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Lumps
   Gia Taylor

The week before Mark left, while we 
lay in my bed, naked or about to be (I 
can’t remember), he found a lump in 
my left breast. He stopped suddenly 
and got quiet, prodding the mass. 
The air in my room was warm and 
humid– always the case after 10 pm in 
the dorms, when the heater kicks in. 
The only light came from his watch’s 
glow-in-the-dark hands.

I stopped too, then, and pushed his 
hand away from my breast to feel it 
myself. We were both very quiet, taking 
turns reaching for it to make sure it 
really existed. We agreed finally: it did. 

Before he left, he touched it one 
more time and said, “This concerns 
me,” and I responded, “Don’t worry 
about it” though I really meant, “Me 
too.” 

I met Mark when I was nineteen 
and he was twenty-five. From our 
first night together, he made sure 
to let me know that he didn’t want 
a relationship. It was a premature 

exclamation, especially since I had 
only known him two days, but he was 
very serious about it. I thought at 
first that he was bothered by our age 
difference. Many times when Mark 
tried to reference a TV show, band, or 
90s gadget, I’d look at him with blank 
eyes and he’d exasperatedly bury his 
face in his hands. 

I think, more than anything, Mark 
is afraid of  falling in love. He is 
an orphan and the only family he 
has is his older sister, who remains 
both geographically and emotionally 
distant. He had one girlfriend in the 
past, who he makes a hobby out of  
loathing. When asked to describe this 
girl, he sums up his experience with 
one anecdote: when the two of  them 
broke up, she went out of  her way 
to break into his house and steal his 
beloved collectors-edition Star Wars 
movies – Volumes 4, 5, and 6. I think 
this relationship ruined the notion of  
love even further for Mark. 
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So when Mark told me early on that: 
“This is not a relationship,” I respected 
his wishes because, first, we only had 
three months together, and, second, 
we are completely different people. 
I grumbled through every football 
game he made me sit through, and 
he grumbled at my vegetarianism. I 
grumbled at his lack of  motivation 
to explore the great outdoors, and he 
grumbled at how much sleep I require. 
We grumbled at each other through 
most of  our days. I recognized that 
falling in love with him would have 
been irrational. 

I stayed in the dorms for a couple of  
weeks after Mark left, and then headed 
home myself. When my parents sat 
me down at the dinner table and 
asked me all the necessary questions 
about my internship, I left Mark out 
for the most part. I told them about 
camping on Assateague Island, about 
successfully fishing off  the campus 
dock, and about being made fun of  
for my valley-girl mannerisms. And 
even though Mark played a leading 
role in all those stories, I cut his image 
from the picture, leaving silence where 
he would’ve been. I didn’t want 
to perpetuate the idea that he was 
important to me. If  I told the stories 
without him, then maybe I’d start to 
forget him. 

But telling these stories without Mark 
in them was a burden, and I realized 
halfway through that the internship I 
was recounting to my parents was not 
at all the internship I had experienced. 
The truth is that those stories were 
bland and boring without Mark. They 
lacked the punchlines, the life, and the 

color. 
In one of  our last nights together, 

Mark made me promise a number of  
things. First: we were to stay in touch. 
Second: I was to miss him. Three: I 
was to get Lumps (the name we came 
up with for the mass) checked out.

So, soon after getting home, I went 
to the doctor. I drove myself  and in 
the waiting room, a wonderland of  
tabloids and tacky paintings, I found 
myself  talking to a middle-aged 
woman. She was wearing a flannel 
t-shirt, unbuttoned, and smelled like 
either sweat or urine, or both. Beside 
her was a book about conspiracy 
theories surrounding 9/11. After 
the nurse finally called me in, I was 
left alone in the check-up room, so 
I texted Mark to let him know that I 
was getting Lumps looked at.   

He responded by saying, “Remember 
that time you thought you were 
pregnant?”

Of  course I did. I walked that night, 
shaking, out past the campus gates, and 
stood in the cold for twenty minutes, 
waiting for my friend to pick me up and 
take me to the grocery store. On the 
car ride there she heatedly exclaimed, 
“I hate how promiscuous guys can be! 
If  they screw up, it’s not their problem! 
We have to deal with it – we have to 
bear the child, deal with the thing for 
nine months. And then they can just 
run away. We don’t get that choice. We 
take all the responsibility!”

And I just sat there, too young and 
unprepared to be in that situation. I 
didn’t know what to say so I didn’t say 
anything. Yes, it was true that I did 
not want a kid. But Mark wanted one 
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less. He expressed his distaste for kids 
about as often as he recounted his Star 
Wars tragedy. 

The grocery store had five or six 
different kinds of  pregnancy tests. 
“What do you want? This one is, like, 
super effective at telling you early on 
whether you have a bun in the oven.” 
She picked up another and examined 
it, “This one looks cheap. Don’t get 
this one.” She put the box down and 
picked up another, “You probably 
want a box that has a couple of  tests in 
it. Sometimes there are false positives 
... or if  you have another scare, you’ll 
have one for the future.”

We then picked up a carton of  
orange juice, which I messily chugged 
in the grocery store parking lot before 
she drove me home. From the front 
gate, I waddled back to the dorm, 
past a hundred screaming toads in the 
parking lot pond, and then peed in a 
cup and sat in the bathroom with my 
head leaning against the toilet paper 
dispenser. I imagined what would 
happen if  I were pregnant.  I’d have 
to tell Mark, first and foremost. And 
then my mother, I suppose. And then 
I’d get an abortion, right? I would have 
to. I was too young to have a child. 
And I couldn’t have a child with Mark. 
We weren’t even in a relationship. He 
didn’t love me. I didn’t want to spend 
my life with him. Still sitting on the 
toilet, angrily staring at the pregnancy 
test, my heart rate grew and fell as 
I repeatedly walked myself  through 
hypotheticals and then calmed, 
assuring myself  that no matter the 
result it would all be fine in the end.

I only told this story to Mark weeks 

later, and he was horrified by it. I sat 
up, perturbed.  “I had to live through 
that – I was the one that had to stress 
about it, who paid for the test, who for 
a week wondered whether my whole 
life was going to change.” 

Mark pulled me back down and put 
an arm around me, tightly pulling me 
into his chest. He said, “It’s alright. 
We’ll be more careful from now on.”  

When the doctor came in she asked 
me to pull up my shirt. She poked 
Lumps and mumbled something to 
herself. I felt violated. 

“A nineteen-year old having breast 
cancer really goes against all the odds. 
We could do more tests if  you really 
feel strongly about it, but it’s probably 
nothing,” she assured me. 

I wasn’t assured. Maybe I am 
deceiving myself, but Lumps has never 
felt dismissible.

“I’d like to get more tests done,” 
I said.

The doctor complied and led me 
through a number of  blank halls and 
past many closed doors to make an 
appointment to get an ultrasound 
(mammograms apparently aren’t even 
effective on women less than thirty-
five). While waiting for the receptionist 
to finish her phone conversation, I saw 
my conspiracy-theory friend pass by. 
She gave me a toothy smile and sang, 
“It was just a mole!”

When I returned home I narrated 
my whole visit to Mark and he said, 
“Tell me when you go in for the 
ultrasound. Keep me updated.”

Then we waited – two weeks until 
the ultrasound, and then one week 
more for the results. Finally a nurse 



called me and in a throaty voice asked 
for “Miss Taylor.” I felt the same fear I 
had that night while I sat on the toilet, 
holding a cup of  my own pee. Except 
this time I didn’t get to feel the relief  
of  seeing a minus sign. The results 
were inconclusive. “It’s a solid mass – 
we can see that – but besides that it’s 
not clear. We’d have to do a biopsy to 
be sure. But, you’ve probably been told 
that with a girl as young as yourself, 
the chance of  it being cancerous is 
very small.”

