabs me and squeezes me tight and I can’t breathe. 

“Don’t ever do that to me again!” she yells. 

I don’t know why she hollers at me. She told me to go upstairs!

[If you are my family, you will most likely laugh because I am always retelling this story to make my mom feel bad about making me go inside the school by myself. But I think the story is broad enough to connect with all readers, don’t ‘ya think? Surely, I wasn’t the only child who took what my parents said literally.]
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Resignation and Recuperation

Everyone complained that he was a jerk. I figured I should defend him. After all, he was my boss. And I was a new employee. No use coming into a new job, hating someone I hardly knew. I usually wait a couple months before I form a negative opinion of someone. But this guy was a dick.

He was the guy with an intimidating presence that made your toes curl when he walked into the room. A manager with the typical managerial attitude—treat everyone like shit and act like you are the shit, just because you make more money.

I was fine with the job itself—inputting and updating customer invoices, calling customers to verify their information. I was fine with faxing documents and counting checks. But when he started having me do ridiculous things like putting batteries in toys and putting stamps on his own envelopes—like he’s so busy—I began to wonder if I might be working for the wrong person.

I swore that if he got my name wrong one more time, I was quitting.

“Emily, I need you to fax this document for me,” he said, giving me one of three names that weren’t mine. Others included Jennifer and Bethany. I would have cut him some slack for Bethany. Close enough.

“My name is Stephanie,” I told him again and again.

“Whatever,” he replied.

I clock out, get on my bike and ride home, about five blocks away. Riding towards traffic, I begin to think about where I would apply for my next job. Nobody treats me like crap and gets away with it. Pulling up to a four-way stop sign, I wait for the car’s signal on the other side. Just as I pull into the middle of the street, a red Honda slides past the sign on my right. Everything is in slow motion but at the same time, it’s happening too fast. I see the car coming, but I can’t stop. I don’t even have the time to look at the driver. I feel my head bash against the windshield and get a migraine. My bent bike flies across the street, into the brick building on the corner. Rolling off the hood of the car, I land on my right side and try to pull myself out of the movie called My Life Flashing Before My Eyes.


An old Italian couple get out of the car. The woman is hysterical, screaming, “I lova you, I’ma sorry!” I have no idea who these people are. And I do not love them back.


“I want their information!” are the first words I yell as I try to sit up. My vision is blurred, but I’m able to make out a young lady on the corner, calling 9-1-1 on her cell phone. The guy that gave me the signal is sitting pretty in his BMW, saying I’m alright. As if getting hit by a car is something that happens to me on a daily basis.


An ambulance arrives shortly, puts me on a stretcher, and transports me to a nearby hospital, where I’m asked questions like, “Is there a possibility you’re pregnant?” and “Are you a victim of domestic abuse?” After X-rays and an MRI, I run over to the yellow, u-shaped bowl sitting on my bed and vomit—a normal side effect of migraine. And an unusual obsession of mine. This time, it looks like Cream of Wheat.


As I lay on the bed, wearing a snug neck brace, a smile forms on my face. I think about my stuck-up boss and the backup of invoices that will need to be inputted into the database. I laugh when I picture him walking around the office frantically asking, “Where’s Jennifer?” and everyone giving him a blank stare because nobody by the name of Jennifer works there, or ever worked there. My family checks me out of the hospital and we end up at the Penrose Diner, ordering a late-night breakfast. Call it a celebration of sorts. A new beginning. Headache and bruises optional.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Summer in Dirty South


I bang my foot on the floor to shut up my dogs barking at the mailman. The sun peeking over the rooftops and into my window, I check my cell phone clock: Noon. Another half day wasted from sleeping off the stress of another college semester. Already miserable, I begin to think about the day when I’ll eventually move out of this house. Wiping the sweat from my neck and forehead, I switch off the window fan that has been blowing in hot air. I slip into a pair of mesh shorts and gasp when I open the door to the stuffy hallway. 

Downstairs isn’t any better, as I stomp down the wooden steps to see the front door wide open in the 90-degree weather, my mother snoring on the couch, the dogs panting in a sunspot on the floor. I slam the door and walk over to the mildew-infested closet where I flip the switch to our 30-year-old air conditioner—heat circulates into the living room. I squeeze myself on the leather couch and flick on the scrambled television to get my daily fix of The Colbert Report or SpongeBob SquarePants.


The fridge empty, the cabinets bare, I wonder when my mother’s going to buy groceries. Only now do I begin to “miss” the food from the cafeteria. Will I ever get a decent meal at home? I check my wallet. Empty of course. With five credit card bills and a cell phone, I’m lucky if I have zero dollars in the bank—something confusing about charging a customer twelve dollars for not having enough money. I check my mom’s wallet. Empty of course. With late bills, IOUs, and weekly trips to the casino, we’re lucky if we can afford a roll of toilet paper. Guess it runs in the family.


I grab a book from the coffee table and open to the first chapter, trying to educate myself. This doesn’t last too long, however, because SpongeBob reruns are playing and, right now, it’s much more interesting to follow the funny adventures of a sponge and starfish for three hours straight. My niece will visit me after day camp. She’ll tell me stories about her day—what she did, where she went, why she has a new bruise on her knee or arm, which boy she likes this week, all in a single breath. We’ll watch Nickelodeon and talk about our favorite episodes, conversing as though I were eight years old again. By this time, Mom will be up, and she’ll boil water to make us a pasta dish for lunch. I rub my gurgling stomach and politely decline—if I so much as look at a carbohydrate, I’m bound to gain ten or fifteen pounds.


I pull myself together and decide to do something with my summer vacation. What better thing to do than to fry myself in a tanning bed for fifteen minutes? My sister and I take a walk around the corner to South Philly Tanning Salon and buy a week’s session for twenty dollars. Of course, I pay with my credit card—free money! At the rate I’m going, I’ll be in debt for the rest of my life. But at least I’ll look good.


It’s getting near dinnertime, and my older sister should be home soon. Her daughter is snoozed out on the couch, flat thumb in drooling mouth, every piece of clothing off except for Power Puff Girls underwear and her “training” bra. The horn beeps outside as I shake her gently, slide her sweaty body into clothes and sneakers, and carry her to the door.


After stuffing my face with three slices of City Pizza—by this time, I don’t care how fat I get, I’m starving—I decide to get some “fresh air” as I sit on my stoop on Juniper Street, which is filled with white-trash neighbors, too many handicapped signs, an abandoned car with seven tickets tucked underneath the windshield, a wilting tree, and old bricked row homes. I can tolerate this scene for only a couple months before I leave for college again, but I think about the shell I’ll be living in, once I’m back for good—stuck in a ten by eleven bedroom-slash-walk-in-closet with hot pink walls, black curtains, and black-and-white checker-tiled floors—my only pleasure coming from books, MySpace, and The Dream Life, a game for children five and up.

One after another, the electric pole lights flicker as the sun goes down. The old ladies pull out their lounge chairs and chat about the weather and whatever gossip is on the news that evening. The blacktop streets begin to cool and fill with cockroaches that will eventually click their way inside homes. Sticky, sweaty people wait in a long line to buy water ice from Pop’s or Italiano’s. Children run up and down the streets, screaming and whining for a Mr. Softee cone, drenched from fire hydrant sprinklers. A crowd builds near the entrance to Marconi Park, where an idle Ford Honda bangs out tunes by Fifty Cent, bass thumping loud enough to vibrate East Side Steaks’ windows. Guys wearing wife beaters sit on their crotch rockets, revving up the engines whenever a “bangin’” girl walks by. 

Like the bees that annoy me with their buzzing during the day, mobs of teenagers swarm the streets at night—boys with their “bling-bling,” basketball sneakers, and clothes three sizes too big; girls with their naval rings, fake tans, streaked hair, and small clothing revealing perky breasts and tight bottoms with tan lines. They use the house on the corner of Moyamensing Avenue as their place to “chill,” belonging to the worshipers of the infamous mobster Joey Merlino, as his large velvet portrait hangs from the wall, near the door, so people can “know their place” when they walk by. Bottles break, girls and boys curse and shout, and every once in a while, somebody bangs the Stop sign on the corner.


My dogs bark nonstop as my mother and I watch two boys, wearing huge white t-shirts and silver chains strut down the street, passing a Forty between them.

“Look, we’ll do one fo’ three, three fo’ five, five fo’ ten, and ten fo’ twunny,” one dude says in his South Philly accent, a blunt hanging from the corner of his chapped mouth.

“Nah, dude, that ain’t right,” the fat one replies, scratching the Phillies cap resting sideways on his head.

“Listenuh me: one fo’ three, three fo’ five, five fo’ ten, and ten fo’ twunny!”

“Shh-shh,” the other replies, sliding the beer underneath his tent, as they both notice my mother sitting on the step, taking a drag from her USA Gold, and me scrunching my eyebrows at them, fanning the smoke from my face. Two little boys, wannabe thugs, walking nonchalantly down my street, casually talking about how they’re going to sell pills to other neighborhood kids.

“Maybe they’re discussing a math problem. They are in summer school,” my mother says, blowing smoke from the corner of her mouth and taking a sip from her large Dunkin Donuts coffee, extra cream, two sugars, don’t forget the stirrer.

They quietly walk by my house, changing the subject—something about money for the skinny kid’s baby momma, two years his junior. We watch them walk past the unkempt schizophrenic across the street, holding her four-month-old grandchild and mumbling obscenities to the railing. A heavyset woman with missing teeth, she wears a large yellow t-shirt with no bra and stained green sweatpants. Heels stick out of dirty white Bobos, sneakers she wears when she takes her daily walks around the neighborhood. She rakes a hand through the bird’s nest on top of her head and smiles at the baby. A quiet night—she usually runs up and down the street, “fuck”-ing up a storm, throwing bread in the street, breaking a glass window, and/or cursing out my neighbors and my mom.

When I was young, I used to play with my friends right outside my house. We’d play games like Ghosts in the Graveyard, Run the Bases, Haunted House, and Step Ball. Other times, we’d just sit on the edge of the pavement, talking about school, our summer vacations, and the crazy lady who scared the shit out of us whenever she was off her medication—our only other fears including monsters under our beds, or random visits by sewer rats and stray cats. As I grew older, the hangout switched to Marie’s, the corner variety store with a red bench sitting underneath grimy windows. We would buy Choco Tacos, grape Hugz, and use the pay phone to make prank calls to the Radisson Hotel and the sports card shop down the next street. Other times we’d play inside the abandoned house down the street, pretending we were roommates living on our own. In July, we’d hang around the real estate house on my corner, and I’d climb on top of the green mailbox graffitied with our names, as we’d watch the fireworks burst from the sky after Phillies games. That was then.

