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Letter from the Editors
                The transition between writer and editor is a strange 

one: I alternate between begging magazines to accept my stories and 
heartlessly rejecting the work of others.  Although representing both 
sides of the equation definitely qualifies as weird, it’s also kind of fun.  

I get to be a big-time publisher and a starving artist—and both of 
these count as excellent bragging rights among friends.

While I've experienced my share of highs and lows, my time in 
this industry has convinced me that success comes from refusing to 
give up.  (You’d think a writer of my years would have learned not to 
use clichés by now, but obviously not.)  When Decades 
Review accepted my piece “Something From Nothing” for their very 
first issue, I was ecstatic.  That first publication inspired me to keep 
writing no matter what.

Decades Review has been around for two years—plenty of time 
for a literary magazine to crumble.  Instead, we’ve improved our 
website and increased our readership. The piece I submitted two 
years ago would never had made it into Issue IX, and that’s a good 
thing.

Hopefully, Decades Review continues to offer high quality 
literature for years to come.  In the meantime, enjoy our two year 
anniversary issue!

Sincerely,
Connor Cook
Prose Editor



poetry and photography
**

The Rival of Perdix by Danielle Susi
Daedalus claims he is an acrobat but is actually a sculptor,

Though the two seem closely related as I watch him maneuver the lathe, molding 
wood 
to reflect a perfect 360 degree profile of a face. He moves with the wood as smoothly as a 
trapeze artist soars through the air under the big-top.

As his hands glide over sheets of hammered metal, I see a performer in the center of 
an 
audience with undistracted attention to his craft. One slip of just one digit could bring
everything to the ground.

As I hear him take the mallet to bolts and frames, the tension builds and escapes and 
builds again, this time, so strong I too cry out with that singing mallet.

The most dangerous feat would be to ask the questions. Thinking of a next step, of a 
way 
to keep from falling.

I am surrounded by his tools.

He carries out a blow to his work. A most gentle static emanates from the welding of 
two 
forces together and sweet, sugar-crusted fire dances.

The piece itself is meant to wobble, meant to mimic the human condition.

I cannot fall asleep these nights without letting the lasting conjured memory of his 
eyes 
rest on the films of mine as my brain puts me to bed. 



I could read to our son at night and watch the sculptor come to the doorway and 
smile 
sweetly, knowing he’d be waiting for me. I am gasping at the need for him to touch me, like 
breathing: damp and satisfying.

I long for him to move me the way he pushes and forms metal.

Daedalus will build our son wings to fly. Knowing our son’s pride and ambition, he 
will 
craft a pair worthy of flight to the sun, the plumage spun from stainless steel and diamonds.

My acrobat would make a labyrinth. 
My acrobat would make a maze to keep us safe.
The piece itself is stuck at the base, swaying bottom-heavy. 

Wants to move, needs to move, but cannot. Force pulls it in all these different 
directions 
and it wants to go, and it might be unsure of which way to go, but it still wants to go 
somewhere. 

I, too, have an anchor in my stomach. Anchor in a storm.
Could Daedalus could build me wings as well? 
Of copper and of the spines of fish and serpent jaws?





Two Photos by Emily Eason



A Writers’ Niche: by Noel Quiñones
Today

Franzen, have I not lost enough relationships to build a sanctuary?
Towered bone-made walls to honor those lost, but my art a commodity

to sell for scraps of social intimacy. My double nature, such a Hyde of a writer… 

1993
Hijo, your grandfather used to write poetry in jail.

With no escape, he wrote on the backs of newspaper clippings,
and slipped them to me during visits. Carry that with you Quiñones.

1954
Cisneros, what stories we have to tell!

Now a space to call inequality a poetic generator,
we run on language, racial misunderstandings, and our exoticness.

1941
Billy Collins, you have reached my father’s cultured lips.

He says you have made poetry “cool” again.
He says I should write like you, but America knows nothing of me.

1928
The slam voice originated in the creaking birdcage.

How else, Maya, can we thank you for making unique
something we all seek to copy into our vocal chords?