Mark responded later, “So we still 
don’t know?”

I wish I had an answer for him – I 
wish I could provide some sort of  
diagnosis. I lifted up my shirt and 
prodded Lumps. It was still there, 
somehow as big, maybe even bigger, 
than the night it was discovered. 

Thinking back, Mark and I had 
many close calls – moments when I 
thought for a second: maybe. These 
moments included: playing soccer 
with a jug of  milk in the grocery store; 
sitting barefoot in lounge chairs by 
the hotel pool, shivering, willing the 
sun to come back out; and singing 
poorly written but incredibly catchy 
pop songs at work after all the other 
lab technicians had gone home. 

It’s the little things that really got 
to me, though. He bravely tried all 
my culinary creations. He never let 
me drink alone. Before he left in the 
early morning to sneak back to his 
room, he’d lean back down and kiss 
me. After he had finished his work for 
the day, he would browse the Internet 
until I was finished so that we could 
walk home together. He would always 

say, “See you after lunch” or “See you 
tomorrow morning” or “See you after 
my meeting.” There was always an 
assurance that he was coming back. 
When he left for good he tried to say, 
“See you later,” but then looked back, 
furrowed his brow and tilted his head, 
and corrected himself, “Maybe not, 
though.” And as much as that hurt, 
it was true. 

It’s funny – Mark and I spent our 
whole three months together mentally 
preparing for a clean break. We spent 
so many confused nights confirming 
that we were not, in fact, falling for 
each other. Near the end, he even 
woke me up one morning to anxiously 
ask, “Gia, what do you think we are?”

I rolled over to face him. The sun 
was shining through my window and 
lit up his green eyes. His short golden 
hair twinkled and glowed.

I put my hand on his stubbled cheek 
and tried, “Co-workers with benefits?” 
This seemed to quell his anxieties. He 
leaned forward and kissed my forehead. 
Even in my morning grogginess I 
knew the appropriate answer. 

I often think back to the beginning 
of  Mark and me, back when everything 
was so definitive and clear. Our 
plan seemed so foolproof. We had 
ourselves so wholly convinced. In the 
end, though, we are just two confused 
kids prodding an unexpected mass. 
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I feel trapped between two selves. 
One self  doesn’t ask questions; 

she just wants to be happy. She 
likes watching movies and reading 
books and playing board games and 
writing, and although she’s chronically 
haunted by the nagging fear that she’ll 
die cold and sick and alone and the 
sense that she’s just a void draining 
the universe’s collective food and 
energy and happiness, she thinks – 
she believes – that there’s a nobility 
and bravery in saying things even 
though they might not be heard, in 
crafting each fragment of  happiness, 
in living. She watches Garden State 
and reads Miranda July without a trace 
of  irony or self-awareness – she casts 
these away, banishes her insecurities 
to whichever vast, twisting nether 
they belong – and dreams of  making 
movies and games. The defining 
moment of  her life was when she 
watched the first season of  The 
Melancholy of  Haruhi Suzumiya in 
middle school and realized she wasn’t 
alone in feeling lost amidst the sheer 
mass and indifference of  modernity. 
She uses tumblr because it’s simple 
and convenient, and is determinedly 
indifferent to all its connotations. She 
staunchly believes that everything will 
work out in the end. 

The other self  thinks happiness 
is a Pavlovian instinct that should be 
repressed and redirected. He likes 
doing all the same things she does, but 
for different reasons. He makes lists 
of  books and movies that he should 
read and watch to better himself, and 
he seeks out inspiring quotes and takes 
them deathly seriously. He constantly 

wonders how exactly all the famous 
youtube celebrities developed their 
followings, why millions of  people 
follow so many inane novelty accounts 
on twitter, how so many unsocialized 
losers became millionaires in Silicon 
Valley and on twitch TV. He refuses 
to believe that it’s all simply talent 
and hard work; he’s convinced the 
they’ve all sold their souls to some 
shadowy cabal who’s gifted them the 
secrets to success. He’d like to know 
if  they’re still buying. He tries to do 
better each day than he did the day 
before. He’s frustrated that he can’t 
manage that and needs to resort to 
insane delusions. He wants to learn 
to code and make websites, he wants 
to make something great one day, he 
picks through his entire history for 
each morsel of  validation that he 
can find. He feels cheated by all the 
opportunities he’s missed. 

He’s fond of  reminding her that 
she’ll need health insurance one day 
for her arthritis, and that will never 
accompany anything she’d like to do.

I wrote a joke about this one day 
that I posted as a Facebook status. It 
was a badly made word problem. It 
went like this: “Alice has $1000 and 
wants to travel. Bob tells her that 
she’ll never see suburbia in as much 
beauty and detail as John Updike or 
Raymond Carver, and that she’ll never 
see poverty with as much sympathy 
as George Orwell; so she should save 
herself  the money and the hassle 
and try to just approach that level of  
literacy and humanity. What should 
Alice do?”

I’m not sure who wrote that joke; 
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probably Bob. I’m not sure who’s 
writing this; probably Alice. 

I feel that either self  could live 
a happy and fulfilling life, if  they 
wouldn’t constantly remind each other 
of  all their shortcomings and flaws, of  
everything they’d miss by following 
their dreams or goals or whims, of  
living as they’d like. I feel that there’s 
a profound pain rooted in their eternal 
conflict underlying each and every 
thing I do. 

I suspect that all this is just a 
flowery way of  expressing basic, 
universal discomforts and insecurities. 
If  I’m offering anything to the grand 
discourse, that contribution is likely 
profoundly trivial and banal. Bob is 
sure of  that. 

But maybe this means something 
more. Alice hopes. 

I’ve always liked Alice better anyway. 
Bob hates himself, so that’s easy. 
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Two unusual facts about my family: 
one, we used to be Mormon, and 
two, when I was four my parents 
were concerned that I might be 
schizophrenic. 

Allow me to focus a moment on the 
schizophrenia. Anyone familiar with 
the diseases knows it’s no joke. While it 
usually manifests itself  in people much 
older than four, my parents’ concern 
was not without warrant. Dad’s career 
as an army psychologist gave him 
certain authority on the subject, as did 
the fact that schizophrenia ran streaks 
in Mom’s bloodline.

When I was four, I began hearing 
voices and hallucinating visions. These 
two friars—as in Christian monks—
invaded my consciousness. They wore 
gunnysack robes, one was short and 
fat; the other was tall, skinny, and 
bald. They had names, too, which I’ll 
explain shortly. The friars spoke to me 
throughout the day and night. 

The fat friar said, “Yes.” 
The bald one said, “No.”

That’s all they ever said. “Yes.” “No.” 
“Yes.” “No.” And they bopped up and 
down in my head for what seemed 
like forever. 

Make no mistake, the friars were not 
imaginary friends, there was nothing 
friendly about them. Nor were they 
the angel-devil-pair that appeared on 
the shoulders of  cartoon characters. 
These were bona fide full-blown, 
mind-controlling hallucinations. The 
voices drove me mad. I’m not kidding. 
Even my jokester older siblings 
were sensitive to my “condition”. I 
remember once lying on my bedroom 
floor, beneath this LA Raiders pennant 
tacked to the wall. I held my head, 
rocking and crying, while the friars 
ran court. They were arguing in loops: 
“Yes.” “No.” “Yes.” “No.” My brother 
stopped in front of  the doorway and 
peeked in. His eyes grew wide with 
alarm. He came over and put a hand 
to my head. 