A mastiff takes a massive dump on someone’s pavement. The owner, a small Hispanic man with greasy hair and moustache, walks away without picking it up. A skinny, strung out lady with frizzy blonde hair and raccoon eyes kicks open the front door and curses him out for being a “son-of-a-bitch prick!” 

I try to ignore the scenes that play in my neighborhood every time I come home for the summer—invincible kids with a mobster as their idol, boys with dirtier mouths than Richard Pryor, girls wearing less clothing than Britney Spears. Kids whose parents don’t monitor what they’re doing, where they’re going and who they’ll be with because their kids are perfect angels and never do anything wrong—the parents home while the kids drink, smoke blunts, and have sex in the park, dirty old condoms stuck to stubby green blades of grass.

I watch the bright moon pop in and out from gray clouds slowly traveling southward, and I fall into a dreamy state, remembering my childhood—a happy little girl with a gap in her teeth, long hair that reaches her lower back, running up and down the street with her best friends, worrying only about whether or not she’ll get to eat a Dixie Cup for dessert or watch a cheesy late movie on Lifetime.

I lean back on the warm cement steps as a humid breeze falls like a warm blanket across my face. A few minutes of silence in the familiar dark, resting my head on my mother’s lap, I realize that unfortunately, I’m not getting out of here anytime soon. But in three more months, I’ll be back on campus, too stressed out with papers and reading assignments that I’ll forget about the environment that surrounds me during the summer. It’ll have to do for now.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

What I Did on My Spring Break

I sit here at the keyboard and find that shockingly, I have nothing to say. No thoughts, no ideas. Blank. Empty.

No, this is not your good ol’ Writer’s Block at work here, but the blahness of being at home for a week, the one week where everybody else is in some hot place, getting tan, drinking the night away, and being stupid. Yes, I am talking about Spring Break.

See, since my daddy doesn’t pay for my vacations, I am forced to settle for a long week in my row home on Juniper Street, in the freezing cold, while my brain disintegrates all intelligence I had in storage from last week.

And this occurs every March. I come home, unpack my things, switch into my pajamas, and watch reruns of Sex & the City with my sister. And that’s basically it. And when I’m not learning how to be the perfect wife like Charlotte, how to be a strong, independent woman like Miranda, how to be an excellent writer like Carrie, and how not to be a slut like Samantha, I am either sleeping the day and night away in my lonely, twin bed, or I’m eating savagely, as if I had been fasting all semester.

The only thing I don’t miss about Widener when I’m home for Spring Break is the “food.” And I use that word loosely because that’s just what the Aramark employees want us to think we’re eating. But mainly, it’s just slop with a shit-load of laxatives in it (pun intended).

I haven’t had a decent Spring Break in all the years I’ve been in college (and I’ve been a college student since 1999), unless you count that time I went to Mystique Tanning Salon with my sister and we pretended we went somewhere fun and exciting. I was golden brown, and the hue hid my cellulite, but that’s about as fun and exciting as it gets.

It’s Friday night, and I’m sitting here, trying to finish up the last of my homework (which I started today—Hi, my name is Stephanie Davis and I’m a procrastinator), and it has just hit me that I have wasted away a whole week, doing absolutely nothing. A part of me really enjoys this fact. Then, this other part of me wishes I could be more spontaneous and less lazy. But then I just forget about feeling guilty or regretful for spending all of this time doing nothing, because that counts as more time to be productive and less time to be a bum, and, frankly, I haven’t done a damn thing all week, so let’s keep the record going!

I am not jealous of you people who fly all the way to Cancun, the Bahamas, or anywhere else where there’s sun. I find it sad that you choose to spend loads of money (or your daddy’s money, in most cases) in order to have fun. Why make a big deal out of Spring Break in the first place? It’s only a week. I get as much pleasure from lying on the couch with my sister, as you do, pounding down Tequila shots, while you grind with sweaty strangers on the dance floor, trying to repress what happened the night before. 

If you want to have an awesome Spring Break, do what I do—nothing. You’ll wake up feeling refreshed instead of hung over, with no regrets and certainly no sunburn. Although, you may develop bedsores from being immobile for seven days.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Stephanie Davis – Fiction

Flight of the Photographer

“I had to go. A spirit in my feet said go, and I went.”

The white-topped wagon carried the short statured Brady, wearing a long, white linen coat and straw hat. He stroked his dark beard moistened with sweat and dirtied from the dust of marching soldiers nearby. Next to him sat his younger assistant Ned Hause, and across from them Al Waud of Harper’s Weekly. Brady rubbed his black, irritated beady eyes and washed his face with lukewarm water from a bucket by his boots. While people were waiting at home for their loved ones to return from the war, Mathew Brady, known to everyone as “Brady of Broadway,” would be on the battlefield, orchestrating the scenes that would be shot. Simple, sit-down portraits weren’t enough for the successful man who had already received numerous awards and recognition for his work. With the help of his two companions, America would soon be able to witness, through his photography, the reality of war.

The wagon followed the marching men of the Union from Washington toward Centreville, Virginia, where it was reported that the Confederates were stationed. In addition to the men in blue were regiments of inexperienced volunteers wearing different colors—reds, yellows, greens. They were a diverse group of boys marching in unison, packs holding clothes and food on their backs, staring at the backs of the heads in front of them. They were an eager mob, ready for the adventure. Brady admired their courage, but he was concerned because he had never seen such an array of united men. He wondered if they would turn out to be just as professional as the Blues. Or would they create chaos? Either way, Brady would be in the middle of the action, with his camera. There was no turning back.

The wagons reached Warrenton Turnpike, where Brady heard some men on horseback talking of the battle that was to come. They believed that the war would be over in less than a month. Optimistic fellows, Brady thought. He looked out of the wagon when the men stopped mid-conversation to give recognition to the photographer.

“Hey, it’s the ‘whatsit’ wagon!” one man exclaimed, pointing.

A group of soldiers in the back turned their heads and smiled, cheering for the man behind the curtain, the wizard of photography. Brady waved his thanks and leaned back inside the wagon.

“You’re famous, Mr. Brady!” Ned said.

“Eh, you get used to it after a while.”

That boy, Brady thought. So young, so vibrant. Sandy-haired with blue eyes, Ned sat next to Brady with a picture of his girlfriend in the palm of his hand. With his fingertips, he raked back the wet, shaggy hair that covered his eyes so he could see the beauty that he left behind. Brady would ask Ned to prepare the plates and chemicals for the camera. Wouldn’t want an accident to occur because of his old eyes. Ned was a sloppy, sometimes clumsy kid, but Brady believed he had potential and he admired his determination to be a photographer. I’ll keep my eyes on him, he thought.

The steamy July sun was at its hottest now, and Brady was beginning to feel drowsy from the heat. He looked out of the wagon and noticed that the soldiers had also become fatigued. Too tired to carry their heavy sacks on their backs, they eventually discarded them on the side of the road. The dusty, dry air was enough to make a man choke to death. Brady pulled himself inside the wagon, grabbed a tin cup of water, and drank, not wasting a single drop. He took off his eyeglasses and wiped them on his shirt, the lenses misty with condensation. Grabbing his straw hat, he fanned his sweaty face.

“Terrible that these men must march all day in this heat,” said Brady.

“Most unfortunate, Mr. Brady,” replied Waud, “but…for a good cause, an excellent cause.”

“I wonder if the heat would be too much for picture taking today.”

“Let’s wait it out and see. It’s only mid-afternoon. I’m sure it will cool down.”

Waud lowered his head and began his sketching. Tall and middle-aged like Brady, Waud wore a black felt hat placed crooked on his head. His eyes were dark, and his crinkling eyebrows showed signs of deep concentration. Brady never bothered him at a moment like this. He knew that once Waud was in his work, he didn’t enjoy interruptions. The sketch artist pulled at his curling moustache, and let his hand trail down his long, furry beard. His right hand held a pencil that moved rapidly over a large, white pad. Must be something good, Brady thought.

The wagon had now reached Fairfax Courthouse, and the Confederates were nowhere to be found. Confused, Brady stepped out of the wagon and noticed canteens, rags, and other loose items over the barren land. They were here, he thought. After miles and miles of walking, the general of the brigade finally gave the soldiers permission to rest a while so he could figure out the Confederates’ new spot. Brady, finding that this would be the perfect opportunity to capture history, called for Ned to help him set up the camera so he could shoot the still scenery surrounding Fairfax Courthouse. The weather didn’t seem to be a problem for Brady anymore—he was feeling inspired.

He thought about the togetherness of the different men. They were like family, handing tin cups of water back and forth to each other, passing the time with small talk and laughter. It felt more like attending a celebration rather than an upcoming battle. These men weren’t just soldiers. They were people. Real people. With real hearts, real personalities. Brady needed to show this tranquil scene to the world.

“Grab the tube,” ordered Brady.

“Yes sir.”

“When you’ve assembled the camera, position it right there, right outside the courthouse.”

“Yes sir.”

“And Al, take those horses to water. They need a break.”

“Will do,” replied Waud and he grabbed both horses by their reins and walked them to the nearest body of water.

“Now, Ned,” said Brady, “the thing you’ve got to always remember is to be very careful, I repeat, very careful with those chemicals, for they are flammable. You got it, son?”

“Yes, sir. No worries, sir.”

Ned fumbled with the tube and almost dropped it on the ground.

Brady gave him an irritated look and tried to rub the pain from his eyes. Got to see a doctor when I come home, he told himself. With his vision gradually decreasing, doctors warned that he would eventually go blind. Brady didn’t want to accept this fact. Right now, he thought, got to keep an eye on Ned.

Brady prepared to photograph the dirty, isolated town. Tall trees surrounded the two-story building. On the right was a large white tent secured into the ground. A few soldiers leaned against a large tree trunk, while horses lowered their faces into small patches of grass. Other soldiers were sprawled on the ground, tired and sizzling in the sun. With only a little time to eat, men sat on wooden benches, hoping that the soldiers who kept their sacks would share with those who left theirs miles back on the dusty road. The generals were inside the tent, discussing the next move.

Brady grabbed his negative plate box, and Ned came over to assist him with the collodion, “wet plate,” process. Once the camera was set up and positioned in the right place, Brady walked over, pulled off the lens cap, waited three seconds, and the picture was exposed. Beautiful, he thought. Perfect. Beyond perfect. Placing the lens cap back on the camera, he ordered Ned to complete the time-consuming process of washing and preparing the plates, and after an hour, and some scary fumblings from Ned, the photo was complete.

“Now, take this and hang it up in the wagon,” ordered Brady, exhausted from the heat and bothered by Ned’s slippery hands, “and try not to drop it.”

“The first picture,” said Ned, amazed, “what a beauty.”

