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Editor's Note

Well, here we are in the middle of a pandemic.

Our daily lives have been disrupted. We've found ourselves isolated. e future
remains uncertain.

I can't speak for everyone, but I'm someone who thrives on routine and struc-
ture, both of which have been temporarily ripped away. Days no longer begin
with showers, personal care, or preparing to go out into the world. In fact, some



ing together to stay apart, in order to save lives and keep the hospitals from
becoming overburdened. e value of neighbors checking in on one another,
and phone calls, and co ee dates over Skype. e stories we tell, and the things
we create.
is volume of Rubbertop serves as documentation of these unique times. Of

people sharing their stories and experiences as they navigate this pandemic, and
try to make some sense of it.

WE'll make it through this, together, as a community of artists, of readers, of
people.

See you on the other side,

Jason Jurkowski
Editor-in-Chief
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Joseph Brown
Yeast Is the Least of my Worries

Yeast is the least of my worries.

Humanity, which has since the time of the Ancient Egyptians, has been brew-
ing beer, now bemoans on Twitter the lack of access to dried active yeast. A mi-
croorganism that lives on every fruit in their fridge and which can be cultured
from the our. While having one of the most potent informational resources in
the existence of man, the complaints about access to the global trade network
take precedence to watch a little old grandmother from Kentucky talk about
how she makes her sourdough.

Technology has freed us from many shackles but not from the want of igno-
rance. e dependencies it creates on a massive network of trade become appar-
ent in times of crisis. Masks, needed in Italy, are made in America, with paper
pulp from Canada. When allies beg for scraps during an emergency, nobody
leaves with anything. A sad game theoretic prisoner’s dilemma of greed win-
ning out over humanity, due to the worship of a ag over human life.



come.
Keep your lists humanity of the dead, and do not let the light of their lives go
extinguished in vein.






home with my family, while wishing I could continue my normal life in Orange
County. I miss stupid things, like buying books and getting co ee. Conversa-
tions with strangers, going out to restaurants, not being so fatigued.

But for now, I'm going to keep lighting candles. I'm going to look out my win-
dow with a cup of warm co ee in my hands. I'm goingto ddle with the bracelet
on my wrist and be grateful for all the small things in my life that convince me
everything is going to be okay.



Mitzi Dorton

| Broke my Mom out of the Nursing
Home During the Coronavirus
Pandemic

When the nursing home in Washington state was on the news, | told my son
if I started hearing of coronavirus cases in the area, | would go and get mom
and bring her home. He agreed but stated how hard it might be to care for her.
ere had beena u outbreak at the nursing home where mom was recently, but
it wasn't Covid19. Nurses, aides, and all sta were wearing gloves and masks,
as well as my mother’s roommate, who seemed to have something bronchial
going on. About that time, | picked my mom up for an outing, a carefree drive
to the park, which always seemed to serve a purpose for both of us in having
more private conversations and relaxation. Mother became herself and | could
see her visibly chill with the steady sound of the engine. Although her vision
was going, | would point out the changes in the trees, sights in nature she might
have missed, and she would smile. On this last trip out when | picked her up, |
noticed a used mask and gloves had been tossed in the circular drive at the en-
tryway, and | made a mental note of the lack of care by the sta for visitors and
patients. | had been generally happy with the nursing home, although there had
been bumbling occurrences.  at sighting in the parking area didn’'t loom larger
in my mind until an elderly man in the next town was diagnosed with Covid19.
It was an emotional response from the heart, but a er discussing it to some
small extent with my son and the options with elder services and home nurses,
| walked in and said, “Because of the coronavirus, | want to remove my mother
and bring her home with me today”
e news was not well-received. e director of admissions froze in step,
frowned, and told me to wait. Meanwhile, the receptionist announced that only
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her, but it had no self-brakes for her in the front. | went to the car to retrieve it,
wanting to be on the road before someone decided otherwise, wheelchair or not.

e social worker was now relaxed and helpful, and she congregated with two
of the friendlier older aides and they all seemed to be cheering me on now, grin-
ning and waving goodbyes to mom. One commented though with a haunted
look in her eyes, “We don't even have one case in this town yet” “Yes, but it all
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her life, so I had been hanging out in revisiting her younger self and feeling espe-
cially attached because of it. e noises my mom made, the spitting of blueber-
ries and the hawking sounds | heard when she ate jarred me into reality from my
recent writing projects, where I hung out with her in the 1950s and 60s. She was
the parent who allowed all of the neighborhood children in her house. I can still
visualize her peeking into the fort she let us make under the dining room table,
helping us spread blankets to cover it. | remember Mom directing us to go up in
the hot dust-ridden attic and search through her cedar-smelling trunk for dress-
up clothes. I can still see her in a bubble cut hair-do, wearing stretch pants with
elastics at the foot, delivering the cherry Kool-aide she helped us make to the
piano bench she allowed neighborhood friends and me to drag on to the front
porch for our dress up tea party. I also remember her strict side, admonishment
in public places or church to keep still and make no noise whatsoever. Telling
mom be quiet now when the manager was home didn’t work, as she would for-
get and call out for a glass of water or another blanket instead of showing me,
but no one said anything yet or complained.

Today the wheelchair my son ordered for her with front brakes arrived, along
with a dozen boxes of tissues. He also emailed me and told me to spray down
the cardboard packages with Lysol just in case. | did, and | wiped down the
wheelchair with Clorox and carried both the big and small box to the dumpster
wearing rubber gloves. My son shut down his restaurant business and is holed
up on lockdown with his wife, their two young children, and his niece from Al-
abama, who had to leave the university, because of the pandemic. I had told him
no amount of money was worth losing family.

Because I'm the family genealogist, | know about the u of 1918, and my son

15



| do have to get up for that and try to put a quilt over her. “No, not that one; it’s
heavy,” she says. It’s not really heavy, just thicker than the two so thinner ones.
| explain again, “I don't have another lightweight blanket.  ese are the only
two, and you don't want to catch cold,” before she points to and accepts her furry
robe as an additional coverlet. Her white arms are thin with blue veins netting
through the surface reaching out to help. She closes her eyes, the ancient face of
the woman who spread fresh line-dried sheets over me as a child. Needless to
say, | am sleep deprived, but at least not moving on command every quarter of
the hour.

My son gave me an app for doing a doctor visit online using the phone. I hope
it works because she has four blood pressure and six blood thinner pills le , and
I will have no choice but to use some old expired bottles of blood pressure and
blood thinner, of the same brand and dosage that she used to take ve years ago,
until she can see a doctor.  ese pills are of a limited number as well. I'm not
going to risk taking her at 95 years old to the emergency room or a quick access
clinic with the coronavirus going around. I received an email that the new doc-
tor's o ce is also doing phone visits and even house calls in an advertisement,
but I don't know how long it will take them to set it up or call me back. As yet, |
haven't heard a thing.