But it got weirder. Even though 
I couldn’t quiet the friars, I knew 

Yes and No People
                         Ted Wesenberg
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they weren’t real people. I knew they 
weren’t real because I could pinpoint 
the exact place and time that they had 
appeared in my head. 

It was a July afternoon in the toy 
aisle at a Wal-Mart. Wal-Mart. 

It was 1988. In those days, Wal-
Mart toy aisles stocked heaps of  G.I. 
Joe action figures. I had a few hand-
me-down G.I. Joes, but never a new 
one. The days I saw one I wanted 
desperately on the shelf: Captain 
Gridiron; Hand-to-Hand Combat 
Specialist. He looked awesome behind 
the packaging. I picked him up and 
smoothed my fingers over the plastic. 
He was “daring, highly-trained, and 
ready to fight Cobra Commander.” 
I brought the Captain to Mom and 
asked her to buy him for me.

“If  you have the money,” she said, 
“you can buy it for yourself.”

“What?” I protested, “I don’t have 
money. That’s not fair.”

“Sweetheart, life’s not fair.”
Dejected, I walked the Captain back 

to the toy aisle. I thought: I’m only four. 
Of  course, I don’t have any money. I did, 
however, have a vague sense of  how 
the economy worked. 

I knew that when adults wanted 
stuff, they bought it. And they bought 
stuff  by handing money to cashier-
adults. Then the cashier-adult usually 
handed a different amount of  money 
back to the first adult. It all seemed 
like a silly, inefficient way to get what 
you wanted. Then a thought occurred 
to me: I don’t have money to buy G.I. Joe; 
why don’t I just take him? “Yes.”

Allow me to pause, here. About this 
same time my family was abandoning 

the Mormon Church. Something you 
might not know about Mormons is 
that they hear the word “No” a lot. 
No chocolate, no caffeine, no alcohol, 
no commerce on Sundays. No casual 
sex. “No” is embedded into the 
Mormon psyche. It’s not uncommon 
for Mormon kids, by age four or five, 
to recite scripture that tells them what 
not to do, for instance, Thou shalt 
not steal. 

So I knew that taking something 
without paying for it was stealing. 
Stealing was wrong. No stealing. 

But if  you wanted something, yet 
didn’t have enough money, how could 
you ever get anything you wanted? 
That seemed equally wrong. “Yes.”

Stuff  Captain Grid Iron down the 
front of  my shorts? Yes or No? Take 
it or don’t take it? I couldn’t decide. 
Yes or no; yes or no? Then Pffft! The 
friars materialized right there in the 
Wal-Mart. 

“Yes,” said the fat one, siding with 
my impulse to steal. 

“But what about eternal damnation?” 
I thought.

“No,” said the tall one, the esthete. 
I protested, “but he’s a Hand to 

Hand Combat Specialist.” 
“Yes.”
Then the friars begin bopping up 

and down. They argued: “Yes.” 
“No.” 
“Yes.”
“No.”
With them there, I couldn’t 

concentrate. I couldn’t decide 
for myself  because their voices 
overpowered my own thought 
process. Their argument, going 
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round and around, trapped me in a 
loop of  indecision. I felt paralyzed. 
Then suddenly I began hearing a third 
voice. It came like an angel with a nasal 
infection, calling me by name: “Paging 
Teddy Wesenberg. Teddy Wesenberg, 
your mother’s waiting for you at the 
front of  the store. Thank you.”   

Salvation. With a clearer head, I 
looked down at Captain Gridiron in 
my hands. It felt as if  he were cursed, 
as if  my desire to steal him had caused 
the trouble. I wanted nothing more to 
do with him. I tossed him onto the 
bottom rack, amongst the crappy toys 
that nobody liked. “Later, Captain.” 
Then I hightailed it out of  there, 
empty-handed. 

That was the first of  many 
encounters with the Yes or No People. 
That was the name my family got to 
calling them. Brother No had won the 
first bout, but there would be others. 
Weeks later, in fact, Brother Yes 
convinced me to steal the chocolate 
hidden in my older sister’s dresser. 
That chocolate turned out to be a 
laxative, EX-LAX, she ate to battle 
a nasty bout of  constipation. Theft 
ended poorly for me.

Despite visits from the Yes or 
No People, I led a relatively normal 
childhood. While my parents did 
hold me back from kindergarten one 
additional year, I never took medication 
or suffered public breakdowns. I took 
no special classes or treatments. I 
suppose, the socialization of  nursery 
school taught me to block out the 
voices of  the Yes or No People—at 
least publicly. That is not to say the 
friars disappeared, however. On the 

contrary, I recall being alone in my 
bedroom and coloring pictures of  
them as if  sating a dirty little fetish. 
At some point, in early grade school, 
the Yes or No People lost their hold 
over me. Perhaps, I outgrew them.   

Strangeness lingers, though. While 
I can pinpoint exactly where I was 
when the Yes or No People arrived, I 
can’t really say when they left, nor do I 
know when my parents quit worrying 
about my mental health. The times I’ve 
asked Mom about it, her responses 
have been unsatisfying. She’s said, 
“That was a scary time. We weren’t 
sure what to do. I guess that was the 
way your little consciousness formed.” 

But then I reflect on some of  the 
struggles I have had in my thirty years 
and have come to my own diagnosis. 
Making big decisions has always been 
unusually difficult for me. Since the age 
of  nineteen I have lived and worked 
on three continents, in four countries, 
and five different states. Since 
completing university, I’ve applied to 
graduate school three separate times, 
to completely different schools, to 
entirely different programs. I’ve had 
two near-marriage relationships; both 
ended in unkind breakups caused, 
largely, by my failure to make up my 
mind. 

So maybe the Yes or No People 
never went away at all. Maybe they’ve 
been right here with me all along, 
bopping up and down: Yes or No?
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The sky thickens, darkening in the 
west. Snow is coming, and I must try 
to get the Case started. The tractor has 
seen better days; its huge rear wheels 
bulge at the bottom, and minute 
cracks like dried-up creek beds score 
the massive sides. The front tires, 
comically tiny by comparison, nestle 
demurely together like a modest lady’s 
knees. I lean my foot hard against the 
starter, but despite some lusty coughs, 
the engine still won’t kick in. I look 
across the driveway at my dad’s house, 
the big front window now lit only by 
a single lamp on a timer. 

I miss him.
Dad was 87 when he fell out of  a tree, 

breaking two ribs and detaching one side 
of  his diaphragm.  Two days later, against 
doctor’s orders to rest, he chained the heavy 
branches to the Case and hauled them into 
the woods. (“What? The tractor did all 
the work.”) That tractor was a leitmotif  
in Dad’s life. He understood the melodies 
of  the engine, and he sang in counterpoint, 
always singing above the roar.

I was two when we added the 
Case to our farm fleet. I’d stand on 
the foot wells feeling the curved 
metal of  the winged wheel protector 
gripped in my hands, the bump of  tire 
against my knuckles. We flew down 
the farm roads at the astonishing 
speed of  maybe ten miles an hour. 
On the highway we could reach an 
unbelievable, exhilarating twenty. 

My first farm chore was behind the 
tractor, serving as ballast on the old 
wooden snowplow as it V’d through 
the snow. Dad stood straddling the 
seat as we sailed along the farm 
roadways, frosty wake cresting along 

each side. My grandfather watched 
from the farmhouse window, and we 
waved to him as we passed. My father’s 
laugh was the color of  a winter sky: 
high and clear and forever. He stood 
taller, looked bigger when he was on 
that tractor. It was his life, mettle on 
metal, always singing.