1904
I suppose I should use greened ink, a thrown-up pen name.

Have we not all regurgitated ourselves Neruda,
escaped our exile and found hope in another writers’ language?

1830
Emily, they shut me up in Nueva York

as a little boy. They put me into English,
they liked me bookended; read me shelf-less now.

1809



Break, break, break you dirty bearded bastard. Forty-two
years of Laureate, Tennyson for shortly written answers?
My question ranges centuries, how do I seek longevity? 

1753
Oh, to be the first, the very first of written royalty.

Yet they treated you, repeated you so iron, lock, and key. 
I wish to be the first then, Phillis to say I am so sorry. 

1564
The king of my literary jail cell, I thank you most auspiciously
Shakespeare. Yet can we ever acquire a similar fortune, since

a mere accent mark disavowed my claim to English?

3761 B.C.E.
I am the precipice. My choices will shape the curvature of literature,

the arc of my wrist will bend towards fame and fortune, for I 
am the first poet, there is nothing and no one here but me.



Photo Credit: "Husband and Wife" by Pat St. Pierre

She is a freelance writer of poetry, fiction and nonfiction. Her work has been widely 
published in print and online magazines. Her second photo chapbook “Theater of Life” is 

published by Finishing Line Press and is available from the. Her photos have be on the covers 
and included in print and online magazines. Some are: Whisperings Literary, Decades 
Review, The Camel Saloon, Ramshackle Review, Front Porch, Ken*Again, Our Day’s 

Encounter, Touch, the Journal of Healing, Flutter, etc. Her blog is HERE.

The Graveyard Tour 
by Patrick Venturella

hooked black beaks yawn
like an indifferent
early morning – picking
at the spattered corpse
of a boar – the flies

wings are pale mirrors
that shudder against the bruised
purple sky – a gasp

of light from an unwanted
sun – an arched scream
with moss green eyes – toes curled
into dust and loam – talons

into tender meat

http://www.pstpierre.wordpress.com./
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Rebecca Wilder and her Friends
Hannah, Jessie, Clara, and Rebecca are country girls who explore the beauty in the world 

around them. The girls enjoy a variety of interests and hobbies and encourage each other to 
progress in their chosen fields. Hannah is a high school student studying acting. Clara is an 
avid reader who is interested in art and music. Jessie enjoys singing and writes poetry, and 

Rebecca is a college student and an aspiring author.
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Rendezvous by Joan McNerney
That was the name of a paint
can from J&M Hardware.
 
With sweat lingering on her
face, she colored her room.
 
Tinted now like insides of
ripe plums, like perfect grapes.
 
When the sizzling lemon sun
dropped from heaven...night
became moist and black.
 



Her fan whirled thick air
stained with cigarettes
coffee, turpentine, white wine.
 
She sank into her wicker couch
as fog horns trail the horizon.
 
Lotus screech relentlessly for water
always wanting more more more water.
 
Closing her eyes, remembering him
now tasting the feast of his smile.



Photo Credit: "The 
Sleep of the 
Innocent" by Carme 

Manuel 
She loves black and white 
photography since the day she 
found a torn picture from a 
magazine in the trash when 
she was six years old. That day 
she realized that the real world 
was hidden inside the nuances 
of these two colors. To earn a 
living and at the same time 
enjoy life, she teaches 
American literature in the 
Department de Filologia 
Anglesa i Alemanya of Spain’s 
Universitat de València. She 
has edited and translated into 
Spanish and Catalan authors 
such as Poe, Melville, Alcott, 
Harriet A. Jacobs, Harriet E. 
Wilson, Nancy Prince, 

Frances Harper, Mary Chesnut, etc. In 2002 she founded the independent scholarly collection 
Biblioteca Javier Coy d’estudis nord-americans (published by the Universitat de València) devoted to 
publishing work on American studies. She is the author of a novel, Llanceu la creu, written in Catalan.

Liars by Matthew Williams
Their mouths are little
more than caves 
through which voices, 
comparable to the 
cadence of an echo, 
reverberate; shaking 
loose bats perched 
downside-up on their 



uvulas and stalactite teeth.