But the beauty didn’t last forever. Because one of the volunteer soldiers took it upon himself to shoot his rifle in the air, in anticipation for the newly announced plan to attack the Confederates at Bull Run, which rallied the rest of the volunteers. Loud bangs frightened the horses and they defensively kicked their front legs in the air, some overturning the wagons to which they were attached. Others speedily ran down the barren street, the horses slowly disappearing into clouds of yellow dust. More soldiers began shooting, while others ran up to the courthouse, throwing rocks at the windows. The Blues tried to calm the volunteers, but they wouldn’t listen. The Federals had no choice but to resort to physical force to stop the crazy men from wasting their ammunition. Fistfights broke out, while others rolled over each other on the ground. Blues against Yellows. Reds against Greens. Union against Union. Brady stared in disbelief. What once looked like a rainbow of heroic men was now a scrambled mess of splattered paint, hurled in different directions across the Fairfax County canvas. He began to fear for his own safety, but he couldn’t leave the scene.

He watched the delinquents break into random houses, tearing down Confederate flags, yelling at the top of their lungs, while the generals tried to bring order back into the brigade. But it was no use. The adrenaline was too high, the men too strong to hold down. They were in their own world now, concerned with only three things: war, death, and victory. Because he could only take pictures of still objects, Brady hoped Waud would come back soon. This would make for a great action sketch, he thought.

Brady knew that he needed to get out of there quick, but his gut instincts told him to stay, to reassemble the camera and prepare to shoot the disassembled scene that would eventually die down. Hopefully. Brady called for Ned to grab the equipment and retreat from the discord to a safer position, a tree nearby or behind a thick berry bush.

“Be careful with those chemicals, boy!” exclaimed Brady, grabbing his negative plate box heading towards their new spot down the road.

A loud crash was heard back at the rest stop.

Brady didn’t have to turn around to realize what had just happened. On his way out of the wagon, Ned tripped and fell, the chemicals tumbling to the ground. Surround by the strong stench, he picked himself up and rushed away from the spot.

The generals tried to secure the instigating volunteer soldier to the ground, when his gun went off, in the direction of the wagon. The powder reacted with the chemicals, creating an explosion, hurling Ned, screaming, in the air. The soldiers ceased all action and stared blankly as the red, orange, and blue flames rapidly engulfed the wagon, turning the darkroom into dark ashes. Brady turned around to see Ned landing, favoring his right side, in a berry bush. The generals called for three Blues to rescue Ned and bring him inside the tent. Brady saw that his wagon was no more, Ned was badly injured, and Waud was nowhere to be found. God damn stupid kid.

Brady began to walk back to the tent that was housing Ned, when suddenly he was panic-stricken. He bent down, opened up his negative plate box, and realized that the photo of Fairfax Courthouse was not there; it was in the disintegrated wagon. Running up the road was Waud, out of breath, with their horses. He noticed Brady, bent over, head in his hands.

“What happened? Are you alright, Mr. Brady?”

“Ned is hurt. Our wagon has crumbled to the ground. The photo is gone.”

“Was I gone that long?”

Brady grabbed his box, stood up, and walked with Waud back to the tent, retelling the story of what had just happened. The soldiers had calmed down, eventually forming a truce with one another, reuniting again as one army. The generals were inside the tent with Brady and Waud, tending to Ned’s broken arm and nose.

“You’re gonna be alright, buddy,” said Waud.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Brady.”

“Get better son,” replied Brady, “right now, I’m only concerned about your health.”

Brady looked up and noticed Waud squinting his eyes at him. He can see right through me, Brady thought. Deep down inside, Brady knew what he just said wasn’t true. He put his heart into that picture. He felt for the kid, but Ned disappointed him. The family, the intimacy, the realness of these men. Will I ever again be able to capture all of that in one picture, he thought. It was too perfect. He rubbed his irritated eyes, and Brady realized that the once tranquil scene at Fairfax Courthouse would be nothing more to him than a blur.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Horror Show


She was a schizophrenic who lived in the house on the corner, a run-down piece of shit place next to the alley with a broken gate. A hunchback with frizzy gray hair, bulbous eyes, and a gurgling voice from smoking, she was a fright to all the kids down the street. I called her Crazy Cat Lady. From what I saw, she owned six or seven of them, but I’m almost positive there were more. I gave them nicknames. Princess, a white Persian, wore a rhinestone collar and lay on a pink pillow in the corner of the window. Snuggly and Wuggly were two Siamese kittens that would sleep close together in a ball. A fat scraggly Tabby consistently hissed at me and my little sister, revealing sharp yellow teeth, whenever we walked by the house. I shot spitballs at the window to make him disappear. I named that one Asshole.


You could smell her house five doors away—the combination of cat piss and tuna didn’t sit well with the rest of the neighbors. She sat on a lawn chair only on sunny days, laughing at herself, smoking a cigarette and stroking one of her cats, baby talking and making kissy sounds. Other times, she’d sit at her window, having full-fledged conversations with the Stop sign, or a can of Coke, whatever was nearby that piqued her interest.


My interest was piqued when the old broad went into a mental fit on Halloween. I remember because it was a Saturday and I wore my Superman costume from the minute I woke up. My friends and I were playing Monkey in the Middle with my sister. She was always in the middle; she would cry because she was too short to catch the ball, and the rest of us would point and laugh and tug at her curly hair while we played.

We noticed the vehicle pulling around the corner and heard the tires screech. All of us ran over to see fur, blood and guts spewed on the street. The vehicle squashed the fat Tabby that got out through one of the holes in her screen door. We heard the lady scream like a kettle, as she ran out of her house in a floral muumuu, sausage arms and sagging tits jiggling like Jell-O. Her hair was in pink rollers, her face covered with a green, pasty mask. She scared my sister and I punched her in the arm to make her stop crying. The lady knelt down next to the splattered mess of dead cat that looked to us more like vomit. She turned to look at all of us staring and pointing, her bloodshot eyes filled with tears. Then she grabbed the kitty scraps and hugged them close to her chest, crying out, “My baby! My baby!”

How to Hang Up


When I was a little girl, I had this vision of a red-bricked townhouse, surrounded by a white picket fence and freshly cut green grass moistened from sprinklers. A wooden swing with thick white ropes hung from the oak tree on the corner, while little girls and boys played tag on the sidewalk filled with crispy brown leaves. A man at the front door, my husband—tall, slim, dressed in khaki pants and a brown sweater, black hair parted to the side, he called the children in for supper.


“Jimmy! Sally! Zoey! Bradley! Dinner’s ready!”


I stood in the kitchen, wearing a red and white checked apron, brown hair neatly pulled into a bun. I prepared our chinaware with slices of roasted turkey, corn on the cob, and sweet potatoes. Walking over to the table, I served my family and kissed my husband on the forehead, as we all sat down to pray and give thanks to the Lord for family, love, life and food.


Now, at 25, I am awakened at six on a Sunday morning by the persistent yipping of my Chihuahua, the schizophrenic across the street who screams at her railing, and phone calls from telemarketers persuading me that I need to sign up for their long distance plan before next week in order to save thirty percent. I slide out of my twin bed and pull on a white tank top and my ex-boyfriend’s boxers. I do the South Philly Smear—wiping last night’s mascara from my eyes—and pull my frizzy hair into a high ponytail. I shuffle down the hot and stuffy hallway of my row home, down the creaking wooden stairs and open the front door, blinded by the sun that hovers over the rooftops of the houses across the street. That’s when I realize that I am free. And I have never felt so alive. A single, 20-something, living in South Philly, where there are no white picket fences, and hardly any grass unless you count Marconi Park which is usually filled with trash and dog shit.


Have you ever had this experience? You spend all your time trying to make your dreams come true, then wake up one day and realize you’re stuck in the worst nightmare of your life.


But the trick here is that you realize it’s just a nightmare, and you’re able to go back to sleep, eventually waking up to the sun shining on your face, a new day to conquer.


There is no such thing as a perfect man, a perfect house, or a perfect life for that matter. No, you are still living in that dream world called the Land of Delusion. And I’m here to pull you back into reality. That’s why you’re reading this, right?


By following these seven easy steps, you will successfully get rid of the one who consistently hurts you—that person called Man. In approximately one to three months, you will have released him from your system, so you can finally be at peace. So let’s get started!

Step One: Turn Off Your Cell Phone


Yes, this will be the most difficult step. When I broke up with my boyfriend last year, I was determined never to hear his high-pitched voice again, so I turned off my phone for a whole month. Watching the screen fade to black almost made me feel as though I were pulling the plug on that jerk. And you can do it, too. I mean, come on, you’re reading this for a reason. If you’re not willing to follow this first step, then you should stop reading right now.

Step Two: Get Violent


So, you’ve decided to continue on. Good for you! Now that you’ve completed the first step, I think you deserve a little treat. This is what I did when I discovered dirty e-mails from the slut my boyfriend was humping behind my back. It’s a great cathartic experience. You’ll thank me when you’re done. Grab some pillows. Got ‘em? Okay, now pretend that each of those pillows represents a negative characteristic of your ex-boyfriend. Now, take a punch! And I don’t mean one of those sissy girly punches—no, I want you to take all that anger you’ve been bottling up and explode into those pillows like cannons. Go ahead, give yourself all the time you need. I’ll wait.

Step Three: Relax

Now that you’ve released your anger, it’s time for you to take a breather. Go outside and get some fresh air. Take some deep breaths. Although, if you live in South Philly like I do, I wouldn’t recommend breathing outside. Sewage. It’s a real problem here. Anywhere you do it is fine, just as long as you’re taking time to release yourself from the “agony” of breaking up. Once you’ve brought your heartbeat down to normal, go into the kitchen and make yourself some hot tea with honey and lemon. I’m almost positive that before you started reading, you had a screaming match with your ex, so I’m sure your vocal chords are in a lot of pain. Next, stretch out those muscles. I personally recommend cat curls, but any type of stretching exercise is good. I want you to be as relaxed as possible here.

Step Four: Occupy Your Time


You used to be single…which probably means you used to have friends. It’s time to get reacquainted with those girls (who have probably been telling you to break up with that loser for years, am I right?). Call them over for champagne and sushi, and toast to the single life. Don’t like to drink? Don’t like raw fish? Then mix it up. This is your life—make your own decisions.


Watch reruns of Sex & the City, order a vegetarian pizza, and paint each other’s toenails. Sounds clichéd, doesn’t it? But this is exactly what I’ve done, and I figured since it worked for me, it’s got to work for you. Have these little get-togethers every Friday or Saturday night. Not only will you be having fun with your friends, but you will also be able to talk about What’s-His-Name, and how happy you are now that he’s out of your life. It’s always good to have a support group, and I thank my own circle of friends for helping me through this rough, yet surprisingly easy, process.