The wooden snowplow became 
firewood, replaced by a hydraulic 
front-end blade that eventually 
corroded, matching the Case’s rusty 
shade of  old blood. The engine 
sides have always been open to the 
elements and its organs, buffeted by 
wind and rain, show their age and 
wear, decomposing to rust and dirt 
and cacophonic wheezes. 

Our first encounter with my father’s 
possible mortality came when I was 12 and 
we were baling hay; I drove the Case while 
my sister and Dad stacked bales. Suddenly he 
slid off  the wagon and fainted. Mom loaded 
him into the truck and as they rushed to the 
hospital, he called out the window, “Finish the 
baling before it rains!” He had a perforated 
ulcer and had lost a lot of  blood. A few days 
later he was back in the field, but relegated to 
driving as my sister and I stacked. 

Dad was born to help others, his 
outreach symphonic in scope. He 
and the Case cleared neighbors’ 
snowy driveways, provided Halloween 
hayrides, and taught neighborhood 
boys to farm. He was a founding 
member of  the volunteer fire 
department, and the first person 
anyone called for help with anything. 

He wasn’t lavish with praise, but Dad 
always found a way to make us feel 
proud of  ourselves. I once overheard 
him bragging in the feed mill about 
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his daughters being his “best damn 
workers.” One time he came where I 
was playing, saying he needed me to 
“fix the corn picker.” Never mind that 
he just needed a hand small enough 
to fit up a machine shaft to unscrew a 
nut; it really impressed the other kids. 
When I was eleven, he taught me to 
drive the truck so I could collect the 
egg buckets and haul water, something 
that really upped my standing among 
my friends.

.  .  .

Dad’s non-farming time was 
spent in his music—that was his 
kingdom, defended with an arsenal 
of  instruments: he played tenor and 
alto saxophones, clarinet and bass 
fiddle.  He played in area symphony 
orchestras and headed a popular local 
dance band: music was his life, and we 
were expected to follow suit. We didn’t 
have fancy clothes, but we had only to 
ask to receive a new instrument. He 
bought a used piano, which he painted 
pink, and by the time I was thirteen, we 
had added a cornet, a second clarinet, 
an accordion, a flute, and a guitar to 
his own repository of  melody. 

Funny, but Dad always considered 
himself  a poor father. He never played 
with us or taught us to ride a bike; we 
never went camping, or even took a 
vacation. Most of  our time together 
was built around work or music, the 
two constants in his life. They were 
his proof  against the disappointments 
of  his life, inefficacies we never 
understood until we ourselves had 
grown and experienced our own 
nevers. He sat with us on the porch 

during storms, applauding each boom 
and flash as part of  God’s glorious 
symphony. He valued honesty and 
kindness and effort, enduring every 
blow with singing and laughter. He 
helped us realize that hard work 
made a warm shower or a cool swim 
that much more appreciated, never 
realizing that he was teaching us how 
to live worthwhile lives. 

The year he turned 89, Dad was in and 
out of  the emergency room, but even in pain, 
he never lost his sense of  humor, eventually 
first-naming the entire hospital staff  on three 
different floors. The doctors called him the 
“miracle man,” and brought their students 
to see an example of  tenacity and triumph. 
That January he stood on the tractor’s hitch, 
instructing my son on how to most efficiently 
clear the snow off  the driveway. It occurred 
to me he was preparing to pass the torch, a 
thought that both comforted and saddened me.

Once after he returned from yet 
another hospital stay, I got stuck 
while plowing in front of  his house, 
trying to shift the tractor’s recalcitrant 
gears. He had been watching from the 
window, and as I strained and cursed, 
he came hobbling out, pulling on his 
heavy jacket, limping his way through 
the snow. 

 “You gotta ease it into second! 
Here, I’ll show you.”  He stepped on 
the hitch and hauled himself  into the 
seat, edging me out. “Get off. I’ll do 
it.”

“What are you doing? You want to 
kill yourself ?” I screamed, forced to 
the ground by his surprising strength. 
I stood impotently at the side of  the 
road, swearing and kicking snow as he 
blithely set off  down the hill, singing 
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above the roar. 
He gathered his strength from 

nature, living on air and earth, so the 
winters became his enemy, forcing him 
to dwell indoors without the succor of  
hibernation. He took up upholstering 
in his basement, setting up a system 
of  pulleys to lower furniture down the 
garage stairs, but that became more 
and more difficult as he weakened. 
He spent long stretches at my sister’s 
house in Chicago, where she found 
projects to keep his hands and mind 
busy. But come spring, the earth 
opened and beckoned, and Dad and 
the tractor were once again masters 
of  the land, engine and voice twining 
in counterpoint. 

But Dad’s song was becoming a 
cavatina, his times on the tractor mere 
interludes.

His legs were weakening and he tired 
easily, breathing hard at the slightest exertion. 
As the prescriptions mounted up during his 
90th winter, he spent the days in bed, rallying 
for visitors, joking, putting on a good show. 
When they left, he’d collapse into painful and 
restless sleep. 

The tractor and I both show our 
years. The starter gives a pathetic 
little cough, then nothing. I tap the 
battery connections with a wrench 
and, wincing from twinges in knee 
and hip, I gingerly step again from 
hitch to wheel well and try again. No 
luck. Damn. There’s no electricity in 
the shed to charge the battery, and 
I am unsure how to remove it from 
its convoluted jumble of  jerry-rigged 
baling wire. I can hear my father: “I 
told you to charge the battery before 
winter!”  

.  .  .

In the spring, a blood clot sent my father 
into surgery, not to save his leg but to remove 
it. My sister and I sat praying, certain he 
would not survive. He did, and later would 
scoff  at our prayers. For more than a month 
after the amputation he lay in the hospital, 
sinking in and out of  coherence. 

On Passover, my son and I brought him 
matzoh and wine, and he weakly recited the 
prayers. I teased him about it.

“How come you can’t remember 
my name but you remember your 
Hebrew?”

He smiled. “I’ve known it longer 
than I’ve known you.”

Religion had never been a major 
factor in his life, though he had never 
flouted my mother’s strong belief. 
Other than family events, Dad hadn’t 
entered a synagogue since his own bar 
mitzvah, yet Mom’s family welcomed 
him as though he was Elijah. He was 
bigger, tanner, stronger than our 
tiny, pale, weak relatives. He fixed 
their faucets and listened to their car 
engines and teased my bubbie, who 
gazed at him adoringly from her four-
foot angle. They knew the land was his 
synagogue, the tractor his bima. 

He would never walk again, unable to 
use a prosthetic leg. His “good” knee wasn’t 
all that good—what he jokingly called his 
“football injury” was in fact the result of  
climbing on and off  the tractor. Looking 
at the expensive body part surrealistically 
leaning against a wall, he said, “Maybe I 
can make it into a lamp.”

.  .  .

I finally get the tractor started and 
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head out into the snow. The engine 
falters coming up the hill, but with a 
ragged cough it grabs hold and roars 
again, pulling to the top. But with 
each pass the coughs become more 
frequent, the pull harder.

He was determined to drive again. He 
slid into the passenger side of  his old station 
wagon, pulling the wheelchair in behind him. 
He drove to town twice, then gave up his car 
keys. The victory was simply in knowing that 
he could do it.

Over the years, the tractor has given 
up the ghost, bit by bit. Now the whole 
engine appears to be connected with 
only wire and will, metal and mettle. 
The gauges wildly careen between 
empty and full, hot and cold, pressure 
or none, and I must guess by the 
engine’s sound when it approaches 
overheating. The headlights gave out 
long ago, so I plow by day or by the 
reflected glow of  starlight off  snow. 