Their promises, by design, 
are but collapsing 
waves: delicate and 
shapeless— ephemeral 
as falling water: breaking 
as quickly as they were
formed and, hardly 
witnessed, debatably
did not exist at all.

Image of a Stranger 
by Matthew Williams

A finch flew away before
I could photograph it; 
leaving me with a still 

of an unfocused background—
blurred, nothing visible.

This I framed and hung
alongside other photos

of things which I was
unable to capture: one, 
taken of a blazing fire,

is a portrait of crumbly 
ashes, and another, taken 

of myself, is the distorted
image of a stranger—
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"The Castle Was Gloomy Today"
by Nilofer Neubert
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"You Will Never See My Face"
by Nilofer Neubert

Nilofer Neubert is a writer, spoken word performer, educator and the editor of Prosaic 
Magazine. Currently, she is working on her first poetry collection. Some of her writing can be found 

on blackvspurple.tumblr.com and http://blackvspurple.com. Eyesofblackvspurple.tumblr.com is where she 
publishes her non-blurry photographs.
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Reading This May Cause Cancer
by MM Wittle

Body drained like a sweaty kid twisting
a Capri Sun Fruit Punch pouch.

Eyes bulging from their lids.
In the distance, there's a question

Ears are filled with flour
with no one to clear them.

 
Throat a burnt bunt cake

with a sugared lump on the right side.

This is the recipe
No one wants to share with friends



Coming Clean
by Scott Wiggerman

To hear no words, to watch
one who is but a shimmer
going down with a flood.

A pool of silence
divides my worn-out heart,

blind, struck by another
in a river of coupling,
an upshot of warmth.

Tears I ponder afterward,
like love, another word

now hobbled, the undertow
of my one life.

A distant moonlit scar
on narrow banks of need,

the stain of a thousand deaths:
prodigious memory of red.



Halloween Haiku
by Denny Marshall

handing out candy
on a cold Halloween night

zombies not excepted

the jack–o-lantern’s
on the front porch spring to life

steals the candy back

Halloween cancelled
the children are all crying

so are real monsters

Halloween party
is slow and turned really dead

raided by zombies

Halloween costume
small police boy did not know

loaded gun is real

after the party
you remove Halloween mask

only one wearing one

you knock on the door
in your Halloween costume

end up in basement



prose and visual artwork
**

Later, They Fought Over the Most Trivial Things
by Scott Burr

Later, they fought over the most trivial things. He would say that he was going out, 
she would demand to know where, and a battle would ensue that would last longer, he always 
realized later, than it would have taken in the first place, just going out and not telling her. 
She was not jealous, but felt abandoned when he left; he was neither unfaithful nor adverse to 
her joining him, but only resentful of being made to always give an account of himself and 
his actions. There’s no thoughtlessness, he would say. You make everything I do into 
evidence! It’s exhausting, to not be allowed unintentional behavior. To which she would 
reply that there was, of course, no unintentional behavior: that he, having been a student in 
the Introduction to Psychology course (which she herself took two years after him) should 
know well enough that the subconscious, though obfuscated and cryptic, was author of all 
so-called unintentional action. 

To this he had no reply: the only reply would have been to tell her that, after all, she 
was not a doctor, and thus could hardly be considered qualified to make any such statements 
about his state of mind, or draw any such conclusions. But an assertion like this would have 
been poorly received, would have been considered extremely mean-spirited, and would 
doubtless have prompted yet another round of her uninformed and hackneyed analysis. 
Why, after all, did he feel it necessary to cut her down in this fashion? It was true that she was 
not a doctor, but she was happy as a nurse. He could ask her mother, if he did not believe her: 
she had wanted to be a nurse ever since she was young. His protestations - that this wasn’t 
even what he was talking about - would be lost in the overwhelming wave of her hurt (not 
that what he had said had hurt her, of course, but that according to her he had said it to hurt 
her). So instead he said nothing, and nodded, a reply that was by now a reflex disconnected 
from its connotations, and no longer implied agreement or accord. He simply nodded - like 
Pavlov’s dog, he thought to himself -because it was the only thing that ever stopped her. 