Step Five: Lose It

It happens to the best of us. We find the man of our dreams, and for some reason, we let ourselves go. We eat pints of ice cream and mozzarella sticks as a late-night snack, sleep until 2 p.m. on the weekends, and stop shaving our legs and everything in between. It’s time to lose the flab, lose the hair, and stop wasting the days away in bed. Get a Brazilian wax. It’s hot and sticky, and it hurts like hell, but that’s the price you pay to be beautiful. Dye and/or cut your hair. It’s time to lose the I-Have-A-Boyfriend-Therefore-Have-No-Time-To-Put-Myself-Together look, and find a new style that brings out the vibrant, single woman in you. Watch what you eat. And get back to the gym. Nobody likes a fatty!

Step Six: Flirt

Yeah, I know. I just told you how bad men are. But in my rulebook, it’s acceptable to play. You don’t want to turn into a nun now, do you? You’re single. Enjoy life. Take your girlfriends out—bars, clubs, they’re all the same to me, just as long as you’re hot, and ready to make every guy drool all over themselves when the new You walks in. Just don’t give out your number. And one more word of advice here: Do NOT overdo it with the drinking (If I didn’t love Miller so much, I would have ruled out drinking completely here.). You don’t want to end up passed out in some frat boy’s dorm room, half naked, while he and his buddies point and laugh, take pictures of you, then post them on the Internet—believe me, it can happen!

Step Seven: Laugh At His Desperation


This is the final step to complete in order to lose that loser. Turn on your cell phone. Ignore the voicemail messages—they’re all from him. They’ll go something like this: “Baby, I’m sorry. Can you forgive me? I’ve changed, blah-blah-blah, I love you, blah-blah-blah, I don’t want to lose you, blah-blah-blah.” Same goes for the text messages. By the end of the first or second month, your ex will have seen the changes you’ve made and will be completely jealous of all the attention you’ve been receiving from other guys. Therefore, he will attempt to win you back. Now, don’t fall for this clever little mind game! I took my ex back one time, and I regretted it shortly after. He wooed me with flowers, chocolate and, sad to say, a mix tape of old time love songs—he even sang some to me! Boy, was I an idiot for thinking that he had changed. Eventually, he turned back into the ass he always was, and I had to let him go for good, thus the creation of this masterpiece you are reading now.


So, ignore the honking of his car horn. And the banging of your door in the middle of the night. Send the e-mails to the Recycling Bin and empty it immediately. Burn the snail mail. Tear up the scented love letters he has snuggled underneath your windshield wipers. And finally, throw away the flowers…but keep the chocolate.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Lucky

Harold entered Pathmark with a short, routine list of things to purchase for his one-bedroom apartment in South Philly: milk, eggs, bread, and Raid for the cockroaches that’d been enjoying their stay long enough. Slowly walking up and down each aisle, brown loafers scuffing against tiled floors, Harold grabbed his items and placed them neatly into the cart. On the way up to the front, he mechanically pulled a bottle of sparkling apple cider from a basket, staring at the bright red tag with barcode hanging from the neck of the bottle. This could be the one, he said to himself.

Upon reaching the cashier’s moving belt, Harold pulled three crumpled coupons from his pants and slid a hand across his sweaty forehead. He squinted at the hot sun piercing through the glass windows near the exit. It was early, but he felt like he was sizzling underneath a large magnifying glass. He was not looking forward to the summer season. A scrawny, pale man with asthma, Harold was a sore sight to see, wheezing from the dry heat. He placed his items on the belt, grabbed an inhaler from his shirt pocket, and sucked—eyes closing in relief.

“Hot today, huh, Harold,” she said, popping pink bubblegum.

“Not hot enough to come here and find out if I’m a winner, Marlene.” Harold slid the bottle toward her.

She stopped chewing.

“I don’t know why you do this. You’ve been coming here for years, and you still haven’t won the grocery-shopping spree. When are you gonna give up?” She scanned the bottle and waited for it to register—chewing like a cow, long fluorescent nails combing through nappy, bottle blonde hair. “You know, she’d never let you get away with this.”

Harold sighed. 

“I’ll give up…when I win.” He glanced at the screen.

“‘Sorry. Try again’. You still want it?” Head slanted, she turned the bottle over and up, the other hand on her hip.

“How much is it?” He leaned over, squinting at the screen.

“On sale for $3.99.”


Harold bent down and grabbed a ripped, sweaty twenty-dollar bill from his trouser sock.


“Yeah, give it to me. I’m celebrating tonight, anyway. Big 4-0.”

“Well, a very happy birthday to you! Got any special friends comin’ over?” She winked, scanning his coupons.

“You know how it is. People are busy,” he said, taking his change and receipt.

“I gotta work a double shift tonight, but you have yourself a nice time, ‘ya hear?”

Harold watched as Marlene dropped the items into a single plastic bag. Should have doubled, he thought, as he toddled past the bagging area, through the automatic sliding doors.


The moon shone through the grimy kitchen window—the apartment dim, candlelight flickering at the center of a round table, with a striped tablecloth used only for special occasions. A frame embracing a picture of a lady leaned against the candleholders. His fingers softly touched her pink face as he dropped his head. He thought back to the morning of their last encounter. “I’ll be here when you come home,” she said while Harold hurried out the door for work—no time to kiss her goodbye.

Shaking off his sadness, Harold poured sparkling apple cider into a wine glass, watching the bubbles fizz, liquid rising to the rim. Before him sat a paper plate filled with a heaping pile of scrambled eggs, and burnt toast, with the words, “Happy Birthday, Harold” in ketchup letters.  On the counter rested a portable black and white television. He pulled a lottery ticket from his shirt pocket and waited for the numbers to appear on the screen. Not a single match, he said to himself. He clicked off the television and heard his mother on the answering machine in the living room.


“Harry, this is your mother. Remember me? Did you leave your ringer off again? How many times do I have to tell you—I could be dead right now, you know. Anyway, I was talking to Millie the other day—you know Millie, my neighbor, she’s the one with the varicose veins, her son goes to your school—anyway, she told me that her daughter is coming to stay with her for the whole summer. I’ve arranged for the two of you to meet. Now don’t get all fussy, son, she’s a sweet girl—tall, skinny, brown hair and blue eyes. Oh, say hi to Fifi. Come, Fifi! Ruff-ruff! Okay, well have a happy birthday! Tell him I said hello. Your father says hello. Call me back. Love you.”


Harold slapped a hand to his forehead.

Ignoring the blinking red light, he reached over the table and turned on his clock radio, swaying to Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonanta.” He was suddenly interrupted by noise in the back of his apartment. Somebody was getting mugged again, he thought. No way I’m getting involved. He bowed his head, mumbled a little prayer, and began to eat. He scooped the slimy eggs into his mouth, mashing them with his teeth, and turned the volume up, as the commotion in the parking lot increased with more shrieking. A bottle broke, tires screeched, and high heels clicked down towards the corner.

When the racket died down, Harold noticed the large green trash bags sitting near the door that needed to be taken to the dumpster. He wiped his mouth with a fancy, red paper napkin, sprayed his leftovers with Raid, and placed the plate on the floor near the fridge, excusing himself from his guests.

“I’m sure you don’t mind,” he said to the cockroaches that rushed over to the plate of scraps.

The parking lot was almost empty—a Saturday night, most of the seniors were out playing Bingo or bowling. They’d always ask Harold to come out and he’d always refuse them; he lived in what used to be a hip community of youngsters, but now the place was filled with old, retired men and women—gossipy, nosey people who smelled like moth balls and roasted peppers. He tried desperately to avoid them. “Sorry, got lesson plans to write…Sorry, gotta take my parents to the doctor’s…Sorry, gonna watch my stories…Sorry, gotta get my Cash 5! numbers.” They’d even offer to come over and cook dinner for him, or watch a television show—something to keep him company. Why would they want to visit me in this crappy apartment, anyway, he thought. With a single reclining chair, that didn’t recline, there’d be no room for people to sit. Piles of dirty laundry spilled over the bushels onto the dusty wooden floor of the hallway leading to his bedroom, which he hadn’t slept in since his wife’s death. 

The only time Harold left his apartment was during school hours, or to go grocery shopping, or to take out the garbage. He hadn’t had a girlfriend, or sex life, in over fifteen years—Esther, his wife, died instantly when she slipped on a bar of soap and fell in the tub, breaking her neck, while Harold was at school, lecturing high school students on the importance of common sense. Every day, he’d hunch at the podium, attempting to give a lesson to the loud students who shot spitballs at the chalkboard and made farting sounds whenever he’d sit down to grade assignments. Substitute teaching wasn’t the best job in the world, but it paid his rent. He had also acquired odd jobs throughout the year, such as checking coats at the Academy of Music, filing books and magazines at the Free Library of Philadelphia, and serving Rita’s water ice at Citizens Bank Park.

Rather than wait for the old, slow-moving elevator, Harold trudged down four flights of stairs to the parking lot, the only light coming from the moon, and one working electric pole. Other than the sound of a random car or two riding by, the neighborhood was silent. Walking over to the dumpster, he noticed a dark figure, slouched on the ground against the gateway to the entrance. He hurled the heavy bags, wheezing, and walked closer, recognizing the woman with smeared mascara, bruised cheek, and busted lip.

“Marlene, what happened?”

“He’s drinking again, Harry. Please call for help.”

He looked past the gates, past the empty street, and observed George, a red-faced, hairy fat man in a white tank top, ripped denim shorts, and tan construction boots, stumbling outside the entrance of CVS, holding a large bottle covered with a paper bag.

Harold wanted to shuffle into his apartment, lock the door, turn out the lights, and pretend he wasn’t home. But he knew he had to act. He couldn’t ignore his wife’s sister. He couldn’t ignore someone in need this time. Harold bent down to help Marlene to her feet. As he stood, he came face to face with George who grabbed Harold by the collar.

“What you doin’ wit’my ol’ woman, you pencil-neck geek?!” He threw Harold across the parking lot, and he landed on his chest, wheezing uncontrollably as sweat poured down his face.

“Get up, faggot!” George attempted to kick Harold, but swayed back and forth, eventually falling to the ground, passing out.

“Quit it!” screamed Marlene.

Harold grabbed his inhaler and sucked, while smoothing his side-parted hair. He reached for the broken bottle near the dumpster, and slowly rose, standing over George. Harold opened his hand, the bottle crashing to the ground, when he noticed a bulge in George’s back pocket. He reached in and pulled out a trapper knife. Harold clicked it open, moonlight shimmering on the blade. Looking more closely, he saw his reflection—a sorry excuse for a man, he thought, always out for number one. The humidity, or the adrenaline rush, took over him, and he began to feel lightheaded.

“Do it!” Marlene pleaded with him.

Falling into a sea of blackness, Harold dropped to his knees and stabbed George in the back. Harold screamed. George howled. Marlene turned her head. 

Then Harold stabbed some more.