Over Thanksgiving, Dad received an 
emergency pacemaker, and complained about 
the hospital’s turkey. A month later, he sat 
in his wheelchair in the garage, explaining to 
my son a repair on the tractor’s engine. Then 
my son left for college.

After he received the pacemaker, 
his usual heavy exertion was out. 
That winter when I plowed the snow 
I could see Dad watching from his 
window. He had often expressed his 
concern about dying and leaving the 
old homestead untended, and I wanted 
to do a good job, to ease his mind, 
reassure him, make him proud. This 
desire to please kept me a little girl in 
both our eyes, an equalizer that took 
some of  the sting out of  the turn of  
events that made me the parent and 

him the child.
As the tractor made its final push 

down the hill, I felt an adrenaline 
surge and realized that it must be the 
same sort of  elation that had filled 
my father when he plowed, that now 
flowed when he worked his pulleys 
or hoisted himself  up the stairs, into 
the shower, or onto the toilet.  Our 
triumphs change, but the feeling of  
accomplishment remains a motivating 
force. I began to sing, loud, above the 
roar.

After finishing, I went in, expecting 
him to tell me how I should have 
plowed differently. 

“Good job,” was all he said, and for 
the first time, I faced the fact that he 
would die—not someday, but soon.

.  .  .

My father’s physicality faded. The huge 
muscles lay limp, and his broad chest was 
sunken. His skin thinned to crinkled silk, 
beneath which purple coumadin bruises ebbed 
and flowed. His huge catcher-mitt hands, the 
source of  wonder to everyone he met, hung 
limply over the edge of  his chair arms. But his 
face was no less handsome, and his eyes, while 
tired and a little sad, held no fear. 

The tractor shows its years of  
work. The front grill bears a sharp 
bend where I once lost control and 
ran into the back hitch of  the baler. 
The long thorax is faded, with large 
areas of  rusty bare metal. Chunks of  
rubber have fallen from the steering 
wheel, leaving comfortably familiar 
cavities with rough edges smoothed 
by hand and time. 

Dad’s breathing began his final scordaturas.  
He would play his tenor sax to exercise his 
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one functioning lung. After a while, the big 
instrument got too difficult for him to lift and 
he switched to the smaller alto sax. When 
that was too much, he exchanged it for the 
clarinet. Eventually he just sang along with 
the radio. 

Then he stopped singing altogether. 
The fuel line that runs from the 

Case’s sediment bowl leaks and must 
be tightly closed when the tractor is 
not in use. Sometimes I forget to turn 
the locking screw and the line empties, 
drip by drip, the gas disappearing into 
the dirt floor of  the shed.

He became bitter. I’d come in after work to 
find him sitting in the dark. With more time 
to think, he developed resentment and anger at 
his father, his mother, his sisters, his brother. 
He missed my mother and talked about how 
he wished he had made life better for her. 
I tried to get him to move into my house, 
but he was adamant, wanting to remain as 
independent as possible. I knew he wanted 
to die in the same bed as my mother had.

Respect is due to old men and old 
tractors who have given life their all 
yet still have spark enough for one 
more blizzard.

On weekends I’d try to get him out, to 
an orchard or street fair, the local historical 
museum, or just for a ride. By October, he 
didn’t want to go out anymore. One of  our 
last car trips was to the top of  our own hill, 
which rose above the field behind our houses. 
The landscape was a dwindling fire of  gold, 
orange and red, and he marveled, “When 
did all those trees get there?”

As we gazed down the long back slope, 
a large buck strolled out of  the trees below. 
Beneath the enormous antlers of  age, the 
buck stood serenely surveying us, unwavering, 
unafraid. Dad and the deer observed each 

other in mute understanding. Then the buck 
turned and unhurriedly disappeared into the 
undergrowth. 

Before I shut off  the tractor I must 
first drop the blade to ease pressure on 
the hydraulic. Then I pull out the shut-
off  knob and the engine revs slower 
and slower until it stops. I close the 
fuel line and leave the machine to rest, 
its tired engine softly hiccupping, a 
faint pinging that slows as it cools.

Dad died two days after Thanksgiving at 
my house, where he cracked jokes and had two 
helpings of  pie. In the hospital, I watched his 
face contort, squeezing together like a baby’s 
just before it bursts into a wail, a last surge 
of  stubborn determination, his final fermata. 

Then his face relaxed, and he was gone. 
.  .  .

It’s eerie now to see the timer light 
in his house. Snow threatens, but I 
can’t get the Case to start, and I feel 
my father behind my shoulder, shaking 
his head at my ineptitude. I have to 
laugh. But my son is coming home 
from college, and he will plow the 
driveway as I watch from the window. 

Then I will close my eyes, and I will 
hear my father singing above the roar. 
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       i am as comfortable as a child
who drowses to the lick of  lips between
the flip of  sticky pages, animal 
cracker crumbs inside the crack of  binding:
a lion’s head is two pages back and
the hairy tail is forward fourteen flips – 
he snarls: but i still have a heart, you see, 
somewhere in the puff  you feel when you turn
the page or snap the creamy cover shut – 
he is so brave but he is a lion
afterall: have you ever met one that
is not? that is the law of  the crackers
in ruby cardboard boxes which my mom 
would buy me if  i ate my broccoli 
without spitting it into my napkin. 
in secret, of  course, since the murder of
food is a crime that we have to blush to.
i was so good at hiding it in trash.

      my brother used to throw a little slow
and let me win. a homerun was a hit
over the backyard fence, or into one
of  the three tall trees: junipers, they’re called,
and time and time again we would hit our
soft foam balls and lose them in the tree fur;
sometimes, when i was brave, i would stick
my arm inside and let my fingers grope
searching for the soft and supple. no,
too small; no, too large; until i would re – 
tract my fist and spread my palm to witness:
a red and throbbing spider squashed and dead
but legs in twitch, twitching with the silver
hairs that grow along the crumpled breast. 
i showed it to brother who ran and called
my mom who told me to throw it away;
but i loved that beautiful monster and
when i laid it in the grass i whispered,
i promise i will come back for you. 
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       to punish me my parents would make me
sit alone in a chair in their bedroom.
don’t move until your time is up, they said,
and so i sat there fiddling with fingers,
crossing my left foot over my right, then 
the other way, right, left, left, right.
i rubbed my toes against the wooly carpet
beneath and beheld the glossy ceiling
paint, uneven with a thousand tiny 
ridges – but i would never leave my chair,
not even when i needed to pee;
no, i sat there until i could not hold
the shameful, smelly stream which seeped 
into the chair cushion, down the wooden
legs, into the furry carpet, and thru 
the maple planks of  wood which later
were infested with termites. my father
found me sitting in myself, and he asked
why i had not gone to the bathroom; 
confused, i said: you told me not to move.
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Letter to David 
Foster Wallace, 
circa 2011 
    Cynthia Zhang

By the time I read Infinite Jest (2011 
and 17, all thick glasses and gangly 
knees knit together with literary 
pretentions), news of  your death had 
already become old news. All the major 
articles had long since been published; 
Jonathan Franzen had written his elegy 
for Rolling Stone (which I, four years 
after its publication, would read); Zadie 
Smith and all the other lit celebrities 
had given their speeches; Time had 
done their piece. The magazine 
covers had been drawn, the tributes 
all written, even the dust on the grave 
you never had, long settled—roll up 
the carpet, honey, party’s over. Time 
to go.