Would I have broken her out if I had thought all of this through? Had I realized
just because | ploughed through three grocery stores and purchased umpteen
cans and frozen bags of veggies and soups, bought masks and gloves, boxed

16



I had concern about my landlord, the thin walls, and mom living with me, she
said, “I think you are worrying too much. Your mother is bone china” e ad-
vice resonated, and | knew | made the right choice.
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Lisa Gschwandtner
Degrees of Social Distance

My friend in the Bay Area is a CPA who believes the world is largely run by id-
iots. She has a spreadsheet of all the items in her earthquake kit, including the
dates when various items will expire and need to be rotated out. I tell her hos-
pitals are looking for N95 masks. I live in Los Angeles and | have a box of N95
masks in my earthquake kit. An emergency preparedness website recommend-
ed them for res. Suddenly we're all hearing about N95 masks.

“I'm thinking of donating mine,” I say. “But it’s only 10 masks.”

“We have extras, too.” She means her husband.

“It’s still not that many;” | say.

“But if we all do it”

My friend in south San Francisco digs holes on the beach. Eight months ago
he graduated with a Ph.D in creative writing. His job interviews are now Zoom
meetings. He's given up on a tenured position and is looking to teach high school
English. He writes, looks for jobs, calls unemployment. He walks to the beach
alone, carrying a shovel. e other day a child and her father stopped six feet
away to watch him work in the sand. My friend climbed out of the hole. e
child said, “I like your hole. Can I get in?”

My friend in Harlem was feeling sick a few weeks ago but continued to work
right up until the day he was red from his job as a laundry attendant in a hotel.
“I felt bad going to work sick,” he says. “But | needed the money.” He’s convalesc-
ing on his couch in his 350 square-foot apartment. His symptoms are mild. He’s
been dating someone, a guy who lives nearby. e guy is younger and still going
out. “I don't think he’s taking this seriously,” my friend says.

My friends in Arkansas are staying inside with their two young sons. ey
moved to Bentonville from Brooklyn in January. *  ank God we did,” my friend
says. “l would be a wreck in New York right now. I'm just glad my mother’s not
here to see all this” Her mother died a year ago and for awhile needed a respi-
rator to breathe. One of the sons has a cough. She texts me: A kid in his daycare
is getting tested for COVID-19. I'm terri ed. On a video call | can see her other
son doesn't want to go to bed. He sprawls on the oor.
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“Poland;” she says. “You mix ground beef, pork, and onions with rice and cheese
and wrap it in a cabbage leaf”

“Sounds light. I have onions if you need them.” She does, so I bring them over.
She comes out of the house wearing her bathrobe, apologizing about it. She
walks and winces. | have no symptoms but we all know people can be asymp-
tomatic for weeks and pass the virus along. We keep six feet apart. Her glasses
glint in the sun.

“So that's what you look like!” she says.

20



solute window for interesting, unusual, exciting relationships.  at’s why you
have the energy to separate, clarify, assert right now.  ere is something about

Uranus thats like ... it’s exciting for a minute. And then it helps you see things
very clearly”
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what remind us of our individual humanity, and sometimes our lack of heroism,
which make us real even when events seem so very much like a dream.

Instead of becoming completely listless, I decided to do something | would
never attempt when people could see me: look like a complete trainwreck. is
felt like a small way to assert control over my life in a situation that so easily con-
trolled all of us, silly as that might seem. I liked the caky feeling of my heavy hair,
reminding me that in my house no one was judging me. | could reset. | liked
bushy hair under my armpits, knowing | would be morti ed if anyone at school
saw me like that. And to my surprise, | liked that while I could still communicate
with friends and family outside of my nuclear unit (Times like these really prove
that technology is indeed a blessing for our generation, not a curse), | had time
to gure out what spending so many more hours alone really means to me.

I could see who I am when you strip away all the distractions and facades, all
the way down to shampoo.
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Maria Sing-yi Hwang
Empty Air
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grew from 50 to 500 face masks. Her calls were repetitive, again calling out for
face masks with the same redundancy as the Buddhist chanting that echoed
through your house. But rather than peace, her pleas only resounded with fear.
| reached out to everyone | knew who had even a tangential connection to med-
ical personnel. I went to my nurse’s station at my o ce building and begged for
face masks. She informed me that I could only have one. | sobbed thick, heavy
tears that clung to my face. | cried out that my ah-gong had died and that |
needed these masks to protect my family. 10 ered her money, and the trim of
my collared shirt began to soak with my loud and salty pleas. She told me not to
tell anyone, when she eventually handed me ve masks.

A deep sense of fear and failure began to set in as | worried that death could
be following my whole family and what would happen if this new virus caught
a hold of my ah-ma, or my ah-ee, or anyone else that carried my warm, waving
memories of Taiwan.

A toast to Ah-gong from your atheist granddaughter:

Ah-gong, we now hold these cups of whiskey in our hands and in your honor.
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tion, like most Taiwanese people, never came in the form of touch. You held my
hands and said, “Maria, come I will go blind soon. 1 want to look at you so | can
remember your face. Let me look at you.” | put my thick hands in yours. You
studied my face, letting your failing eyes gaze into your dark-skinned grand-
daughter. And I studied you in return, with your mouth slightly agape and your
sagging cheeks. A last few strands of white hair still poked from your otherwise
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a particular variety of butter, of potatoes, of sh, of bread makes him leave his
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Ann Kathryn Kelly
See

It snuck up on us, most of us. We see this now.

Outside of a handful of specialists—epidemiologists, scientists, one whis-
tleblowing doctor on the front lines in China who is no longer with us—we
ignored the rumbles, the shi ing ground, the building pressure, that has blown
the top o this volcano.

Did it really just start two months ago? It feels, already, so much longer. We
heard about it, in passing. But it was half a world away.

Concerning, then? Not really. It won't come here. A few weeks later? Alright,
maybe. A few days ago? Yes, probably.

Today?

Sealed borders, emptying streets. Flatten the curve. Shelter in place. Designat-
ed grocery shopping hours in parts of the United States for the elderly—7:00 to
8:00 a.m., every Wednesday. To shield them, keep them safe, from the rest of us.

We see it now, we are living it, we fear we'll cross—are already crossing—an
unfathomable line into a world we believed existed only in dystopian books and
movies. One shaped by fear, questions, unknowns, mathematical equations,
survival of the ttest.

Society wonders when life will return to normal. Yet, our new normal is in-
formed, changed, by biology and the blind lessons it metes; in the swelling num-
ber of infected around the globe.

Meanwhile, liquor distilleries in parts of the United States shi , overnight,
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Mother Earth draws in a deep breath. Exhales.

We turn our undivided attention from ourselves outward, in a way that feels
strange to a global society conditioned—reared—to lead with, What about me?