Harold wasn’t a religious man. Sure, he’d said a prayer every now and then. But what has God done for me lately, he thought. My wife’s gone, my mother’s out of her mind, I have no friends, and I live like white trash. 

“When is it gonna be my day,” he screamed from his kitchen window. 

It was a week after the incident with George, who stumbled into Methodist Hospital with multiple stab wounds. Harold probably would have killed him if it weren’t for his blubbery back fat. He hoped George was too trashed to realize who stabbed him, but also feared that he would return to Harold’s apartment for revenge. He’d been telling Marlene for years to drop that guy—she finally listened, after a few more violent outbursts from George, and packed her bags.


He turned from the window to pull his T.V. dinner out of the microwave, and noticed a pile of cockroaches near the fridge, lying on their backs. He scooped them up with a broom and dustpan, and dropped them into a trash bag by the door. Finally, he said to himself as he sat down with his meal of Salisbury steak, mashed potatoes, and corn—on sale for $2.99. The television on, Harold grabbed a crisp lottery ticket from his pocket, as he watched the Cash 5! numbers pop up on the screen, the jackpot worth 347 million dollars.


“And tonight’s numbers are: 25…”


“I got a 25.”


“7…”


“Yeah, I got 7.” Harold scrunched his eyebrows.


“13…”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”


“36…”


“Oh my lucky stars.”


“And the final number is: 22.”


Harold gripped the ticket in his fist and jumped from his seat, banging his knee on the edge of the table.


“I won! I really won! It’s my day! My fucking day, I tell ‘ya, mine!”


One by one, lights from his neighbors’ apartments filled the night sky. Some walked outside to observe Harold, jumping and screaming like he was being murdered.


Harold sped over to Pathmark in his station wagon, swerving into an empty spot. He hustled as fast as he could without losing breath, and grabbed a bottle of champagne from a wicker basket nearby. He found Marlene serving a customer in the Express aisle.


“Marlene, I won!”


“Won what?”


“The lottery! Cash 5! I’m rich!”


“You gotta be shittin’ me!” Marlene covered her opened mouth with her hands. “Your total is $39.63,” she mumbled to the customer who congratulated Harold.


“Yeah, it finally happened,” Harold said, grabbing a Reader’s Digest and a bag of Skittles.


“Have a nice day, Ma’am,” Marlene said, and she began to scan Harold’s items. “Well, Jesus, congratulations, Harry. I see you got yerself some champagne. Big celebration tonight, I suppose. Uhh…listen, I want to apologize for last week. I shouldn’t have gotten you involved in all that—”


“Marlene, please.” He held up his hands. “No need for that. It’s over and done with.”


“Holy shit,” she said, staring at the screen.


“What? What’s wrong? It won’t scan? I’ll go get another—”


“Harry. You just won a $5,000 grocery-shopping spree.”

Harold stood, frozen, then grabbed his inhaler.

The neighbors practically busted down the door when they found out about his lottery winnings. Every other day, someone described a good deed he or she had done for him—Gloria, a short wrinkly lady down the hall who grabbed a Daily News for him every morning; Jack, a teacher at Bok, who always put in a good word for him; and even Barbara, his mother, who constantly left messages on his answering machine, reminding Harold that she was in labor with him for 36 hours with no drugs. 

Harold opened the door with a wide smile when Marlene stopped over and invited him to a Tupperware demonstration at her friend’s house—he needed to get out of his apartment, away from the unwanted attention. When they arrived, he purchased a raffle ticket for Marlene to win a plasma screen television. Hands nestled underneath sweaty armpits, he waited patiently, as they picked his number out of 500 tickets sold. Harold wheezed as Marlene tightly wrapped her arms around his waist. 

Because they couldn’t carry the heavy television to her car, she asked Bob, her new boyfriend, for assistance. Harold found out that Bob was a plumber, who knew a housemaid, who knew an exterminator. In two weeks, Harold’s apartment looked and smelled brand new, much like the shiny new Dodge Ram he recently purchased. The car dealer fell into his seat as Harold placed $35,000 cash on his desk. 

Eventually, he returned his mother’s annoying phone calls and offered to drive her and Marlene to Red Lobster for a dinner celebration—the School District of Philadelphia offered him a full-time teaching job at one of the most prestigious charter schools in the area.

With a new haircut and wardrobe, he looked and felt ten years younger. He was ready to meet Millie’s daughter, Virginia, who, after getting to know her, reminded him so much of his late wife—long brown hair curling at the ends, watery blue eyes that could glow in the dark, and a laugh sweet and airy, like the angel food cake she habitually ate for breakfast in his apartment. Tall and skinny, with a pale pink complexion, she was Esther resurrected—the type of woman who didn’t believe in getting lucky; rather, that “good things come to those who wait.” As he lay in his queen-size bed with Virginia, he began to think about the past few months. This can’t be real, he thought. After fifteen years, he was finally happy. With his newly improved life, he would be able to move on, to accept the fact that Esther is gone. He didn’t feel right as he thought about his life before he was flooded with luck.

He remembered the night in the parking lot. George lay passed out on the ground—he didn’t have to do anything but grab Marlene and bring her into his apartment. As he held the knife, blood rushed to his throbbing head, his sweaty body shivering beneath the glare of white-orange light. I was just trying to help, he said to himself. But he knew he’d done something wrong and he was drowning in regret. He had to confess—he would spill his words, like cloudy water falling from the tub where Esther breathed her last breath. He knew she’d never forgive him. He’d never forgive himself.


The alarm clock woke him up at 5:30 sharp on Monday morning, the first day of his new job. He leaned in and kissed Virginia on the cheek before she turned over to block out the light from the bedside lamp. He sucked his inhaler and walked into the bathroom. After flossing, brushing, and gargling, he grabbed a light blue shirt hanging on the door and tucked it into his loose-fitting khakis, struggling with his red tie before slipping into a pair of maroon shoes. He looked at himself in the mirror, fussing with his tousled hair, calling out to Virginia.


“Remember, dinner at 5:30.”


“Yeah, hun,” she mumbled into a pillow and lifted a hand in the air, giving him a reassuring wave—the same gesture his wife gave him every morning.


He stood in the doorway of the bedroom, watching Virginia sprawl across the bed in her flowing white nightgown. Arms outstretched, she looked like an angel.

Harold grabbed his suitcase and turned toward the front door. 

“Have a nice sleep, Ginny.”

“I’ll be here when you get back.”

Harold stopped. He closed his eyes and remembered the last time he heard those words. Sighing, he walked downstairs to the parking lot. 

The sky was still purple, the sun hidden behind heavy gray clouds that hung like sagging water balloons, ready to burst. He’d forgotten his umbrella, but decided not to risk an asthma attack, and being late, to go upstairs to retrieve it. Drops of rain began to fall, trickling on the cement like shards of broken glass, as Harold neared the vehicle. He slipped a hand in his pocket, when he became aware of a long white scratch that traveled across the driver’s side. Looking to the right, he noticed that his back tire had been slashed. Not today, he said to himself as he stood in a slanted piece of ground, water forming a puddle at his feet.

He didn’t feel the blade slice into his lower back the first time. He held his breath, wide-eyed, and still, as George continued to pierce him from behind, slurring obscenities in his ear. Tears filled Harold’s eyes and slid down his wet face, frozen in between George’s huge body and the arm that had a stiff grip on his chest.

“Payback’s a bitch,” George whispered. He dropped Harold on the ground, the rain bouncing off his back as the sky bonged like a tympani, white lightning clapping in zig-zag patterns across the dark sky.

The sandy road was long and smooth, and a bright light shone in front of him. The farther ahead he walked, the larger and brighter the light gleamed, grains of sand shimmering like diamonds nestled in the earth, waiting to be discovered. Esther stood at the end of the road wearing a robe, her hair pulled into a neat bun, hands outstretched to meet his—as he got closer, he realized Esther was shooing him away from the warmth of the light.

“Is this real?” Harold asked.

“You’re dying, Harry.”

“I don’t care—I’m with you.” Harold leaned in to embrace Esther, but she pulled away.

“You have to fight it.”

“But if this is where I’ll be when I die, I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to lose you again.”

“You have a whole new life ahead of you. You can’t just give up on that, sweetheart. ‘Good things come to those who wait.’ Remember that.”

Harold thought about her words as he turned away from Esther, walking down the dusty road.

“I’ll wait for you forever,” Esther whispered as Harold fell into a black hole, and woke up in a pool of blood.

He was lucky to be alive.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Spider’s Webs

“If you wish to live and thrive, let a spider run alive.”

Tracers zoomed across the black sky like bottle rockets as the Vietnamese soldiers, hidden in the jungle, shot their rifles at Tower 22. Bragger stood tall and proud, M-60 in each arm, shooting down at the enemy, oblivious to bullets flying over his head and grazing his jacket.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Davis screamed, grabbing Bragger by the pants, dragging him to the floor. “Didn’t they teach you anything in training?” Davis peeked his M-79 grenade launcher out of the tower’s opening and released, sending a grenade whistling, booming into the ground.

“Hey, if it’s my time to go, it’s my time to go,” Bragger smirked.

Bragger was just a kid. Stupid, tall, and bulky, with matted brown hair, bright hazel eyes, and neatly ironed uniform. He was your typical Green—out for the fight, fighting to kill. For Davis, it was never about the killing; it was about staying alive. When the enemy appeared behind the mess hall last week, Davis fired first, bullets spraying over the camp like pesticide. Through thick darkness, he couldn’t tell whether he was shooting at men, women, children, or even his own soldiers—and frankly, he didn’t care.

After the shooting ceased and the smoke disappeared, Davis and Bragger went on a recon mission to find dead bodies. A monsoon heading their way, Davis quickly scanned a starlight scope over the perimeter of the camp—the fluorescent green jungle filled with crowded trees and intertwining vines and leaves—double-checking for any possible movement. All was clear, but the rain was coming down cold and hard, so hard that they couldn’t see their hands in front of their faces. Davis and Bragger descended the tower, crept through the murky jungle, and stumbled upon the dead Vietnamese, their bodies punctured with bullet holes. Some were blown to pieces, blood and guts scattered on the muddy terrain.


“Say, have you ever killed anyone before?” asked Bragger, bright-eyed at the spectacle of death surrounding him, mashing his boots into the slimy mud.

“Only people who ask stupid questions.” Davis lowered his head and raised his eyebrows at Bragger. “Next question?”

*

On the corner of 13th Street and Oregon Avenue, a group of young, husky Italian men in leather jackets talked trash, planning revenge on the scumbags in Jersey who jumped them last weekend at a club. Eddie Davis leaned against the brick wall, raising a Camel to his thin lips, slowly sucking in the smoke, and exhaling in short, staccato breaths creating foggy circles. His eyes squinted in the orange light gleaming from the tall wooden electric poles. Going after the Foreman’s son. He could lose his job at PECO. He could go to jail for life. If his father were to find out about tonight, he’d kill him. A World War II veteran, he didn’t “take no shit from nobody.” Eddie looked away from the light, sliding a hand into his jacket pocket, fingering the trigger of a loaded gun.