I knew that. That was part of  the 
deal, the dead author bargain—”the 
late David Foster Wallace” they 

advertised on the book jackets, 
so even if  I hadn’t been so literary 
and pretentious I would have been 
forewarned, would have known—and 
yet. Yet I read Infinite Jest that humid 
summer before my senior year, and 
two summers later, I was reading 
The Pale King and Jonathan Franzen’s 
David Foster Wallace, an essay – eulogy, 
reflection, sad sad sadness and grasping 
at understanding – on your death. And 
every time, it was still the same sharp, 
breath-sucked-in shock when I read of  
your death. I think I ended up crying, 
at one point, over the Rolling Stones 
article, tears sticky on my cheeks as I 
sat in my dorm room, reading about 
the life of  a man who had died four 
years ago.

Even now, I don’t know exactly why 
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your death affects me so much – I 
feel somewhat uncomfortable about 
it, actually, the way I do about my 
over-attachment to Holden Caulfield 
or Sylvia Plath (hey, I was seventeen 
– I’m allowed my stereotypical 
teenaged heroes). Maybe it helped 
me understand myself, at that time, 
the wires and loose screws in my 
mind aligning with your words; 
maybe I saw myself  in you, fellow 
teenage depressive to fellow former 
depression; or, you know, maybe this 
whole thing of  reading Infinite Jest and 
The Pale King has been some subliminal 
thing, my subconscious working for 
instead of  against me; rebelling against 
the thought of  could be. Who even 
knows; and besides, shouldn’t the 
psychoanalysis, in the end, be left to 
the professionals? All I know was that 
I read your words, and something 
struck true there and has stayed with 
me since, years and miles away from 
where I first read you.

Last spring, as a freshman in college, 
I took a class on avant-garde literature. 
It wasn’t a freshman level class, strictly 
speaking, but I liked the class and I 
wanted to do well in it, so I spent a 
lot of  time in office hours. My prof  
was young, a lit guy, and I was a lit 
girl, so we got along well enough. We 
managed to talk about lots of  things 
outside of  Chicago style citations. He 
was from Pomona, where you’d taught 
– and while he’d never been one of  
your students, he’d had a friend who’d 
taken a class with you. We talked about 
you, then. He said (his friend said) that 
you’d never been a great dresser (as per 
legend, then), wearing the bandana you 

were always photographed with. And 
it was odd, but listening to him, I got a 
sense that I was closer to you too, that 
through this friend of  a professor I 
could know David Foster Wallace, this 
dead man whose words had affected 
me so deeply and whom I would 
never be able to thank. Six degrees 
of  separation. Like seeing Daniel 
Radcliffe, in a theater, or knowing a 
friend who knew a friend who was 
on American Idol. And when he talked 
about how the classes were, when he 
talked about how you did, indeed, 
always wear that bandana – it was like 
being there with you, like seeing you 
there, alive and (if  not happy) at least 
there, solid and real and breathing, if  
only through degrees of  separation.

And my professor talked about how 
your death had devastated his friend, I 
too felt a shiver of  sympathetic grief  
go down my spine.

Jonathan Franzen wouldn’t like 
that. He would say that we (readers, 
strangers, who had never known you 
except through words and degrees of  
separation) had no right to feel this 
way, no right to think, to presume we 
could know you through a few words 
and sheets of  paper. And perhaps he 
would be right; God knows he knew 
you, David Foster Wallace, person and 
not writer, far better than we, any of  
his readers – except, well – 

Except, well...
Perhaps it was when I read you—

seventeen and gangly and fresh out 
of  Intensive Outpatient Treatment, 
literary pretentions and AP classes 
covering up a scrabbled mess of  
insecurities and what ifs—perhaps 
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that could have explained it, my 
over-attachment to a book I barely 
understood; perhaps that still explains 
it now. Projection is the proper term, 
projection is what my therapist would 
have called it—yes, Carol, I know, I 
know. I’ll think about it, the way I have 
thought about my insecurities and my 
broken brain all these years. 

But I think it might have been 
something else, something in the way 
words worked, in the way fiction and 
writing work. Writing—at least the way 
you did it or the way I thought you did 
it, New Sincerity and suspension of  
cynicism—is always such an intimate 
act, such a personal work. Writing is 
fundamentally a private action: an 
act of  undressing, stripping away 
some layers and baring some part 
of  the soul. Confessing your sins, 
confessing your loves, confessing your 
truths—every writing really an act of  
confession, every story or fiction a 
piece of  confessional poetry. Father-
I-have-sinned but without the need for 
absolution, the only atonement in the 
beauty of  the finished work.

Writing, that way, seems a closed act, 
bits of  inked psyche to be locked like 
dead hearts in boxes – and to share 
one’s work, then, to publish (which, 
let’s be honest, is always the eventual 
goal of  anyone wishing to make their 
living from words) – that, well, that 
becomes a brave act. To put your soul 
on sale, sell dirty bits of  insecurity for 
ten percent royalties – well, how could 
that not be daunting, how could that 
not be frightening?

But you did it. You did it, as did 
millions of  writers through history. 

And on the other side, the reader’s 
part, I met it. You did not know 
me; you would never know me, and 
perhaps it was that anonymity, that 
lack of  confrontation that makes it 
possible to say in widely-read fiction 
what we could never say in private. 
Perhaps it is those things, with all the 
other accessories of  anonymity—a 
penname, a screen name, the sheer 
freedom of  “anonymous user” —
that lets us spill our hearts so openly 
onto the screen, the chat room, the 
page. Perhaps that is it, that illusion 
of  privacy, that physical absence of  a 
reader. You did not know me, would 
never know me. 

But I knew you. Perhaps I didn’t, 
not really, not in the end – that is what 
Jonathan Franzen would argue, that 
all I ever knew was an image of  you, 
a smiling fake with the verisimilitude 
of  truth. And perhaps that is truth, 
perhaps there were lies mixed with 
the truths that still resonate with me 
now – but is that not life, too? Are we 
not constantly weaving stories, hiding 
ourselves even as we open ourselves in 
life, too? And really, how much more 
deceitful can we be in fiction than we 
are in life – in fiction, where there are 
no eyes across the table to watch you, 
fill with horror pity fear.  

But in books and stories, the honest 
cracks and confessions in your words, 
we could know you better, at least, 
than we knew nearly anyone else. 

Perhaps, in a way, that’s why it’s 
easier for a lot of  people to relate to 
fiction. In a story, you get to know 
everything about a character, what 
they’re thinking at all times and 
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places, all their insecurities and secrets. 
Nothing like real life, where people 
keep those things shut up, feelings 
hidden as they carry on with stiff  
upper lips. Shit’s embarrassing, man; 
can’t have people knowing what you 
think every moment of  every day, all 
the sadness and hurt feelings under 
the skin—how would the economy 
ever function then, how would we ever 
get anything done? And so it’s easier, 
that way, to go on, living as though 
we are all perfectly fine, as though 
neurotypicality were more than a myth. 
But it’s also easier, that way, to forget. 
Forget that, in the end, we too are just 
as complicated, as true and complex 
as any story – easy to forget, that way, 
that we are every bit as real, more so, 
really, than all the characters we have 
cried for. Easy to forget, in the end, 
that we are all trying; that we are all 
human. 

And I find that sad, I do, just so 
fucking sad because it’s just so damn 
stupid and preventable – and yet. And 
yet, for all that, it is a fact that I, 
too, forget so often – so lost in my 
problems and my world that I am 
surprised, somehow, when other 
people have their tragedies, when 
other people have their lives. It is, 
like you said, human nature to be 
self-centered, to lose ourselves in the 
stream of  everyday living. And that is 
where I think literature is important, 
once again – in doing that, bridging the 
gap between our solipsism and self-
imposed boundaries and reminding 
us of  each others’ innate humanness, 
how true and real we all are. Even as 
it makes us believe in the reality of  

fictional characters, the best fiction, I 
think, also reminds us of  this, the fact 
that each one of  us—here, in the real 
world, where taxes and reticence take 
the place of  the all-knowing, all-seeing 
narrator—is a story in ourselves. 