In this moment when self-isolation is a choice in some areas, a government
mandate in others, we rediscover that social media can unite us when we don't
use it to divide us. We embrace ways to reach across digitally, safely, to keep con-
nection alive. A revelation sinks in. We are in this, every person, country, city,
village, together. We are responsible for the elderly, the immunocompromised,
the vulnerable, the poor, for each other.

Meanwhile, Venice’s sh shimmer and dart through empty canals. Skies clear.
Italian citizens, in a country on lockdown, sing opera from balconies, their arias
li ing through the air to settle onto those around them, on other quarantined
balconies. It reaches through YouTube, to ears around the world.  eir songs,
the de nition of the human spirit’s capacity to hope and hold on to each other
in whatever way allowable.

Mother Earth pulls in another long breath. Spins on her axis, hoping humanity
will internalize the lessons this time. Will see, will act, will reprioritize. Will re-
sist the pull to return to the old ways, the easy ways, the devastating ways, when
given the green light to pick their lives back up again.
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Catherine Lieuwen
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SWoop.

As they pushed me with ri es toward the TSA line, I shed in my purse for my
passport and government papers, which included more personal information
than | had ever given anyone.

I had some kind of special passport — something I applied for that let me travel
one last time to soon be with — and quite possible soon dies with — the one |
loved.

e passports were given out by a lottery system and mu number was recently
chosen by the government.

Airport employees were yelling over megaphones. e National Guard was in
place inside and outside the building. Police and police dogs were everywhere.

e TSA was stretched to its breaking point like ropes on a breaking bridge
over a deadly river.

As | put my bags down on the security belt, I was told to strip down to my bra
and underwear. Before | would protest, a security o cer gave me a towel and
two women in PPE lead me to a decontamination shower where they handed
me a white paper gown and told me to take 0 my bra and underwear.

( isis quite possibly a memory of a real-life trauma | experienced in my col-
lege sorority when | was, along with the other new pledges, awoken in the night,
led to shower, told to strip, take o all jewelry and nail polish, and given white
sheets to cover us until we were taken to an undisclosed location for a clandes-
tine ceremony — about a topic so secret that if we told a soul, our lips would
“wither and return to dust” Perhaps another piece on this true story later.)

In the airport bathroom, | stepped into a narrow, Plexiglas decontamination
chamber and held out my arms as a cold, chlorine-smelling mist sprayed over
my shivering body.

I put on the paper gown and was then escorted by a woman to more TSA check
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On my way to my gate, | was looking around, so horri ed and bewildered at
what | was seeing that I lost my footing going up the escalator and | tripped. |
fell and cut my palm open on one of the metal, jagged stairs. As I struggled to
rise at the top of the escalator, a policewoman, a high-ranking male policeo cer
and some kind of high-security airport agent surrounded me and li ed me to
my feet.

e gash on my palm was bright red and bleeding. A woman in a hazmat suit
took out a scanner that resembles those forehead temperature scanners we've
become all too accustomed to lately.

“I don't have a fever!” I said, “ ey took my temperature when | got here”

“We're not scanning for fever, Maam,” the high-security police o cer said,
“We're scanning your blood for bioterrorism.”

“What?”

e woman scanned the cut on my palm. As we waited for the results on the
scanner, the police o cer said, “Maam, you understand that if you test positive,
you will be 100% guilty of international terrorism.”

| started gasping for air. | wasn't sure if it was from the shock of what I had just
heard or if | was suddenly experiencing a telltale symptom of the virus. As one
of the o cers readied his gun and another slapped a handcu on my wrist, I
woke up.

I was in sweats, sitting up and panting.

As is 0 en the case when waking up from a vivid nightmare, I was still groggy
and was trying to convince myself that the reality 1 was now back in did not
contain elements of my staggeringly frightening dream. But there we're some
elements. And I was scared.

| felt my forehead — cool to the touch. 1 turned on the light, got up, splashed
cold water on my face, then found a clean towel instead of the used one in the
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Rebecca LoBraico
Invisible

“We shouldn’t have any sex until this is over,” my husband, a robust, passion-
ate Italian, declared a month ago, erasing any doubt that the corona virus had
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| bene ted from this frugality. It meant that I got out of college debt free. A er
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usually volunteers.

We come together for every meal now, play D&D and board games, solve mur-
der mysteries, toast marshmallows over a camp re in the repit, go on walks
and bike rides. We see my husband more because he isn't travelling for work. |
notice that my kid who's had panic attacks about homework is sleeping better
and smiling more. | turn my weekly produce basket into fancy salads and din-
ners.

When we're on a walk and | see my neighbor on her porch, I go stand in the
street and greet her. She vents about being home with her family, too. It feels
magical to just get to share emotions. Our usual smiles at seeing each other feel
a step bigger.

When | post a funny social media statement that my washing machine is bro-
ken, but it doesn't matter because no-one outside my family knows whether I'm
wearing pants and if someone else can recognize that I'm smelly, they’re stand-
ing too close, ten friends o er to do my laundry for me.

ese are the privileges I'm most thankful for in this moment. In what feels
like the end of the world as we know it - we bond together to do our best to
make sure everyone feels as close to ne as possible.  at seems like the biggest
privilege of all.
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Michael McQuillan
Empathy Against the Arrogance of
Power

e bedroom door shuts me in, not out. Here I'll write for as long as | want
on my cellphone. It was hard to compose or revise once the pandemic made
family togetherness an all-day a air and limited laptop use to what my wife’s job
requires. Sharon and | have decades of service in high schools with her social
work and my teaching history till June when I retired.

Cra ing essays or nursing a manuscript took much of my days from then on.
Conversing with Katy, our daughter home from college, and romping outside
with our rescue dog brought further pleasure on weekdays until Sharon re-
turned and we “caught up” over a ernoon co ee.

On Wednesdays | helped cook for and serve 300 CHIPS Soup Kitchen guests,
earning joyous exhaustion. Attending lectures at St. Joseph’s College, the Brook-
lyn Historical Society and Fraunces Tavern Museum replaced evening lesson
planning, and | published a few book reviews. e crisis shattered a ful lling
routine though I'm fortunate as the world walks its life or death line.

Envelope, napkin and legal pad scribblings surround me on the bed’s edge. An
open window brings enticing fresh air. Seeing friends outside on the sidewalk
would inspire but for that I camp out in the living room.

I view brick walls back here but I'm grateful to be alive. Sharon’s uncle has died
from a previous illness; injuries that a car collision in icted killed our 89 year
old soup kitchen coordinator.