*

But then there were plenty of other times, insignificant times, when the amorphous 



oneness of their union seemed irrefutable and beyond any question of destruction or 
dissolution. The perfect harmony of their behaviors, if not their words or even their (he was 
so tired of the word) feelings, formed an impregnable bulwark which not even their 
combined efforts could tear down. We’ve become some sort of mythological two-headed 
monster, he would say, and now neither of us can survive without the other, and our feelings 
about the matter are entirely beside the point. To this his single friends would shake their 
heads and advise him that this was not the description of a healthy or a functional 
relationship, that they had grown co-dependent (he could never suppress a smile at the 
distain in their voices when they said this word; what was the point of a relationship, he 
always thought in silent reply, if not co-dependency?), that he should move out, that he 
should ask her to move out, and (always) that he would thank them in the end for giving him 
this advice. But his married friends only nodded and shrugged, and asked him if he thought 
he would be happier with someone else, and did he really think that he would find someone 
better, someone who knew him better, someone who loved him more? To these points he no 
longer gave opposition: all arguments about the Cardinal Sin of wasted possibility, the 
existential concerns regarding lives chosen or forsaken, seemed pretentious and beside the 
point in the face of such simple, sensible logic. In these moments, facing these friends, the 
argument at the core of what could be seemed easily and wholly overwhelmed by the case for 
what was: the possible future lives he imagined for himself, upon closer inspection, seemed 
ridiculous and fantastic, and all vacillation on the point for their sake seemed the stuff of 
profound immaturity. He would leave these conversations imbued with a tranquil and 
seemingly imperturbable certainty, a sense that the life he was living was superior not only to 
all immediate potential others but indeed to all others (that he alone lived in the traveling 
spotlight of the universe’s benevolent regard), in which he would bask for no less than two 
but usually no more than five days, before all invariably crumbled and he was left again with 
his nagging and implacable doubts. 

*

Yes, she would say, but do you love me enough? To which he could only reply, 
Enough for what?

*

Her friends had their own ideas. 
He doesn’t make you happy, they would say. What are you doing? You’re twenty-six. 

Is he going to ask you? Do you want him to ask you? Do you want to have children with this 
person? You don’t want to wait too long, they would say. You should really think about what 



you’re doing, they would say. 
One weekend they organized a trip to surprise her. Four friends picked her up from 

work and drove with her three hours to the border of the next state. In the call she made 
home to him she sounded, her friends agreed, too apologetic, and one of them took the 
phone from her and declared (to him, but loud enough to elicit cheers and hoots from the 
others in the car) that she was off limits that weekend, that no man was going to stop their 
fun. At the casino and in the hotel room she participated half-heartedly, attempting to be 
amicable in the name of the considerable effort these friends had undertaken on her behalf 
and resisting openly only with protests that she worked too hard for her money to throw it 
away gambling. 

There were, however, plenty of other things to do. 
They stayed in the room, playing music through the cheap radio and drinking 

cocktails that they made themselves. The plan was to go to one of the shows playing that 
night, but no one could agree which one. They took turns in the bathroom mirror, getting 
ready. Finally, without a plan, they left, walking carefully in tight skirts and high heels, 
giggling at their reflection in the elevator’s mirrored door. She thought of calling him but 
worried about slurring her words, or being caught by one of her friends. Down in the bar 
they were picked up by a pair of best friends from two states away, who bought them drinks 
and gave them money to play the slots. After a while, and while the best friends were up at 
the bar, the girls began to argue amongst themselves about what to do about the men. One of 
the friends wanted to leave, the other three wanted to stay, though there was some dispute 
amongst the three as to who would go with whom. Finally one reminded the others that she 
had organized the trip, that she had booked the hotel room, that she had bought the booze 
and the gas. This seemed to conclude the matter, in her mind, and she walked off in the 
direction of the bar without a backward glance. 