I would have liked to meet you, 
David Foster Wallace. I would have like 
to meet you, in those months before 
you tied a rope around your neck—
not to save you, for I know from long 
experience how that is always nearly 
impossible—but to pass some of  that 
on to you, the gratitude I felt for your 
words, your work. Words that may not 
have always been true, always to the 
letter accurate, but which seemed more 
desperately real to me than reality for 
all their construction, told me a story 
and made me believe it worth living. 
To that end, that reaching across the 
chasm, that bridging of  the abyss, 
that stopping (if  only temporarily, 
but temporality is all our lives have, 
is it not?) the rope from around my 
neck – thank you, I suppose. 

May you, wherever you are, find the 
peace you gave me.
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My First Protest
     Allison Kanner

“So you haven’t checked the news 
today?” asked the guy I’d been seeing in 
as non-assuming of  a way as possible. 
No I hadn’t, and I was currently lying 
on my couch in the middle of  a really 
intellectually stimulating paragraph 
from Orientalism. I was feeling guiltily 
comfortable spending my off  day 
inside my apartment ignoring reality, 
listening to my flat mate’s Portuguese 
boyfriend practice classical guitar, 
and letting my mind roam and read 
anything it came across. But then this 
abrupt return to the less romanticized 
world hit as apparently a conversation 
between Erdogan and his son about 
hiding millions of  dollars had leaked. 
Ah, Turkiye… 

I left my safe haven and went to tell 
my flat mate and her boyfriend. She 
had been totally checked out of  any 

Turkish fidelity but upon hearing the 
news could immediately find the most 
succulent photographs and headlines 
from Twitter. She started shaking and 
asking about lemons, whatever we had 
in the house in case the gas came. 
Lemons? Meanwhile my politically 
active “boyfriend” was heading to 
the streets asking when I’d come. I 
looked at my flat mate’s worried face, 
lied like I would to my parents in high 
school, and got ready to quench the 
thirst of  my lost eighteen-year-old 
anarchist self.  

He was waiting for me on the corner 
of  his street and Bahariye Caddesi, 
the main boulevard of  the action. 
Immediately when I arrived I realized 
I look like a newbie in my normal 
sweater and coat—everyone else had 
scarves around their necks to pull up 
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when gas approaches. He had a marker 
and began drawing clever politically 
aware sketches of  robots. Alienation 
doubles as I hear the slogans that I 
don’t quite know being chanted in 
Turkish. 

Then a strange, almost content, 
feeling sets in. Everything here is a 
show, I realized, and everyone is just 
acting his or her designated part. 
The protest had really already been 
rehearsed and now it was just the 
opening night to see who would forget 
a cue, or how the audience would 
react. We moved forward and back 
on Bahariye Caddesi according to the 
orchestrated movements of  the gas 
canisters, and when a crescendo arose 
we’d grab hands and let the adrenaline 
take us to our denouement. There 
were of  course the greater risk takers 
pushing the melody ahead, and the real 
anarchists changing the key every now 
and again but in general the movement 
was well organized both from our side 
and the other. 

Right when I began to feel like I too 
could play it cool and become part of  
the spectacle I remarked, “I think my 
contacts actually help keep my eyes 
from stinging.” Everyone focused on 
me and shit: I realized I’d blown my 
cover. Take her back immediately, they 
said, if  you have lens you must take 
them out immediately. My “boyfriend” 
generously took me back to his place 
and commented on the way that I 
must’ve forgotten. Right, forgotten. 
My glasses were still at his place so I 
could return with no major harm done.

In our return we found a new role for 
ourselves: the helpers. Since we weren’t 

the leading notes, we could at least be 
the harmonizing melodies wherein we 
could find our own sense of  worth in 
handing out paper towels to people 
whose eyes were burning and tearing 
up from their bravery. Ok, I thought, 
this is a good and functional role; we 
must now be really doing something 
for the cause. In fact the biggest sign 
of  this role was simply keeping the 
apartment door open to those who’d 
been stung a bit too close and needed 
time to recover. We resumed our place 
in the movement, moving forward, 
back, forward again according to how 
much the gas permitted us. 

Then, almost out of  boredom, he 
got hungry. Guess he’d attended this 
show before. “Let’s go grab something 
to eat,” he said to me and one of  his 
friends decided to join us. But the 
corruption! The protest! Fight the 
man! In truth, I wasn’t hungry nor 
did my yearning anger of  suburban 
oppression feel satisfied but I also felt 
I didn’t really have a place staying; it’s 
not my country, not slogans I know 
from my heart, and I’m not a Twitter 
feeding photographer. On the way 
to getting food he went about daily 
chores and dropped off  some work to 
a colleague who casually reminded us 
to be careful. They ate their durums, 
I drank tea, and the protests moved 
towards us, closer and closer as we 
sat in our restaurant watching a 
Manchester United soccer match. This 
would be embarrassing, I thought to 
myself, if  we were somehow trapped 
in here from the gas or caught in the 
middle of  the protest taking a dinner 
break. What would all my friends 
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back home think of  me? But then 
the nearby action died down, he gets 
a phone call from his friends that are 
home, and our next mission becomes 
getting there as well. 

We head up the nearest side street 
that will let us circumvent more 
dangerous parts of  Bahariye Caddesi. 
Suddenly, people are running towards 
us shouting. Bombs? Gas? I don’t 
know, he grabs my hand, we run the 
opposite way, but then it turns out to 
just be a false scare. And I thought we 
were finally meeting the catharsis. We 
head up another side street and make 
it home without any problems. 

“Ahhh you guys missed the best 
part,” says his best friend as we 
walk in the door of  their apartment. 
Apparently right after we left to go 
satisfy stomachs, the gas came right 
to Ileri Sokak, their street, where 
everyone fled into their apartments 
and thick clouds of  white gas created 
the deadly mist of  a purgatory that 
everyone had awaited. His friend 
describes all this with pride as if  he had 
been part of  the climax, the height of  
the fortissmo, somehow accidentally 
gaining a lead role. After storytelling is 
finished, we sit down with resolution 
in the air, and they jokingly complain 
that we didn’t bring them any food.

“It was my first time,” remarked 
this same friend, remembering that 
this summer during the heat of  the 
protests he was off  doing his military 
service. A Virgin! everyone joked and 
giggled and gave him re-affirming pats 
on the back now that he had somehow 
been initiated into the herd, and 
quickly gained a leading role in the 

pack by eating the gas most directly. 
I didn’t dare to comment, didn’t dare 
to say it was my first time too, to joke 
that we’d lost our virginities together 
because I didn’t really belong anyway. 

Then we begin to hear shouting on 
the streets and the encore begins. The 
encore is always my favorite part of  a 
show. Improvisation, solos— all the 
good stuff  that can only happen when 
doing it live— comes out. The gas on 
Bahariye Caddesi had taken over like a 
postmodern amoeba and several ran up 
our side street. Doors are open! Doors 
are open! Everyone eagerly shouted 
from their apartments overhead in an 
attempt to still feel like part of  the 
movement. It was a genuine team 
effort between the melody and the 
backbeats until that one guy, that one 
asshole who wanted to add a little too 
long of  an electric guitar solo ruined 
the show for everyone. Shouting and 
beating his chest he raged until the 
police found their new headquarters 
on our alleyway. They began their slow 
death march up and down the street 
looking for the fool, interrogating the 
local residents. 