Objects piled beneath the window point out I'm old: high school yearbooks,
Katy's framed childhood portrait, the rst piece our son Sam published in Penn
State’s campus newspaper, an autographed picture from George McGovern for
serving in his 1980 South Dakota Senate campaign, my hockey scrapbook of
ticket stubs, programs and player cards. A lifetime’s artifacts lend comfort as |
warm up to write.
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secret,” my beloved observes.
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| bow to her wisdom as the mirror shows snow-colored hair.
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Traci Musick

Somewhere in the Gallery of Important
INgs
It is quite the ordeal.
e neck gaiter, the gloves, the hand sanitizer, and the can of disinfectant. All
of these weapons as | head to the battle eld. | am armed and ready.

What will I confront on this mission? Will I come out victor or victim?

It now takes a concerted e ort just to head to the grocery store. Small routines,
simple tasks are no longer so simple. All that folks once took for granted is set on
a new course in the eyes of a pandemic. Somewhere in the gallery of important
things, lessons lie waiting to be learned. To be picked up, examined, and re-con-

gured. During the powerful trajectory of the COVID-19 pandemic, lives are
changing. Time is evolving. We sit indoors through stay-at-home orders. We are
lumps of clay waiting to be molded and shaped into what? What new landscape
will arise a er the sea surge crashes all around?

is is history in the making.

And | wonder, what emerges from this storm of infectious meditation?

I park at a distance from the grocery store’s entrance. Pull on my gloves. Adjust

the tube of cloth over my nose and behind my ears. | am wrapped snuggly in
ways only I think will protect me best in this moment of time. | step forth from
the comfort zone of my vehicle and march forward with a rm heart and deter-
mined mindset.
With choreographed precision, the store doors open like magic. What am | en-
tering? Could this automatic mouth suck me in and devour me whole? Is this
death’s portal waiting to su ocate its next victim? Like the fear that rises from
gut to throat upon the closing snap of a roller coaster safety bar, | wonder what
kind of ride this will be?

In swi motion, | wipe down the handlebar of the shopping cart. Is the virus,
this invisible enemy, there—Ilying in wait? Or does it sit upon the can of corn |
grab? What about the bag of chips? Am I shaking hands with this unwelcome
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down in agreement.  at’s new store policy.  at's what the sign states hanging
at eye level. Here, | pause and consider. It is a symbol of greater meaning. Panic
buyers dictate a new course of action. Now | shake my head in exasperation. We
all get punished for this hoarding.

But then I think of the four bags of rice setting in my pantry. As | snatch three
from the shelf with a soldier’s hungry appetite for victory, my eyes dart around
to see if | have a clear line out of this aisle.  en, | steer away from Mr. Conver-
sation. | justify my ways because this provision isdi cult to come by these days.
When I see it, | grab it.

What behaviors get justi ed in the midst of a pandemic? What should we learn
from this experience?

is ride is one we all wish to be over. We are mounting the rising wave. Haven't
even hit the pinnacle. And when we do?  en what happens? 1,800 lives yester-
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depletes the fuel tank that is lled with love. A resource we are to o er and share
to one another.

Didn't we do enough? Are we taking more than giving? Are our supply tanks on
empty? ese troublesome questions pummel with each breath.

“ at will be $54.37, maam,” says the lady standing on the other side of the
Plexiglass. It's a new protective installation. For her to avoid my breath. And 1
to avoid hers. We create our barriers—whether real or imagined. We attempt to
prevent dis-ease.

As | reach for my debit card, | hesitate. Is this a hand grenade? Do | carry the
enemy in my purse? Is a personal detonating mechanism waiting to discharge
within my hand’s grasp? | whisper another word of thanks for gloved hands as |

nish the transaction. is dis-ease makes me question every step.

“ ankya, hon. Hope you have a nice day,” she says as | place the bags into my
cart.

“I just want you to know, I really appreciate your work, your service at this
di cult time” I reply in a mu ed voice through my neck gaiter. And | really
mean it.

As | roll towards the exit doors, | wonder, how much will this trip truly cost me?
What price will I pay?

Somewhere in the gallery of important things, I think we haven't appreciated
enough. We haven' lived and loved fully. We haven't noticed the ner details.
We have allowed dis-ease to dictate our minds and behaviors. Who's acting re-
sponsibly? Who's living recklessly?

e questions continue ring their rounds on this battle eld.

Like, what’s essential to life? And do we value it? What's a good leader? Is it one
that does best for himself? Or one that does what’s necessary for others? Some-
where in the swell of this sea, | know we should all be learning about loving the
world and all that is in it. We have failed to accomplish this our mission. Our
reason for journeying here. And now there is a price to pay.

When | step outdoors, | breathe in the fresh air. I know we are in touch with
something that is real. Lessons from the universe urge us to walk away from this
storm with a new vision, a new perspective. Some say that “words don’t teach;
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shower, and then shelter in place. is is quite the ordeal.
And yet, | think...
is dis-ease is a universal immersion.
With our cups steeped into a boundless ocean, will we nally see ourselves as
part of it and the in nite sky?
Maybe through this christening, each living soul will be cleansed and refreshed.
For when the seas swelling swing ceases, might we then see this passage of
time’s storm like winds move over the water...
Redeeming.
Revitalizing.
Re lling with humbling hopefulness.
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Vicky Oliver
Isolation’s Silver Linings

Since Saturday, March 14, 2020, | have been holed up in my apartment, volun-
tarily self-isolating. My husband has been sequestered in the apartment, as well,
but continues to leave each day to go running in Central Park. I think he’s being
reckless, since without his forays, | am fairly certain we would both survive this
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fectant Spray for me, and six rolls of Bounty paper towels for him.
| feel like I have won the lottery.

President Trump compares this pandemic to war, and like a war, there are acute
shortages. It took me three weeks to nd Purell, which | actually keep under
lock and key along with my jewelry and silver. e delivery of Neutrogena soap
arrived, but it did not contain the brandy-colored glycerin soap | ordered, but
some white hand soaps stamped with the name “Neutrogena,” so who knows?
Bounty and other name-brand paper-towels have disappeared from the grocery
store aisles in Manhattan, and so my husband ended up ordering six reams of
industrial, one-ply paper towels that you might nd at La Guardia airport. e
paper towels have no perforations, so | just tear them o from the roll.