A payphone resonated throughout the neighborhood. It was Eddie’s girlfriend, Franny.

“Are you coming over tonight?” she asked.

“Not sure yet, babe, gotta take a trip.”

“Another weekend out with the boys, huh.”

Eddie stood by that payphone every Saturday night, expecting Franny to call and check up on him. His boys didn’t dare call him whipped, though; he was tall and lanky, but so quick and sneaky, you’d never see it coming. Franny had a short, thick build, dressed in bold patterned multicolored dresses, and wore a different hairstyle and color every other week. More outspoken than Eddie, she was also insecure and too attached, always thinking the worst about him, and his friends whom she so often called “losers.”

 Eddie’s neighbor, Joey “Meese” Messino, swayed back and forth, his thin body shivering in the cool night air.

“We’re gonna get those fuckin’ hicks tonight, ain’t we?”

Joey Meese acted like a badass, despite the fact that he was three years younger than the others. Just like his red Plymouth Barracuda, he was all show and no go—the type of kid who’d instigate a brawl, then hide behind a trash bin as it began. He was a complete ass kisser, always buying Eddie a pack of cigarettes from the tobacco store, laughing hysterically at his stupid jokes, most of which he didn’t even understand. He ran a comb through his thick, greasy hair, and then sauntered over to an alleyway to take a wiz. Eddie ignored the comment and sucked on his cigarette, thinking that maybe Franny was right.

They reached the apartment complex in Camden where the Jersey gang was gettin’ loose and gettin’ high. Across the deserted road, the boys waited in the car, while Eddie strolled, sans Joey Meese, in long, heavy strides, boots crackling against gravel surrounding the orange brick building. The black metal staircase was five stories high, but that wouldn’t be a problem for the Spider, who could climb four steps at a time. Upon reaching Apartment 528, his hand gripped the gun as he kicked the door with his boot. Berky McCann, a scrawny, redheaded kid with crooked yellow teeth and bubbling zits appeared. A group of skinny, longhaired boys sporting beards and bellbottoms sat on a brown velvet couch, stoned, watching their hands multiply and dance across the psychedelic wall.


“Hey, it’s Daddy Long Legs!” Berky laughed, leaning back.


“You’ve messed with the wrong crowd, cuz.” Eddie pointed the gun at his head and, when Berky turned back around, pulled the trigger. 

Click.

*

Company Commander Gerald Peeve entered Headquarters Tent where Davis, Bragger, and four other men were stationed. A tall, stout, intimidating man with a white walrus moustache and hooknose, Peeve demanded respect from every soldier. He noticed Davis sitting on the edge of his cot, pulling off his boots—aware of Peeve’s presence but unthreatened by the hovering commander.


“What do you do when a company commander walks in here, soldier?”


“Well, I usually just ignore them,” Davis replied without looking up.


They didn’t like each other from the beginning—Peeve, thinking he was hot shit and Davis, knowing he was hot shit. After all, he had just been upgraded from Supply Specialist to Battalion Lineman—the only soldier who had any climbing and electrician experience. Even though he didn’t want to admit it, Peeve needed Davis, yet he still tried to break him.


A few weeks earlier, Davis and the other soldiers faced a surprise locker inspection. Peeve noticed that Davis cut off his shirtsleeves, and he planned to punish him for it. Peeve glided across the floor, glowing, and stopped in front of Davis, spitting as he hollered.


“Do you know why I picked you first, soldier?”


“No,” Davis wiped his cheek, “and I don’t really care.”


“You’ve been defacing government property. Now move on over so I can write you up.”

Davis slid to the side so Peeve could open up the locker. In it, he found five neatly ironed shirts, with sleeves. Davis befriended Bragger for a reason—he worked in the supply room.

*


Spider and the boys entered the Penrose Diner at approximately 2 a.m., taking their seats on squeaky black stools at the white marble counter. Bertha, a burly black waitress with big frosted lips and a tight curly fro, slid some ashtrays their way.


“You lookin’ a little shook up tonight, Spider,” said Bertha.


“I’m cool.” 

Eddie fiddled his thumbs and looked out the window.

The group ate and drank in silence. Some stood by the jukebox, smoking cigarettes, checking out some lady friends from the neighborhood. Joey Meese huddled by the doorway with wide eyes, an unlit cigarette between his pursed lips. 

“Y’all are scarin’ me, bein’ so awfully quiet,” Bertha said.

“We’re cool,” said Eddie.

When he pulled the trigger earlier that evening, Berky’s smile disappeared, as he stood frozen in the doorway. “Consider this a warning,” Eddie said, walking away. He knew those boys wouldn’t be coming back, but he couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d just done. What if the trigger worked? He replayed the scene in his head, picturing Berky’s brains splattered against the white walls. He saw the policemen handcuffing him, reciting his Miranda rights. The sirens and swirling of reds and blues lured a crowd of people outside, trying to catch a glimpse of the murderer. Glossing over the mob, his friends were nowhere to be found—the car gone, skid marks on the road.

*


“I’m a short-timer now,” Davis announced to Peeve, “and I want a less dangerous job.”


“Oh yeah? I got something for ‘ya, boy.” Peeve smirked as he wrote on a scrap piece of paper, then slid the note across his desk to Davis—a short and simple list of things to do: “BURN SHIT AND HAUL TRASH.”


Davis laughed as he walked out of Peeve’s office, and bumped into Bragger.


“Sergeant Davis, Sir!” Bragger yelled, hand to forehead, chest puffed out.


“Don’t call me Sir, Bragger. I work for a living.”


Bragger lowered his hand and slumped his shoulders.


“Anyway, do you have that list of Friendlies on you?”


“Sure do. Why? You got shit that needs to be done?”


“Yeah, shit that needs to be burned. How were those Vietnamese kids you hired last week?”


“Quick sons-a-bitches, those slanty-eyed Gooks. The trick is, you gotta give ‘em what they want. When they get what they want, you get what you want, ‘ya hear me?”

Davis searched through his bag and grasped something rectangular.

“Excellent.” 

He snatched the list from Bragger and took a trip over to the front gates to sign in the two teenagers, a carton of cigarettes nestled gently underneath his arm.

Davis and Bragger headed over to the NCO Club to celebrate their last few days overseas. Trinh, the bartender, served Davis a seven-and-seven on the house. She was a small Vietnamese woman with curly, black bouffant hair. She slid her thick-rimmed glasses down to the edge of her nose and winked at Davis.

“Free for you, my dear.”

“Thanks, babydoll.”

The radio played tunes by the Temptations, Three Dog Night, and The Rolling Stones as the boys and girls grooved on the small wooden dance floor. Trinh asked Davis for a dance and they walked over to the center, underneath the sparkling disco ball. Peeve entered the club in uniform, walking in their direction.

“May I cut in?” he asked Trinh with a wide smile.

“Hey, this ain’t no officers’ club!” Davis hollered, sending a wave of laughter throughout the room. Peeve stood back, red in the face, and pointed at Davis.

“You’ll pay for this, you bastard!”

“Hey, I’m a Vietnam Vet. Kiss my ass.”

*

Spiders, the weavers of people’s fates, represent the fragility of human life, and the temptation of evil. They connect past with future. Found in homes, spiders are a sign of good luck and good fortune. 

Balloons hung from the black metal railing, and a multicolored sign displayed WELCOME HOME resting on suctioned hooks in the window. Before walking inside his parent’s row home on Iseminger Street, he dropped his bags on the cement pavement and sat on the top step. A monsoon of memories flooded Eddie’s brain. The incident in Jersey—a stupid kid who made the wrong decision, but was given a second chance. Joey Meese—big mouth, no balls; a kid who looked up to him, idolized his courage. His draft letter—the tan envelope with URGENT written in bold red letters, his future resting in his father’s lap. Peeve—a pathetic, insecure bully, an older version of Berky. Bragger—a ballsy kid who’d be dead if it weren’t for him.

He heard the screen door click open and turned around to see Franny, who’d been waiting for him to return home so they could finally start a family of their own.

 
New webs to spin.

Starving


“What are you having?” she asks.


They sit in their usual booth, in the back by the window that overlooks a gravel parking lot. The menu is small, like the restaurant. He sneaks a peek into his Velcro wallet and finds a twenty-dollar bill and some gum wrappers. Droplets of sweat trickle down the sides of his flushed face.


“Turkey club,” he says, “I think I’m gonna get the turkey club.”


“Shocker,” she says, still scanning her menu, pulling her long brown hair into a messy bun.


Jan brings over an appetizer—tortilla chips and spinach artichoke dip.


“Enjoy guys,” she says.


He digs a chip into the thick layer of green and white paste, shoveling the chip into his mouth hard, banging his teeth together, eyebrows scrunching and nostrils flaring as he swallows.


“You got a little, right—“ she points to the corners of his mouth.


“I was saving it for later,” he says.


She sighs and looks out the window, her face hardening in the bright orange sun.


Jan arrives with their dinner, and they eat in silence. He takes a big bite of his turkey club, washes it down with a gulp of iced tea, and rubs his hands on his crooked tie. He watches her forcefully cut into a well-done New York strip steak, large breasts bouncing underneath a red, satin blouse. She slides the meat from the fork into her mouth, chewing, chewing, chewing. She swallows, puts her fork down, and wipes her mouth, keeping her eyes on the plate. He taps at his plastic cup. She scrapes her fork across her baked potato.


“So, how was your day?” he asks.


She slowly closes her eyes and says, “Fine.”


“What did you do?”


“Let’s see,” she clangs the fork against her plate, “I woke up, urinated, brushed my teeth. After that, I changed into some clothes, nothing special, a gray suit. Then, I drove to work where I sat on the phone all day with irritating customers and bitchy bosses. After that, I came home, had lunch with the girls, and now here we are,” she extends her arms, tilting her head to one side, displaying wide brown eyes and a wide white smile.


“Cool,” he says.


She slaps her hands on her lap and rolls her eyes. Her face flushes red. She taps her foot on sticky tiles. She folds her hands and leans her elbows on the table that wobbles from uneven legs.


“When are they gonna fix this goddamn table?”


Her eyes shift back and forth, from the parking lot, to the small circle of couples, eating, laughing, smiling.


“What’s your problem?” he asks, his mouth full.


“This,” she says, pointing to their table, “this, eating out all the time, the same fucking place, watching you stuff your face like a slob while I answer your routine questions. After five years, don’t you have anything interesting or surprising to say to me?”