It fell to the remaining four to make a plan, though none seemed interested in 
anything that they might do. It had been, after all, the absent friend’s idea to come here, and 
the others’ enthusiasm had stemmed largely, they explained to her, from the desire to give 
her the break she obviously needed. The swell of mutual emotion that this admission 
inspired only managed to rouse the group from its collective lethargy for a moment. 
Everyone was drunk, the fourth friend was nowhere to be found; the bar, though far from 
empty, was populated entirely by mobile, transitory groups of people moving from one room 
to the next, or taking a drink between games. On the elevator ride back up to the room she 
thanked them repeatedly, though secretly she was overwhelmed with relief that nothing now 
stood between her and sleep, beyond which lay only the ride back to her home and to him. 

But in the morning the fourth friend was still nowhere to be found, and it was nearly 
two hours before she was discovered in the hotel restaurant, eating cubed fruit and drinking 
her second Bloody Mary. Everyone had slept poorly, having shared the room’s two 



queen-sized beds between the four of them, and no one spoke on the long drive home. 
Finally back in the apartment she was annoyed to discover the state of her things: the four 
friends, packing an overnight bag for her, had gone through her closet and bureau with 
seemingly impious haste. It occurred to her tired and frustrated logic with sudden clarity and 
certainty of insight that of course their access to her things had been directly allowed by him, 
that the present condition of her room fell under the umbrella of his responsibility, and that 
the rampant disregard for the sanctity of her space could only stem from gross and grave 
indifference on his part. 

*

He came home two hours late from work. She had not put her things back in order. 
He asked about her trip. She asked where he had been. He explained only that he had not 
expected her home yet. Ignoring the evaded question, she asked instead how he could have 
let her friends just rifle through her things. He asked what she meant. She answered only by 
indicating the messier places. He replied by saying that he had not been home when they 
came, that he had been at work too, that he had left the key under the mat for them, and that 
anyway they were her friends and if she was mad at someone then she should be mad at 
them. 

This point, though seemingly irrefutable, did little to lessen the resentment that had 
been building in her while she waited for him. It was, however, obvious (to him) that she had 
left the room in disarray so that she might accuse him with it upon his return. He, he said, 
had tried to help her friends do something nice for her: it wasn’t his fault that they had made 
a mess! She replied by asking again where he had been for the two hours between when he 
left work and when he returned home. He replied by packing a bag, and going to sleep at a 
friend’s house.

*

Her friends told her she was better off. And anyway, it was obvious that he was 
cheating on her: why else would he storm out without answering the question? She shouldn’t 
waste one more minute thinking about him, they said. Still, this was not what she had 
wanted, and she thought about him constantly. The empty apartment felt amputated, 
missing some essential component that the natural order dictated should be present. 

Was he cheating on her? She couldn’t be sure, and started driving by their friend’s 
house after work to see if he was there with someone. On the fourth such errand, sitting on 
the dark street in her softly idling car, and observing (as she had on the three previous 
occasions) no indication of another woman, she was filled with the sense that she had made a 



terrible mistake, that it was all her fault, that she had lost sight of normal behavior and 
become driven by a baser set of infantile and immature impulses arising from low self-esteem 
and abandonment anxiety.

Life, the life she had been living for the nearly two weeks since his departure, seemed 
to her then barren and worthless, and not worth living without him. Realizing this, she 
returned home and, after drinking a little more than a half or a bottle of white wine, called 
first his phone and then, when it went straight to voicemail, and despite the late hour, the 
house phone of the friend with whom he was staying. 

The friend answered, and was at first cautious and protective, and hesitant to let her 
speak with him. Did she know what she had done to him? Yes, she said. Yes she knew, and 
yes he was right. 