“You don't know what you're ordering,” X says, grimly staring at the paper
towels.
ere is a third-world feeling to all of this—a pandemic that has spiraled out of
control, gray-market products when you can get them at all, and beneath it all a
free- oating anxiety and distrust in our government o cials. President Trump
recently received a 60% approval rating for how he’s handling the crisis, and 1
tend to agree that he is dealing with it as well as can be expected, but it’s terrify-
ing to me that each governor is empowered to give his own directives. isisa
national crisis, folks, not something that can be muddled through, state by state.
e only exercise | have gotten since March 14th is in my arms, which are de-
veloping new muscles from the amount of oomph I've put into my daily clean-
ing ritual. On the plus side, there is not a dust mite to be found in the apartment.
However, | feel deep guilt, even shame, that | am setting women back  y years.
For | have never cleaned this hard—cleaned as if my very life depended on it.
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When | was

een years old, | was best friends with the daughter of John Lilly,
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Since | live and write in two apartments, | receive coronavirus updates from
both of them. e apartment where | ordinarily write is in a complex of ve
buildings. One of them has reported a person who tested positive for covid19.
However, eleven of the building’s sta have called in sick, which strikes me as
a protest or walk-out of some kind. My husband calls it a “sick out,” and says
some companies are experiencing this, too. e building is hiring others right
now to Il in for the eleven on “sick out” is has quashed my desire to go over
there until this plague passes. Today, sadly, my other apartment has also report-
ed that one of its residents has tested positive for covid19. Please, dear God, let
the person be on the other elevator bank;, | think. For the rst time, my husband
agrees to wear plastic gloves when he takes the elevator today. Under his macho

52






during this crisis. During this cruelest month, we could all use a little Christmas.

Because my husband and I don't have kids, nothing has interrupted my sleep-
ing patterns for long, and on an ordinary night, 1 sleep for nine hours, pretty
much straight through. But this panic has disrupted my circadian rythms, and
each night is a little di erent from the one before. Sometimes | oversleep and
wake up at 10 a.m. when | used to get up at 7 a.m. religiously.

Other times, | can't get to sleep at all, and end up staying up quite late to write.
To me, this period feels like a mourning, or maybe it feels more like a break-up.
When I was single, it used to take me months to get over breaking up with some-
one, particularly if the guy dumped me rst. Each day a erward, | would think
about the guy, wondering what | had done wrong of course, but also hoping he
would come back. s feels like that. Each day, | am mourning the life that |
had—that we New Yorkers all had—uwith its many freedoms and its fun. And
I am hoping it come back. As in the weeks a er a break-up, each day is a little
easier to tolerate than the day before. I am becoming acclimated to the di erent
spaces in my apartment. And sometimes what gets me through is the same sort
of reasoning I used when getting over a break-up: just take it one day at a time.

Maybe tonight at 6 p.m. when the French national anthem plays, I will open
my window and have my Alexa robot belt out the American national anthem.
Or not. Either way, tomorrow will be better. And maybe if I am incredibly lucky,
the Q-tips will arrive, too.
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Luisa Kay Reyes
e Wisdom of Liliuokalani

When we moved to the small village of Hartville, in Northeast Ohio to live with
my grandfather, we were presented with a dilemma. My grandfather had a baby
grand piano in his house, so | had access to a piano to practice on. But all of the
piano teachers in the area were so lled up with students, that they didn’'t have
room for a single one more.  ankfully, a er a while, my grandfather came to
the rescue. He was a retired mathematics professor from the University of Ak-
ron, but in his retirement years had returned to one of his original life interests
and was working as the devoted organist at one of the local Methodist Churches.
Consequently, when he asked the elderly Mrs. Schae er to take me on as a piano
student, she readily agreed.
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Jennifer Shneiderman

Housekeeping in the Time of
COVID-19

My sideburns are white and there is a skunk stripe down the middle of my head.
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another shopper headed in my direction, an expressionless Hispanic woman
who is staring at the empty, ravaged shelves. She doesn't slow down. She looks
like she’s in shock. | do a U turn with my cart, the damaged wheel popping with
every step. | quickly nd couscous and cereal.  ere are no paper products of
any kind. A crowd of shoppers surround an employee in a black uniform. His
Ralph's name tag says his name is Jorge. He is holding up his hands defensively.
He doesn't know when the next shipment of toilet paper will arrive. ey should
check back rst thing in the morning.

I nd an open checkout stand and nervously pull money out of my purse. e
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Sarah Sorensen

e Happiness Report

March 4, 2020

It is my birthday and I am on my morning commute to work.  at’s when |
see the Trumpeter Swan standing in the center highway lane, disoriented. It is
completely at odds with downtown Detroit and cars are slamming the brakes,
veering, trying not to destroy it. e swan preens its long wing feathers, at a loss
for what is happening. It is hard to tell if something is injured when it still looks
so vain. | turned forty today, marveling at my face in the mirror, still fair enough
to please me.

At work, no one knows it is my birthday. No one knows about the beautiful,
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erine laments that a universe intact, but without Heathcli is a stranger. How-
ever, with Heathcli , the rest of the universe could cease. She didn’'t need it. |
selected the tattoo several years ago, once | realized what true love felt like. |
wanted a permanent mark.  ings end because it is right for them to end. | am
never sorry that they began.
I am okay. | will hide as long as needed.
[If you know how to sew, we are asking you for masks]

March 23, 2020

I am not “essential.” | have been asked to stay home. My home is the place that
| have made of it, lled with so things. I do not want to be “essential,” when
absent is so much better.  ings will be arranged and I will work from home,
like the luckiest lucky. I will be spared.

My New Year’s resolution was to forgive everyone this year and to not let any
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ex’s dog, swimming. ere is my ex standing on the shore.

Somehow | end up lying down in the dirt parking lot, clinging to her desperate-
ly. I hold her so tightly that I cannot be sure if she is holding me at all. I look into
her le eye and the cornea is peeling away. I rigidly push away from her, feeling
the anchor of panic sinking me. I will call an ambulance.

She tells me not to, but I get mad.

“YOU ARE GOING TO THE HOSPITAL”

She looks at me deeply. She looks at me like she never once did when we were
real, together.

“You really do love me,” she says. “I know that now.”

It is the nicest moment that we never really had, even as | am stricken with
terror.
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I will not fucking die.
[If we do not think that you can survive, we will not take measures to save you.]
[If we do not think that you can survive, we will not take measures to save you.]
[If we do not think that you can survive, we will not take measures to save you.]
[If we do not think that you can survive, we will not take measures to save you.]
[If we do not think that you can survive, we will not take measures to save you.]

March 31, 2020

An email informs me that two people in my apartment complex have been
diagnosed. | scoop the litter box in silence. | walk the dog. I practice breathing.
It seems wise to do as many chores now as possible. I do not know what will
happen.
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Ray Van Horn, Jr.

What Would Stan Lee Say About
COVID-19?

e reality is here. No more jokes involving beers you jazz up with lime
wedges. No more taking a sneeze or cough for granted, even if that's pre-
sented nervous laughter covering an at-large paranoia. It hasn't fully rooted
yet, but the seeds of the blame game have been planted. You just know once
the deaths slow down, the world re-opens and the aggrieved are allowed to
mourn properly, the headlines will shi from a tone of desperation to the
promulgation of a scapegoat hunt. e media, then society by attrition, will
deign itself as one, uni ed global tribunal. To think the sickness, dubbed by
politicians and their constituency alike as a silent assassin, could germinate
into something to possibly further taint who we are as human beings. Evil
is already winning big and doing so cloaked, for crying out loud. Where's
a cape- apping superhero with disease-busting extrasensory perception
when you need one?