“But I said we should try another place, and you—“


“I know what I said. Just…just forget it, okay? I’m under a lot of stress right now. Let’s…just eat and get the hell out of here.”


He puts his head down, sucks his iced tea from a straw, and lets out a quiet burp. She looks up from her plate.


“Oh, excuse me,” he says, punching his chest, blowing breath out the side of his mouth.


Jan brings over the check and says, “See you soon.” He turns it over, reads the total, and looks up at the ceiling scratching his curly hair. He grabs the wallet from his pants pocket, his eyes shifting from side to side.


She snatches the check from his hands.


“Oh give it to me, I got it,” she says, opening her cell phone to the Tip Calculator setting. She throws some cash on the table, slips a tip in between the salt and pepper shakers, and slides back, her chair squeaking against the floor.


“Wait,” he says grabbing her wrist.


“What?”


“Are you gonna break up with me or something?”


“Are we back here again?”


“I’ve been a good boyfriend for three straight months now, haven’t I?” he says, smiling.


She sits down, her body facing the door. He tells her he loves her. She nods. He apologizes but his high-pitched voice makes it sound like a question. She shrugs.


“You don’t even know what you’re sorry for. And saying you love me isn’t good enough anymore. Show me you love me.”


He pulls his seat closer and reaches into his jacket pocket.

Stephanie Davis – Poetry
Ball Over Ballpoint
For three months, I choose miles over metres,
exchange soft-spoken prose for loud-mouthed cheers,
dragged-out Dickinson for Abbott's heaters,
stacked piles of paper for stack-piled bleachers.

Picture this: field of green, diamond of gold,
two teams, one game, seven innings, two hours.
Stepping up to the plate, dirty cleats mold
into sand--prettier than the flowers

in your poems. Want alliteration?
Black bat beats big ball back, behind buildings.
Homeruns, curve balls, steals, my best creations--
poetry in motion. Beats everything.

For three months, I put life into softball--
is your blue, ballpoint pen breathing at all?

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Mistress Negotiator

I don’t need new earrings from Tiffany’s—

pricy sapphires eventually lose their

luster. Hand holding is first-rate to me;

staring into sapphire eyes, pearly hair

flows in the wind, the amber sun leaves soft

kisses on ruby cheeks. I don’t care for

emeralds in your wallet. Take your shoes off

and dance with me on the wooden porch floor

of your wife’s broken home. Run your fingers

through my long, onyx hair. Hold me close, and

please—don’t let me go. Make believe I’m her,

choking back tears—diamonds of despair and

regret. Remember: You do have a choice.

Don’t overlook the value of my voice.

On Revisiting the Shore of the Rhône
Emerald, topaz, sapphire

shimmering on sleepy water

underneath The Starry Night.

I used to dart into cerulean water—

young, petite toes bringing life into ripples

gently breathing on the surface.

I used to lie down on abundant, viridian grass,

striving to pick out every star

in the midnight sky—I always lost count.

I used to sit in the fisherman’s black boat;

we never rode out too far—

he was deathly afraid of the water.

He told me a story once…but I’ve forgotten it.

Starry Night shines bright with life,

but the dark, secluded town is silent—

I, too, have become quiet in my years.

I never want to forget the cool summer breeze


drifting in and out like the tide,


wrapping its arms around my shoulders.

I never want to forget the red-orange sun,

the bluish-pink sky settling into cool, black night, 

where stars pop out and dance on water.

Most of all, I never want to forget

my youth, here on the Rhône,

where I first met my love.

I take a step back, breathe in the fresh summer air,

and walk away, arm in arm with the one who allows me,

every once in a while, to digress from the Now.

Emerald, topaz, sapphire

shimmering on sleepy water—

brighter, and more valuable, than before.

The Breakup

I.

it’s only natural we didn’t work
finding each other 
during the month of death
the end of life
living
loving you
feeling your lips on mine
the soft tip
of your tongue
on my neck
tilting
my head in the dark
silent
shivering from cold
bodies, skin exposed
the trees, bare.

II.

it was so easy for you:
”i’m done.”
words final
like a death sentence
going into effect
the needle piercing
poison running through my veins
stopping the heart
killing my existence

“i’m done.”
two thumbs needed:
4 6
3 6 6 3
OK
sending...
sent.

III.

it was like a circle
neverending
always spinning round
no endpoint

when you left
you put a gash in that circle
the once round, infinite
shape spreading out into
one long line
leading me one way,
you, the other
no endpoint
infinite possibilities.

maybe our lines will bend
curve slightly
where we will once again
meet, touching,
connecting,
a circle—
neverending,
infinite possibilities
no endpoint.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Cheater

Another night alone; the only warmth in our bedroom,

a plaid comforter around my body.

My daughter creeps into our room with tears in her eyes—

another nightmare about Daddy.

“Come to bed,” I say, mechanically reaching out.

Holding her close, I rock her gently back and forth

until her rapid heart beat dies down to a normal ta-tum, ta-tum.

Six a.m., the front door slams—

click-clock of locks, jangle of keys against the tiled floor.

My husband moans as he stumbles up the carpeted stairs,

drunk enough to be happy and oblivious,

sober enough to check his voicemail.

He runs into the bathroom and vomits—

each sin plops into cold water. He gurgles and gags.

He cries.
Water runs.
Then stops.

Stumbling downstairs, he sleeps on the couch.

Saturday morning—normal routine: Make breakfast for daughter,

and clean bucket of vomit next to “Prince Charming”:

drool dribbling from the corners of his mouth,

he sleeps in his work clothes

and reeks of red wine and Marlboro Reds—

shoes still on.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Game

I’ll let you play with me—I can’t refuse

this fire burning through my body, my eyes.

You are a game that I will always lose,

but tonight, will I be the one you choose?

Waiting, with squinted, jealous eyes I sigh

as you play with me. But I can’t refuse

you, touching me—I forget the abuse

as you smother me with your beer-breath lies,

playing the game that I will always lose.

Bloodshot eyes meet mine—you spark the fuse,

gently rubbing the small of my back. Rise

up my shirt—play with me. I can’t refuse

your embrace in smoky clouds, while you booze

the night away. Pulling down my shades, I

forget about the game I’ll always lose.

Moving from the dark corner, you choose

her over me. 
     Leaving, I wonder why

still, you play with me, yet, I don’t refuse.

I love the game—but we will always lose.

Stalking the White Doe: The Legend of Virginia Dare

On the Island of Roanoke, Virginia, Sir Walter Raleigh established a small colony of English people, and Virginia Dare was the first English person to be born on American Soil. It is believed that this colony was absorbed into the Croatan Tribe, where everyone fell in love with the pale woman with blonde hair. She loved everyone, even the Indians, but she was not interested in finding a mate. Chico, an Indian medicine man, became very interested in her, and she befriended him, but she did not want to marry him. He reacted to this rejection by saying that if she could not be his mate, then she would never have one. Chico brought Virginia back to Roanoke and, stepping ashore, was magically transformed into a white doe. The doe became a legend, acting as the leader of all the other deer, being followed wherever she went. Many hunters tried to capture and kill the animal, but were unsuccessful. A great hunt was organized and Young Wanchese decided to lead the hunt for the doe. He used a silver-tipped arrow, originally given to his father by Queen Elizabeth, and believed that it had special powers. As a result, he found the doe one day and was successful in slaying the animal. Excited to receive his awards and honor for being the victor of this great hunt, he was overcome with dismay as he heard the doe whisper with her last breath, “Virginia Dare.”

Pale doe pierces through crowded trees, like moonlight,

quicker than catapulting arrowheads;

she can’t be caught—or so she thought.

She had it easy—rare beauty, perfect catch:

skin smooth as porcelain, offset by golden ringlets

resting on freshly freckled shoulders she gazes over 

with cherry cheeks, and an alluring smile

sparkling like the sea in her eyes.

She should have taken Chico’s hand in marriage;

instead, Medicine Man lured her from sea to Lost Colony,

where she is chased by unwanted suitors, dodging 

shots from hunters hungry for her blood, their victory.

Young Wanchese is her defeat—

she should have known by now: men always get what they want.

Armed with silver-tipped arrow, awaiting her arrival,

his brown, sweaty body scuttles like a soldier termite,

biting at the barren ground, enclosing himself into earth,

ready to tempt with a chase she can’t resist.

Her speed—no match for his magical bow,

following every move, striking her side

where the heart lies. She collapses to the ground—

the Moon has set, trunks surround the doe,

branches sway with wind and reach out,

as if to scoop her away from Darkness.

Wanchese strides toward her crimson body,

falling back on dirty hands, frightened

by giant, black eyes staring into his, as she breathes

her last breath, whispering through cold, smoky air,

the prize he has won—“Virginia Dare.”

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Stephanie Davis – Plays & Monologues
MAMMA’S BOY 

(A 10-Minute Play)
CAST OF CHARACTERS

TOMMY DONATO: 29. Immature, nonchalant, dry sense of humor.

EMILIA DONATO: 27. Blunt, sarcastic, aggressive.

GERTRUDE DONATO: 60. Overbearing, obnoxious, jealous.

THE TIME

The present. A Saturday morning.

THE PLACE

Living room. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

MAMMA’S BOY

SETTING:
The living room displays a small sofa with two end tables and a small lamp on each. A colorfully quilted afghan rests, neatly folded, on the sofa. On one of the end tables stands a framed photo of a couple on their wedding day. On the other, a larger photo of an elderly woman and the same man from the other picture.

AT RISE:
EMILIA and TOMMY sit on opposite ends of the sofa. EMILIA reads a book, while TOMMY massages EMILIA’s feet.

TOMMY

So…what’s going on for today?

EMILIA

(Very dry.)

I don’t know. What did your mother have in mind?

TOMMY

What’s that supposed to mean?

EMILIA

You know what it means.

TOMMY

(Stopping massage.)

What, still mad at me?

EMILIA

(Looking above reading glasses.)

What do you think?

TOMMY

I think yeah.

EMILIA

Well, you guessed right.

TOMMY

But why—

EMILIA

Okay, you know what, I’ve had it.

TOMMY

What?

EMILIA

Well, first, I’ve had it with you.

TOMMY

Me???

EMILIA

You act like nothing happened! I’m not like you. I don’t fight and then get all lovey dovey and forget about it.

TOMMY

So my mom comes over a lot! What’s the big friggin’ deal? She’s my mom and she can come whenever she feels like it.

EMILIA

See, this is the reason why I can’t talk to you about this. You get so defensive. You never see my side, our side of the story. I know she’s your mother, but sometimes she goes overboard with certain things and / you don’t see it, for some odd reason.

TOMMY

Oh yeah? Like what?

EMILIA

Jesus Christ, this is a never-ending argument. Do we really have to do this again, Tom?