The conversation, when their friend finally gave him the phone, lasted for twenty 
minutes, and ended with the agreement that he would come to the apartment (he was under 
no obligation to bring his things with him, she understood if he did not want to!), and that 
they would talk there so that they did not keep the friend awake. The conversation, when he 
arrived, did not last even that long: she began to cry, said that she missed him; he cried as 
well, and said that he missed her. She was sorry, and so was he. He said that he loved her, and 
she replied the same. They made love on the couch and then again on the floor, and they 
finished the wine and then drank another bottle. Lying awake afterwards she reflected that 
now life seemed to have been 
returned to its proper course, that this was all she had ever wanted and that she was, as the 
saying went, happy. 

*

Their engagement came as some surprise to everyone, including her. They went out 
to dinner, her mind was on other things; afterwards they walked through a park near their 
apartment and beside the pond he explained that he had been doing a lot of thinking. It 
occurred to her, as he showed her the ring, that perhaps all the times he had gone out and not 
told her where he was going (the two hours he was absent after her return from the casino, 
for example) he was working a second job that he had not wanted her to know about, so that 
he would be able to buy her the ring: that perhaps her life had become, in some ways, like the 
storybook story she was thoughtlessly certain it would become when she was younger. 

This was only one of the many thoughts going through her mind, and she did not 
stop to inquire after its veracity. Instead she held out her hand, fingers splayed, so that he 
might mark her acceptance. On the walk back to the car she called her parents, who in their 
surprise did not hide their hesitation as artfully as they might. This, however, did nothing to 
dampen her mood. 



*

It was a confusing development for his single friends, who “had not thought that they 
were that serious.” To this he only shrugged. His married friends seemed to understand 
better the nature of the gesture. The important thing, they agreed, was to commit oneself: 
happiness, marital or otherwise, was not found but made, and - questions of compatibility 
aside - most people and most couples were as happy as they decided to be. 

This verdict, though encouraging, was spoken with the shrugging ambivalence typical 
of these friends’ replies to such concerns, and he was left again feeling that the question he 
was asking was entirely beside the point: that after all marriage was not a matter of being 
happy. He dismissed these thoughts with private self-directed and self-produced 
reassurances this this was what people did: that the time for deciding what kind of life he 
wanted to live (which question he derisively referred to as the question of “what he wanted to 
be when he grew up,” with all intended satire and irony) had passed, and that at the very least 
he would not go into his late twenties and then his early thirties unable or unwilling to make 
a start into adult life. He was, at 
the very least, making the adult decision, and the solace he found in this assessment 
superseded (to an increasingly lessening degree, as the day drew nearer) his concerns.

*

He found, to his surprise, that he was observing her more closely. What was he 
looking for? It was obvious, even to him: he was watching for any sign of the immaturity 
that, by marrying her, he was attempting to sever himself from. One night, while they were 
watching television, she began to coo playfully at a commercial starring a number of kittens. 
Wewen’t they just the cewtest wittle things, she wanted to know. Another night, climbing 
into bed with him, she asked him to tell her a story while she fell asleep. Another night, when 
there was a forty minute wait at their favorite restaurant, she would not speak to him while 
they ate at another restaurant, but instead stared poutingly into her soup. These compiled in 
his mind until they comprised an 
irrefutable body of evidence against which his private self-reassurances - that the most 
important thing was the act of committing - were nearly useless. 

*

Despite this, their breakup two months later propelled him into something very 
closely resembling despair. He returned home to find the ring sitting on the coffee table and 



her sitting in a chair opposite. The conversation that followed remained in his memory only 
as a series of disconnected moments underscored by alternating waves of lethargy and anger. 
He remembered,  at one point, rising from the couch and kicking over the coffee table, and 
afterwards the two of them looking for the ring, for neither had seen where it went when it 
was sent flying, and thinking how absurd it all was, this bizarre act into which they seemed 
locked. He remembered thinking that she was right, that her view of the situation was 
correct, though later he could not remember exactly how she had worded her assessment, or 
what that assessment contained. Was it that neither was very encouraging to the other? It was 
something like that, but she had seemed  to touch on some more profound truth in the way 
she had put it. He had begun to cry, though he could not have said why specifically, either 
then or after: it was not the rejection, he was fairly certain, nor, he thought, did it seem likely 
that it was the prospect of not seeing her anymore, for at that moment and throughout the 
conversation such seemed laughably impossible. Perhaps they were calling off the wedding, 
but certainly they would remain in each other’s lives! How could they not? Each knew the 
other better than the other knew themselves.