It's a Sunday and I'm reading some old Black Panther comics from my col-
lection. Given the governor's orders of essential traveling only in order to
help reduce the spread of Coronavirus, I've had time to reorganize, purge,
shred and compartmentalize within the con nes of my relatively-seques-
tered life. I'm not here as much as | probably should be, but I'm still more
productive at home than I've ever been. It being Palm Sunday where service
is being held in the church parking lot from cars with rolled-up windows,
I'm grateful for the chance to drop out from al/ of it with King T'Challa for
a spell. When he's mashing a villain in the face with a royal-sized Panther
foot, I'm actually saying "Right on," under my breath.

I've seen 5K races | was entered into canceled, though | was handed my
shirts and swag for non-held events. | call them souvenirs from the Coro-
nacolypse. Holding a shamrock-shaped completion medal--unearned--felt
so surreal I jJumped on the opportunity a couple weeks ago to trail run seven
miles in atonement.  at's nearly four miles of extra credit. For the oth-
er canceled race, | did a recreation of the proposed course in town with a
longtime friend and her running group. Another St. Patty's-themed run we
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de antly simulated, then capped with lunch and pints at a local Irish pub called
O'Lordan’'s. We'd started at 10:30 a.m., but it felt more like 3:30 before dawn. If
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less enough to book a room there.

We're in broken o sections of asmall o ce that's usually bustling with chatter
and laughter by the daily patrols from dozens of realtors and clients. Usually
we can't keep people away whenever one of my comrades brings her puppies in.
Right now, the constant hum of the copier/printer machine serves as our prima-
ry pulse.  at, and the omnipresent riot of the metal band, Tool, from the boss'
0 ce. ere'salsothe constant spritz-hissof disinfectant spray. We sanitize and
wipe down every single room a client comes in and out of. | joke that I've long
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much less their production, has ceased for the interim. It's as if the Red Skull
and e Joker crossed publishing lines to e ectively engineer the mother of all
lethal, abiding capers.
COVID-19 has become the ultimate nemesis no superhero could've prevented.
e time for heroism comes not in the funny books, but in the hospitals, from
rst responders, even with the average do-gooder donating food to a needy
neighbor. Sorrow prevails right now and we could wuse a butt-kicking display
of good triumphing over evil, much less a hearty laugh followed by a long, tight
hug you'd never forget. My cousin had to resort to sneaking to the outside win-
dow of my aunt's hospital room in order to see her. Her own mother.  ose
who are losing loved ones to the Coronavirus currently have no bene t of a
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Cristina Tomas White

Parental Estrangement in the Midst of
a Pandemic

Being home almost all day, every day forces you to face the pesky truths you
would have more easily avoided under normal non-pandemic circumstances.
e sink is full of dirty dishes? Wash them when you get back from work, if it's

72



ly eating at me. What if something happened to my father? He lives barely 20
minutes away, but | haven't really spoken to him or seen him in over three years.
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cause you've only seen one side to him doesn't mean he doesn't have any others!

e kind and considerate and caring person you see now and then is the same
broken man who shouts at his wife and children at night! And yes, | have sug-
gested he get help, but I can't force him to do something he doesn’t want to do!
If only it were that simple.

I remember the summers I'd go back home from university because | had no-
where else to go, and how I'd spend them wishing theyd be over so | could get
away from him.  ere were times when | couldn’t avoid him even if | wanted to
because hed come to my room to argue. Hed remember something I'd said days
or hours earlier that had bothered him and hed have to let me know.

I'd 0 en get mad and resentful, but sooner or later guilt would sink in. I was
still nancially dependent on him and felt like a hypocrite for not being able to
shun him completely. He was also family, like everyone always said, so | had to
forgive him.

He wasn't constantly mean, though. His drunkenness would ebb and ow like
an everchanging tide taking his cruel words and anger with it. Just like Dr Jekyll
and Mr. Hyde, my mom would always say, for the longest time clinging onto the
hope that his transformations would one day stop.

He actually could be the kindest person in the morning, sometimes even
spending hours in the kitchen making you your favorite midday meal, and then
pick a ght with you over nothing in the evening. Or he could also be nice for a
few days in a row, drinking quietly in front of the television on his own, but then
sooner or later hed nd away of in icting his pain on others.

e last time | ever saw him | was over at my parent’s house - back when my
mom still lived there too - because | had been working nearby. I was supposed
meet up with a friend who lived in the area a few hours later and decided to
wait at their place until it was time to see her. And things had been relatively
good that day with him a er all, why not spend a few more hours at my parent’s
house?

I genuinely can't remember what it was he started saying to me. | answered
something back and got up to leave. As | turned back I could see him ipping
me o , too drunk to realize he wasn't even doing it discretely.

| started laughing. It was comical, really, the ridiculousness of it. I made the
same rude hand gesture back at him, thinking just how childish the situation
was: an intoxicated parent, shouting at their child over something insigni cant,
decides to give them the middle nger, which she then gives back.

He didn't nd it funny. He got up and chased me to the other end of the apart-
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Pamela Willits

Tolerance in the Time of the
Coronavirus

As | nish lling my gas tank, | notice the billboard above the seasonal corner
ice cream stand. A photo of a man holding a woman, her head turned sideways
is buried in his chest, reveals someone coping with some unseen tragedy. Begin
Your Grief Journey is written across the top of the billboard and | realize it's a
funeral home ad. With the current pandemic, | think of those about to embark
on their own personal journeys, unsure if friends and relatives will succumb to
the virus.

As | pull out of the gas station, a vehicle with New York plates catches my eye.
What's odd isn't the out-of-state plate in mid-winter, but the kayak balanced on
its roof. I reach Whole Foods just as President Trump’s latest press conference is
winding down. Reporters are eager to know why Je Bezos has been calling the
White House. | imagine Bezos is eager to help in distributing goods. I prefer to
think his intensions are more humanitarian than pro t driven.