TOMMY

(Imitating EMILIA.)

Yeah, we really have to do this again.

EMILIA

(Getting up.)

Okay, well, when you grow up, then we can talk.

TOMMY

(Grabbing EMILIA’s arm.)

No, wait, I’m sorry. Sit down, come on.

EMILIA

(Sitting down.)

Okay, well how about last week when she invited herself in while we were eating dinner, and she took out my vacuum and started cleaning the house, ‘cause she thought our house was a “disaster”. First of all, who invited her and second of all, did we ask for her opinion of our house?

TOMMY

So she likes to clean—

EMILIA

Or how about the night of our very first wedding anniversary, and I can’t believe I have to bring this up again, when she bought us that book. What was it called? Oh yeah, “Relationship Rescue.” Do we have problems? I must be missing something here, ‘cause I thought we had a great relationship. But maybe you’re telling your mother things that you don’t wanna tell me.

TOMMY

That was just a joke gift, babe—

EMILIA

Okay, great. Ha ha. Funny. I get it. Newlyweds. Don’t know shit about marriage.

TOMMY

Em, calm down. You take things way too seriously—

EMILIA

(Standing up.)

No, I won’t calm down! Five years, this has been going on! Five years of this woman, involving herself in our business! Not hers! Ours! And if I take things way too seriously, then you take things too lightly. You don’t care about anything except for your mother.

TOMMY

I do care about you, Em, it’s just—

EMILIA

Obviously, you don’t. You don’t care about how I feel. All you care about is pleasing her. How old are you, ten? Cut the umbilical cord, Tommy! You’re a grown man. You don’t need your mommy anymore. I’m tired of fighting about this! Tell her to stay out of our marriage and our lives!

TOMMY

Easier said than done, Em.

EMILIA

(Pacing back and forth.)

Tom, I’ve been very patient with you, yes? I’m very polite when she’s around and you know that. I don’t ever give any smartass remarks when she makes fun of the clothes I wear or the way I do my hair. No, I shake it off, pretend like it doesn’t bother me. I want this to end right now, Tommy. It’s either her or me.

TOMMY

Em, I—

(GERTRUDE walks into the house. She is made up from head to toe; her hair is teased and she has a face full of makeup. She wears tight black pants and a black and gold striped shirt, with a pair of black high heels. She speaks with a strong South Philadelphian accent, similar to a T.V. mobster’s wife.)

GERTRUDE

(Peeking head in.)

Yoo-hoooo! Good morning, sweety pie!

EMILIA

(To herself, sitting down.)

Speak of the Devil.

TOMMY

Hi, Ma.

GERTRUDE

(Extending arms.)

Well, what are ‘ya doin’? Give your mother a hug!

EMILIA

(To GERTRUDE.)

Hi.

GERTRUDE

(To TOMMY, disregarding EMILIA for the moment.)

Honey, be a doll and make me a cup of coffee, will ‘ya.

(GERTRUDE walks over to the sofa and sits down next to EMILIA.)

TOMMY

I got a fresh pot waiting for you!

(TOMMY exits.)

EMILIA

(Back to her book, inquiring, uninterested.)

Why are you so dazzled up?

GERTRUDE

Gloria’s having a little get-together. Everyone’s gonna be there. (Primping her hair with cupped hand.) Gotta look my best.

EMILIA

(Raising eyebrows.)

Riiiight.

GERTRUDE

(Pointing at EMILIA’s clothing.)

So, uhh… what’s this we got goin’ on here?

EMILIA

They’re called pajamas.

GERTRUDE

Still in your pajamas at 11:30 in the morning? When I was your age, I was up at the crack of dawn, already dressed and out of the house.

EMILIA

Yeah, well, I’m not you, am I, Gertrude?

(Before GERTRUDE can react, TOMMY enters with cup and saucer.)

TOMMY

Here you go, Ma.

(Hands GERTRUDE her coffee and sits in between EMILIA and GERTRUDE, very stiff, afraid to make a “wrong move”, tapping fingers on knees.)

GERTRUDE

Thank you, dear. (Sips, coffee.) Mmm, just how I like it!

TOMMY

(Smiling, proudly.)

Cream and one sugar.

(TOMMY looks at EMILIA who gives him a dirty look. All three sit in silence for a brief moment. EMILIA gets tired of waiting for TOMMY to speak up, so she does the talking for him.)

EMILIA

So, is there something you needed to talk about, Gert?

GERTRUDE

Nope.

EMILIA

(Getting frustrated.)

Something you need?

GERTRUDE

Nada.

EMILIA


(Standing up.)

Then why the hell did you barge into our house, on a Saturday morning, for no particular reason?

GERTRUDE

(Shocked.)

What, can’t a mother say hello to her son?

EMILIA

You saw him last night when you tucked him into bed! You didn’t miss anything!

TOMMY

(Grabbing EMILIA.)

Em, get a hold of yourself!

GERTRUDE

(Slouching on sofa, faking heart attack.)

My heart. Oh, look what she’s done to me, Thomas!

TOMMY

(Running over, catching her.)

Don’t worry, Ma, just breathe…breathe….

GERTRUDE

(Reaching out.)

I see the light, Thomas. Not yet! Not like this!

EMILIA

Oh, you’ve gotta be kidding me!!!

(EMILIA storms out of the room. The sound of the door slamming is heard.)

TOMMY

What was that all about, Ma?

GERTRUDE

(Quickly sitting up, grabbing TOMMY by the collar.)

Okay, sonny, here’s the deal.

TOMMY

Hey, what’s going on!

GERTRUDE

That bitch is ruining your life and especially mine! Divorce her or I’m disowning you!

TOMMY

Huh? Are you serious?

GERTRUDE

(Smoothing out TOMMY’s shirt.)

You don’t need her. You’ve got me! She’s not good enough for you, hunny. I didn’t like her anyway, you know that. I know you’ll make the right decision, son. I’m just sorry it had to come to this. (Hugging, trying to comfort, TOMMY.) Oh, my poor, helpless little man!

TOMMY

(Pulling out of embrace.)

Mom, I know you don’t like her but she’s my wife. (Pause.) Look, I have to tell you something that I’ve been keeping inside for quite some time.

GERTRUDE

Well, you can tell your mother anything. Go on.

TOMMY

(Sitting next to GERTRUDE.)

Well…Ma….

GERTRUDE

(Looking up with huge grin.)

Yeeees?

TOMMY

You know I love you, right?

GERTRUDE

(Losing smile.)

Well, this doesn’t sound too good. (Acting again.) I think I’m getting lightheaded. But don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine. You were saying?

TOMMY

Come on, Ma. I’m on to your little game here. It wasn’t funny the first time, and it’s not funny now.

GERTRUDE

(Becoming impatient.)

You were saying?

TOMMY

Oh, right. Well, anyway… okay. How can I put this in the right words? Well…Ma—

GERTRUDE

Spit it out, Tommy!

TOMMY

(Standing up.)

Stay out of my marriage! (Looking away in shame.)

GERTRUDE

(Shocked.)

Thomas Anthony Donato, the Third!

TOMMY

(Turning back with a bit of courage, but still a little bit hesitant.)

That’s right, Ma! You…you’re too involved in our business…yeah…and you gotta stop telling me to divorce her! I love her, Ma! And if you can’t accept that…then—

GERTRUDE

(Standing up, close to TOMMY.)

Then what? You’ll never talk to me again? You wouldn’t survive a day without me. You think I don’t know what she says about me, Thomas, but I know…I know. And I won’t stand for it anymore!

TOMMY

Yeah, well, you’re gonna have to accept the fact that this is our house, not yours, and you can’t just barge in here and take control of everything!

GERTRUDE

I’m just trying to help! (Walking towards door.) You should be ashamed of yourself. (Looking back.) Goodbye, Thomas. Goodbye…forever.

(GERTRUDE exits. Slight pause, then EMILIA comes walking in. They stare at each other before either one of them speaks.)

EMILIA

(Cooly.)

Hey.

TOMMY

(Relieved.)

Hey.

(Sitting on the sofa in the same position from the beginning of the play, TOMMY massages EMILIA’s feet, while she holds her book.)

EMILIA

Tommy, I’m so sorry for acting like a psycho today—

TOMMY

No, it’s my fault. I should have stood up for us. And I did. I told her what you wanted me to tell her.

EMILIA

Really?

TOMMY

(Jokingly, with head down.)

You don’t have to worry about her coming over anymore. She’s never speaking to me again, thanks to you.

EMILIA

(Kicking TOMMY lightly, in good humor.)

Oh, get over it, will you! You know she’ll be back later. God, you’re such a mamma’s boy!

TOMMY

(Smiling.)

I know, I know. But you still love me, right?

EMILIA

Of course.

(Glancing at book, then above her reading glasses.)

So…what’s going on for today?

(Lights fade to black.)

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

No Way Out

SETTING:
Stage is filled with chairs tightly placed next to each other. Crumbs of stale bread align the sides of the stage.

AT RISE:
Dim spot light on Meridel LeSueur, sitting in a chair in the back of the stage, hands folded in the center of her lap.


It’s been four hours since anyone has spoken. Four long, grueling hours holding these lethargic women, young and old, staring at the floor, waiting. Just waiting for a job. (Pointing out.) I see some familiar faces here. They enter the city free employment bureau with their heads down, never making eye contact with the other women, for fear that their denial will soon turn into reality. The reality that they will never find work and they will be forced to either steal for bread, or die in the streets amid the starving crowds of poverty-stricken women. You can see this sad reality in their doomed eyes, day after day. And still, there are no jobs.


(Standing up.) The winter is coming soon. And the tension is rising here, as these women beg and plead the old lady for work. One woman screams, “You’ve got to give me something!” (Pause.) But mostly, it’s just silence. No need to fight for something you know you’re never gonna get. But they still dream. Some dream of finding that special job that pays more than thirty cents. They dream of buying a little home, a houseboat even, maybe some land for chickens. Others are forced to become ladies of the night, although it really isn’t worth it at fifty cents a pop. They’re completely helpless and humiliated with their situation, and there’s nothing they can do about it.


(Walking over towards front of stage, picking up piece of stale bread.) It’s a jungle out there. Crazed, depressed, starving females eat a cracker a day to survive. Yet, some that are fortunate enough to find some work turn into something unfortunate. By not having money, you are forced to ration your food, your lives. You live in a state of isolation. But the minute you have money, you turn mad. And just as quickly as you receive it, you spend it. And then you’re back to the beginning. A never-ending cycle that is repeated over and over again, day after day, week after week.


(Sitting on chair in front.) What’s a woman to do with starving children to feed? With her husband gone, having drifted on, she is left alone. Left to struggle. To feed those empty mouths. Worn out before their time. There’s no way out. (Pause.) But they still dream….


(Light fades to black.)