He fell asleep on the couch, and in the morning she asked him to leave. He went to 
stay with another friend, and did not start looking for apartments. A week later his things 
arrived in boxes. 

He went to look for a new place, but dismissed any that he could not rent 
month-tomonth, certain that soon she would see that she had made a mistake, and invite 
him to come back. After two days of looking he found and rented a small basement 
efficiency. He called her to see if she wanted to come see his new place, thinking that at the 
very least such would make her realize that consequences of her actions, for he was 
convinced by now that she had called off the wedding out of some adolescent impulse, some 
inherent misunderstanding regarding the dramatic narrative of relationships. Things did not, 
he imagined himself telling her, have to be difficult. Why turn this into something it was not? 
It was not, he was certain she would 
agree, an epic Love Story, characterized by disallowed longing and sudden reversals. She had 
to understand the difference between Real Life and whatever immature fantasy template she 
was drawing from. 

But when he called, she didn’t answer. He tried her again later, and achieved the same 
result. He did not own any furniture, but was hesitant to buy any until he spoke with her. He 
was uncertain, now, that she would invite his return. He had not heard from her in a week 
and a half. He slept on a blanket folded on the floor. After three nights he purchased a 
mattress and a couch at a thrift store, and left them side-by-side in the apartment’s single 
room. The possibility that this small, empty, and barren place was now his home arrived with 
startling clarity and carried with it the full impact of what he had lost. He drank heavily and 
called her several times, each time receiving no answer. He became convinced that she was 



out on a date, that her friends (who had never liked him, he was certain) had set her up with 
someone the moment he was out of the apartment. Later and very drunk, he became 
convinced that he would find them if he went looking, and stumbled out into the street 
where he was almost struck by a passing car. The excitement of this caused him to be sick, 
and convinced him that he should go home. He eschewed both couch and mattress and slept 
instead on the bathroom floor, uncertain whether he would be sick again, a decision for 
which he was later grateful, as he vomited twice more before morning, and once again 
immediately upon waking. 

*

How could she explain it? It was too easy for them to fall into a way of being that 
wasn’t good for either of them. She was certain that he understood what she was talking 
about. It was not enough for the relationship to be comfortable and familiar: comfortable and 
familiar could become a trap! 

And so on, and so on. He crumpled the letter and threw it away, then pulled it from 
the trash and reread it. Then he folded it but, having no table to desk, he had nowhere to put 
it. 

*

His friends empathized to varying degrees. His single friends encouraged him to 
think about the future and to remember, if anything, how unhappy she had made him. His 
married friends, having a somewhat less severe view, commiserated without offering advice. 
For three months he was transported with grief and frustration. If only she would talk to 
him, he was certain that they could work things out. Then life could go back to the way it was 
supposed to be. She had sent a letter, but what could he do with a letter? He couldn’t talk to a 
letter! 

Had they seen her? How had she looked? Who was she with? Was she seeing anyone? 
To these questions his friends answered truthfully, to varying degrees. 

*

He moved out of the efficiency, and found another apartment. He bought furniture. 
He stopped drinking and joined a new gym. He allowed himself to be set up, and went out on 
dates. He found himself thinking about her, but now her memory was colored by the 
memory of the months after their breakup, and he could hardly think of one without the 
other. He found that he looked forward to returning home at the end of the day, and that his 



home no longer seemed empty without her. He began dating one of the girls he had been set 
up with. He was surprised one morning to realize that their wedding, had it occurred, would 
have been that afternoon. The initial sadness this realization produced was almost instantly 
superseded by its strangeness: his life was so drastically different from what it had been, and 
it seemed impossible that, in another life, in another universe, he would at this very moment 
be preparing to marry her. It was only, in fact, with some effort that he was able to again 
produce in his mind an image of her as his wife, which struck him as odd, as less than a year 
earlier this image had never been far from this thoughts.