As | cross the parking lot I notice two more cars with kayaks and begin to won-
der if Amazon delivers to America’s back woods and beaches. | wonder if this
is just another modern day scourge set upon humanity — much like the recent
bush res in Australia - or if there is something bigger at play here. Will we be-
gin to see an exodus headed for isolated terrains? Once our focus was on school
shootings. Now, despite government warnings not to do so, we are focused on
stock piling food, and the most precious commodity of all - toilet paper. Inside
Whole Foods, | ndaislea er aisle of empty shelves. Peanut butter, canned soup
and our had own o the shelves during the weekend run on food. Today is
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worth of items into her pickup truck. Safe inside my car, | turn on the radio.
Another One Bites the Dust, the 80’s song by Queen, blares.
*k*%

As a writer, many things | hear send me to Google Search — the British rock
band’s song now being one of them. It turns out that Another One Bites the Dust
was one of many rock songs that Christian evangelists alleged contained sublim-
inal messages, claiming that when played in reverse the chorus could be heard as
"It's fun to smoke marijuana.” Reading the lyrics I realize the song wasn't about
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Abdullah Aljumah
Wet to his Knees

Lovely mellow background music reverberated so ly in a lounge situated in
Ju air district of Manama, Bahrain. e lounge guests were conversing behind
a swirling, dirty cloud of smoke as the stagnant stench of cigars lled the at-
mosphere. A sharp smell of strong liquor wa ed in the air, like black plumes
billowing from the windows of a burning house. A hint of sickness tainted the
fragrance of the rather luxurious lounge.

On the far right, near the emergency exit, Sammy sat hunched forward, sipping
his favorite whiskey and resting his right hand against the rough paintwork that
coated the trim of the bar counter. e door hinges squealed as if they issued a
warning but the humming noise and giggle of the lounge patrons silenced their
plea. A short, dark-haired woman, in a rather white, formal blouse, and high
heels, walked in. A whi of irresistible perfume caught Sammy's nose as she
treaded past him. She sat at the corner table and meticulously placed her black,
leather purse in front of her. Her short, black, silky skirt slid from between her
knees and her hidden angelic beauty revealed. Sammy's eyes sailed towards her.
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were silent sounds echoing in his ears and a dark-colored wound that remained
with him forever. Suddenly, his past righteous religiousness came back to him.
He envisioned purgatory, an angel with a hot rod waiting for him.

He screamed!

At 12:00 p.m. the phone on the nightstand, beside his bed, started ringing. It
was the hotel receptionist, calling to remind him of checkout time. e ringing
had interrupted his lewd, wicked dream. He found himself wet to his knees and
he jumped out of his bed in shame, feeling guilty for betraying his wife in a wet

dream.
He jolted to the bathroom and took a religiously-prescribed, cleansing bath.
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the booth behind Peter were lled with people in suits.

We chatted amiably for a few minutes, and then our food came, a pizza slice
and a salad for each of us, the latter a mound almost buried in cheese, and our
desultory conversation largely ceased as we began to eat.

e past, never far away, returned, for we were also having lunch with ghosts.
*k*%
Once we le the station in Paris that morning, the train ran smoothly, and |
was in danger of taking a nap in spite of my breakfast co ee. I didn't want to; |
wanted to look at the French countryside as it sped past. | could, of course, have
gone to the dining car for co ee or tea, but | didn't want to have ca eine jitters.

Peter and I were 0  to spend a week with his mother in Florence, where she had
settled with her fourth or  h husband—Peter believed he might have missed
one—and his mother promised that we could come and go as we liked. Peter
believed this as she had never cared, apparently, what her three children did.

“ at wasn't so bad for my brother and me,” he said, folding his paper, “as we
soon learned to take care of ourselves as the husbands and lovers came and
went. But Michelle—that was no way to treat a daughter. No wonder she has had
S0 many problems”

Peter spoke of his sister as if she were still alive, though | knew her ashes had
been surreptitiously and probably illegally scattered in the Cuyahoga National
Forest back home. Peter had never accepted her death, and I as his friend saw
no reason to press the point.

Another reason we had gone to France was that Peter wanted to get out of
town a er breaking up with his lover, Zane, who had le him for an older man
with a great apartment in Chicago. | had never thought much of the lover, and,
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ple screaming as if the world were at an end. e screech of brakes, the screech
of something
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“Zach wanted to come back;” he said. “ e Chicago guy kept biting Zane's lip
when they started to make love and wanted to do other such things. | guess he
was a Dean at Purdue and commuted the three hours or so because he didn't
want anyone on campus to know of his preferences” Peter said all this as if re-
porting the six octlock news.

“Did you take Zane in?”

“No. And it was awful. All I could tell him was ‘A er what I've been through,

89



restaurant. | wondered if the two men had started a ght—I knew Peter was
behind me, so it couldn’t have been with him—until | heard Peter say,

“ ank you for all the entertainment you have provided us”

| assumed he was talking to the two men who must have come up, and | won-
dered if he were trying to get us both killed with his sarcasm. On the other hand,
a er the bombing, part me wanted to do nothing more than ght back

I turned around to see the comedian Jay Leno standing there, shaking hands as
he made his way forward through the crowd.

“ ankyou,” I said as he passed, shorter than I had imagined, but he gave me
his well-known smile and moved on.

Outside, Peter and | saw him posing with fans while someone took their pic-
ture. e day was unseasonably warm, and as we walked to our cars, | couldn't
wait to get into mine and turn on the air conditioning, suddenly aware that | was
covered in sweat.

Peter held out his hand, I thought to shake mine, and | returned the gesture.

Instead, he kissed it. | sensed rather than saw the other men coming out of the
restaurant. | smiled at Peter as he released my hand and straightened up.

“Next time,” he said, “lunch is on me”
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Nazli Karabiyikoglu
e Beaten Beatrice

She does look like her mother. | was leaving the mansion when | heard the
people whispering under the staircase. Every piece of clothing | was wearing
became heavier by the second. My cape strangled me, | had to gasp for air. Taste
and smell of the bed I'd been on for hours lingered with me. My mother wouldn't
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said to myself. I grabbed the silver gas lamp. | poked the tortoises, pushed them
aside. At the bottom of a mossy log my name was buried. Bam! Kraf! Kpoink! |
made sure they all knew my name.
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John Mason
e Father and the Son

“Yes, Eloise. Of course,” Father McElhenney said, only half-listening to the dod-
dering old woman whod been talking at him since evening mass ended, nearly
an hour ago. All the more vexing was that he had no idea what hed just agreed
to. He tried to listen, but he just kept dri ing in and out.

Mrs. Bowlan, though, didn't seem to mind his shi ing attention, if she even
noticed it at all. Her only real intent seemed to be to hear herself speak, and she
was nothing if not verbose. And to compound the frustration, there was noth-
ing he could do. She was one of the most senior parishioners of St. Paul’s of the
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“It's just so inappropriate” Eloise went on, as if the Father hadn’t spoken at all.
“Why, when Keri Rooker went to clean the rim of Phil Harrison’s car, you know
the one, that fancy little number that looks like a box.”

“I can't say that I recall it, no.” Father McEIhenney was doing his best not shove
the nosy woman out and slam the door a er. He could feel the slow throb be-
ginning, right behind hisle eye. Hed been getting awful headaches of late. He'd
had one so bad a few days back that it woke him in the middle of the night, and
he retched all over the bedside table. e acrid smell of vomit still hung in the air
of his room, though the mess had been cleaned immediately a er.