This meant doors were no longer 
open, lights off, and iPhone cameras 
on. The unsettling post-Marxist 
part of  the movement set in. We all 
pressed our faces against the window 
genuinely wondering what would 
happen this time as this part, to me 
at least, didn’t seem pre-rehearsed. 
This must be where change happens, 
where we figure out why eating the 
gas was worth it. The guerilla warrior 
was long gone, having fled to another 
side street, but that meant the police 
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were trying to sucker out any former 
protests they could from out area to 
arrest them. Some idiot from a balcony 
started talking to them and a long 
argument about keys ensued. “Just 
throw them down and we’ll bring them 
back up,“ somebody in our apartment 
thought they heard the police say. That 
makes absolutely no sense, is clearly 
a violation of  search procedures (but 
then again I’m an American), and who 
would actually do that? 

Finally they leave, no one in the 
audience calls for a second encore, 
and we round our little night out with 
sleep. The next day I wake up and 
decide to walk on Bahariye Caddesi to 
photograph all the graffiti, damage, and 
madness of  the previous night. When 
I get there, however, almost everything 
has been cleaned. It’s a dystopian finale 
where everything is set back to normal, 
the bakeries are back in full force, and 
most of  the walls and sidewalks have 
been whitewashed to remove evidence. 
My own alienation triples, as it seems 
these people too felt alienated from 
anything the protest could have done. 
Simply routine, simply systematic. 
Only the benches remain with burnt 
holes put back in their normal sitting 
spot as if  they could still be of  use to 
one person at least if  not two. I then 
notice the sign of  the local middle 
school spray-painted with slogans 
mocking Erdogan from the night 
before. As I stare looking at it, one 
of  the school administrators comes 
out and removes the sign, leaves the 
building, and walks down the street. I 
assume to somewhere where it can be 
fixed. I follow him and begin thinking 

about what was accomplished; was it 
worth this man’s trouble of  having to 
fix the school sign? And what were all 
of  these schoolchildren watching him 
going to remember? 

I don’t think or hope they all end 
this way, but my first time did. 
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A Love Letter
          Kimberly Chin

(Mykonos. April 7, 2014) 
I am resisting the urge to write 

poetry. I remember the rhythm of  
your walk, each step deliberate, 
idiosyncratically yours and no one 
else’s. The flies in a street on Mykonos 
gather in the upper air, drunkenly 
waiting for the heat. I am waiting, 
too, expectant, impatient, restless – for 
what, I don’t (yet) know. I could write 
poetry about your eyes, lips, hair, about 
the calluses on your hands, the curve 
of  your spine, youthful, smooth. Your 
skin is soft and unwearied, untiring, 
and so much your own; I squirm in 
mine, uncomfortable at intervals, an 
itch I can’t reach, inside, constrained; 
it is hard to breathe. 

“You probably think this song is 
about you,” and it is. 

I didn’t like that I liked you at first, 
I didn’t think I should. Not for me, 

I thought. Not you. Not you. I was 
leaving, after all. So soon, so soon.

“I found myself  in a region of  
dissimilitude,” unlikeness, with 
the echoes of  every breath and 
movement I made, they resonated – 
were resonating – around me but not 
with me. It was a night I should have 
given over to sleep, the nights bleeding 
into mornings into the dull and heavy 
movements of  my mind. It was a night 
like all the others, and yet unlike – you 
were there.

Simplicity confuses me, I’m used to 
constraints and definites, names and 
words, individual happinesses parceled 
out, delineated, temporally limited. 
With you I am at a loss – the happiness 
with you an unfamiliar taste to my me, 
to my memory. I grasp uselessly at a 
name for being with you, a category; 
I think on the day I will leave you – it 
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THE WAIT |
Alex Jung



approaches, much too quickly.
I started to look into your eyes when 

we spoke and they are warm. They 
were – they still are – like mine. 

Yesterday there was a dead cat on 
the slope, its blood cartoonish beet 
red, congealing in rivulets between the 
paving stones. Its fur still looked soft. 
I almost reached for it. We found a 
dead squirrel dry and half-mangled on 
our walk; you remember, you have my 
voice about it, fascinated. I am afraid 
that I will lose you, you will wash me 
clean away like the blood I left on your 
sheets. 

“Wash your pillowcase,” I reminded 
you. You were surprised that I 
remembered. I made my place in your 
place, you made a place for me, we 
have space for each other. You said, 
“I appreciate you.” 

“I love you,” you said, and I hoped 
you meant it, and I hoped you didn’t 
mean it. It was too soon for me, and 
too late. 

I was already leaving.
They are getting the taxis ready here 

for tourists from the mainland; one 
after another, a fleet, they roll slowly, 
unevenly down this wider street. Their 
name has been repainted on the stones 
in yellow, still untouched by the sun. 
I remember I said goodbye, I said 
goodbye unexpectedly again. Here 
I worry about strange noises in the 
night, I wake half-groggy half-blind 
to cats screaming on the rooftops. I 
remember the shape of  you and the 
shape of  me in the weak Chicago light, 
and I wonder if  all this difference is 
merely the same as always. 

I am slow, I feel heavy and hating 
myself  with every bite I take, ashamed 
to eat, ashamed to be seen eating, my 
vulgar humanity on display for all to 
see. 

“I’m hungry but don’t want to eat.” 
We walked across the Midway in the 

snow that first night. You walked fast, 
I felt myself  falling into the tropes and 
types again. Why do I write this?

I am locked out of  the house that is 
not home, here on this island still sleepy 
and cool, waiting for the summer. I 
want to go home, and somehow, now 
that home is you. Why do I write 
this? This is not remembering; this 
is dismembering and reconstructing, 
remaking – it shines, it beckons, it 
tempts, but is it real? What worth does 
it have? I am homesick. “This can be 
your home away from home,” you said 
all that time ago.

“                                        ,” those 
are the words. “I will remember, and 
let me not forget.”

And the two are different, aren’t 
they? I cannot say remembering is the 
same as not forgetting.

I will remember you, let me not 
forget you. 

I feel so much older than you, more 
tired, more careworn. I could see the 
wheels and processes shifting in your 
gaze on me; what am I, what was I 
to you, what am I now? Perhaps it is 
nothing. There is a future, maybe one 
of  many. I am overthinking, my life 
unrolls in 3-month increments, I am 
twenty years old, both old and young, 
and tired.

      (Chicago. October 23, 2014)
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PERFORMANCE ENSEMBLE

Memento: the The Memoryhouse Performance Ensemble performs across 
campus at events including Logan Cabaret, Off-Off  Campus Pre-Glow, The 
Body Project, Sex Week, the Studs Terkel Festival, and Identity week among 
others.  The group collaborates each quarter to share their personal narra-
tives and creative voice in solo, duo and group performances.  To view past 
performances or learn how to you can become a part of  Memento go to 
chicagomemoryhouse.wordpress.com

SUBMIT

Have a story to tell? Want to share your experiences or musings with the 
Chicago community? Memoryhouse Magazine is currently accepting poetry, 
prose, comics, visual art and experimental media submissions that present a 
personal narrative. Submissions are accepted on a rolling basis. Next Review 
Deadling is midnight on April 1.

ENGAGE WITH

Memory is a seamstress, and a capricious one at that. We know 
not what comes next, or what follows after. Thus, the most 
ordinary movement in the world may agitate a thousand odd, 
disconnected fragments, now bright, now dim, hanging and 
bobbing and dipping and flaunting, like the under linen of  a 
family of  fourteen on a line in a gale of  wind.”         
     
      Virginia Woolf, Orlando
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