“Well, at any rate, when she bent over, | swear, you could see right up her—”

“Mrs. Bowlan!” Father McElhenney interrupted, not interested, in any way,
in what she could or could not see when Keri Rooker bent over. “You have my
word, I will speak with Sister Mary Tildon and make sure the Girls' Choir is
more properly clothed at the next car wash."

“ ank you, Father. It’s just the decency of the thing,” she spouted as he gen-
tly pushed her over the threshold. “Oh, by the way, will you be at the pancake
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“Eloise!” Father McElhenney snapped, though he immediately regretted the
outburst upon seeing her dejected visage. He leaned through the archway, plac-
ing a hand on her shoulder in a consoling fashion. “I promise, I will nd you in
the morning and we’ll take our meal together. And at the next breakfast social,
I will arrange to cook with you. But it’s getting late and | have much to do. So, if
you would excuse me.”

“Oh, of course, Father. See you bright and early tomorrow.” Eloise chirped,
though her exuberant tone couldn't conceal her forlorn gait as ambled away
down the hall in a wake of disappointment.

“Yes, Eloise. Of course.” Father McEIhenney so ly called a er her, wishing hed
handled their parting with more aplomb. He slumped down in one of the chairs
beside the door, exhausted. He wasn't lying when he said there was a lot of work
to do. When he was rstinformed that he was receiving yet another new assign-
ment, it was also revealed that it would be accompanied by a new title: Senior
Chaplain of the Evening Order, which was just an elaborate way of saying he had
to straighten up and close down the church every night, except Tuesdays, when
one of the Deacons lled in.

He wasn't averse the work though; he actually found it somewhat calming. e
problem was, at that precise moment, he couldn't really remember what exactly
he was supposed to be doing.  ere was something, he knew, dangling just out-
side his mind’s reach, but he couldn't clasp it.
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Perhaps in time, once hed settled in thoroughly, he could discreetly visit a local
physician, but for the moment he needed to be careful and work through this
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the Liturgy of the Eucharist when mass began.

“I'm sorry, my son. e hour is much too late. You'll have to return at some
other time.” Father McEIhenney said, his thoughts xated a warm drink and the
comfy armchair in his bedroom. Perhaps he might take a small repast, as well. It
was late and he felt hed earned a piece of pie.

Or maybe hed try watching that sh movie again. His nephew on his sisters’
side, Aldus, had sent it to him for his birthday a few weeks back. Hed tried to
watch it the very night arrived but found it perplexing.  ere was a maid who
couldn’t talk for some reason, and she had the task of cleaninga sh man’s room.
Rather than tidy up, though, the woman kept staring at the sh man and putting
her hands on the glass of his tank.

It was infuriating to Father McElhenney. Why was the mana sh? Why couldn't
the woman talk? And why did she keep touching the glass? Didn't she know she
was just making more work for herself? e Father just couldn't make sense of
any of it. He eventually turned it o and tried to sleep, but every time he closed
his eyes all he saw were sh and broomsticks leaping upstream together.

“I really need to speak with you” e man pleaded, forcing his way through.
Father McElhenney was ripped from his reverie and knocked o balance as the
young man strode past.

“Whatever it is, it will have to wait,” Father McElhenney said sternly, pulling the
door wide and extending an arm as an invitation for the man to take his leave.
“Father Christiansen will be in at 6 sharp tomorrow morning. He'll be at the
confessional by 7 and would be more than happy t—”"

“Don’'t you remember me, Father?” e man’s gaunt face twisted, and he looked
both furious and, for some reason, afraid.

“I'm sorry, my son, but you must be mistaken.”

“Come on, Father. You know me.”

“I've never seen you at any of the services.”

“ink harder”
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“No, I don't think I'll go yet,” the man said, crossing his arms. “You are Father
McElhenney, yes? Father Killian McElhenney?”

“How do you know that name?” He fell back, using the bench to prop himself
up. No one had used his given name since he was a child. He loathed it. When
his family had immigrated from Ireland to Boston when he was still an adoles-
cent, hed started using his middle name, David. It was even what was printed on
his driver’s license.

He thought back, tried to remember anyone he might have told. Twenty- ve
years and thousands of faces began to swirl around him. It was all a blur: mewl-
ing children gave way to petulant adults. Loving couples crumbled and frac-
tured under the weight of innocence and complicity. Everything was tangled.
His memories were a swamp and he was sinking.

Confused and unsure, Father McElhenney did the only thing that made sense.
He prayed. He recited the Prayer to Saint Christopher, the rst hed learned as a
boy growing up in Westport, and the one he always fell back on in time of doubt:

Grant me, O Lord, a steady hand and watchful eye.  at no one shall be hurt
as 1 pass by. You gave life, | pray no act of mine may take away or mar that gi
of thine...

As he recited the words, he felt the familiar sense of calm begin to grow inside
him. Clarity’s grip began to tighten within and just like that it all came rushing
back. Father McEIhenney recalled the good things rst. A boy who liked base-
ball, and he was good at it. He could hit the ball with an accuracy that far out-
paced his peers. When hed round the bases, golden locks would slip out from
his cap, precariously obstructing his vision, but he didn’t care. He took the turns
with wild abandon, pumping his little legs harder and faster while the out eld
rushed to the fence just to watch the ball sail gallingly out of reach.

e boy held a large wooden mallet that was far too cumbersome and fumbled
to swing it down. ere was a sound, like a gong, and Father McElhenney saw
himself give the boy a purple bear. And then he hugged the boy, gently. ey
were happy.

But then there was the rest. e boy sat curled in a chair, staring at the ground.
His mother was crying. His father was stammering.  ere were parish 0 cials
and they had papers everyone needed to sign. Father McElhenney smiled at the
boy and handed him the purple bear again. It bounced o the ground.

“Jimmy” e Father whispered. He looked around and found that he was now
sitting at the end of the rst pew, directly in front of the alter.

“I go by James now;” the man said. He was sitting in the opposite row, across the
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aisle.  ough he was a man, grown, there were traces of the precocious boy hed
once been. A stray strand of blonde hair sticking up where it shouldn't.

“James, yes.” Father McElhenney shook his head, trying to banish the memo-
ries and regain his wits. He didn't like remembering. “You said you had a con-
fession for me?”

“My wife le ” e words rolled slowly out, each one hitting the ground like a
lead weight and reverberating around the cathedral.
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“Father?” He felt a tugging at his wrist again and Jimmy dri ed away like early
morning mist before the sunrise. Mrs. Bowlan was standing there, on the other
side of the archway, looking apprehensively up. “Father, did you hear me? Are
you alright? Should I call someone?”

“I'm so sorry, my dear, | was miles away.” Father McElhenney said, feigning joc-
ularity and trying to rid hi