He had little time to contemplate this: he was running late for work, and was meeting 
some friends after for a drink. Then the girl he was dating was coming over for dinner. It 
seemed sad and strange that life moved on, that the importance of something that once 
seemed vital and immutable and without which his life would collapse could be so easily 
dissolved in so short a time. It seemed sad and strange that, in the final estimation, the 
important things in his life were not so important after all, not even to him.
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The Days You Left by Liz Purvis

You left a week ago.
I had rolled over, into your side, when you shifted and jerked me out of my bleary 

half-sleep. I’ve been sleeping with men, or boys who thought they were, on and off since I 
was seventeen, but I still can’t get used to the feeling of being in bed with someone. When 
you moved, I woke up and briefly saw the red glow of my clock blinking, 3:07 AM. You 
pushed back my hair the way my mother might have done, kissed my eyelids and my 
forehead. And then you dressed, pulled on pants and your oversized Army sweatshirt, 
turning halfway to look back at me before creeping out the door. 

You thought I was still asleep.
- - -

Today you’re about to fly clear across the world to do all the brave things politicians 
like to say that soldiers do for honor, for love of their country. I’m not so sure that’s always 



how it works. To me it just feels like you’re running away from me, or maybe from your 
marriage. 

I watch the woman who is your wife drive you onto the base, watch Private Owens tip 
his hat at her as your truck comes through the gate. I’m sitting in my parked car, knees pulled 
up against my chest because it makes me feel like I can hold myself together, with a baseball 
cap over hair I haven’t washed all week. It took all the effort I had in me just to find a shirt 
and a mostly clean pair of jeans to put on.

Your wife parks at the furthest end of the small lot, and I know that she does it so it’ll 
take that much longer for you to leave, just a couple more seconds of walking. You’re going 
to have to walk past me. I can’t decide whether or not I want you to notice. You both get out 
and I see you swing your bag out of the bed of the truck. She’s standing there beside you, 
brushing at her eyes with one hand – even though I can’t see any tears – and I’m startled by 
the way that she’s holding onto her softly rounded belly with the other. 

You put your arm around her, your newly pregnant wife, but I see you glance at my 
car as you walk by and I can tell that you recognize it, that you see me. Your lips twitch as if 
they want to smile. But then you look away.

The morning after you left, I threw my hand onto your side of the bed before I’d 
woken up completely. Even then, I knew I hadn’t dreamt your socked feet padding out, but I 
still hoped it wasn’t real.

You’d left a note stuck on my favorite mug beside the coffeepot, which was 
unfortunate because it jolted me back into remembering that you were really gone. Until I 
saw that – your heavy man’s handwriting on my bright purple sticky note – I could pretend it 
simply hadn’t happened and rub the sticky sleep-dust out of my eyes in peace. But you’d even 
brewed coffee for me – strong, just how I like it – as if that would soften the note that read, 
We shouldn’t have done that. I threw my mug into the pantry door. 

I spent the next half hour sweeping and re-sweeping up the little bits of olive and 
cream pottery because I never do seem to get around to buying a mop and I didn’t want to 
cut my feet on forgotten shards later. The painted owl fragment of the mug was cracked, but 
still intact, and I sat it by the sink. I poured the steaming coffee down the drain.
- - -

Even I’m sorry would have been better than that note, that voice of yours sounding in 
my head like reproach, like you were a parent and not the man I’d been sleeping with for the 
better part of two years.
- - -

You were right, though: we shouldn’t have slept together again. You came because I 
begged you to, even though I knew that we were over, though I didn’t exactly know why or 
how. All I knew was that you hadn’t returned my calls in a month. In that month without 



hearing from you, without sleeping with you, everything bubbled to the surface, some 
chaotic blend of anger and indignation and attachment to you boiling my skin from the 
inside out. But finally you picked up and I hated myself for sounding happy instead of 
furious, and I asked you sweetly to come over.

You said no, and then I begged.
Please, I said, please, Jake, let’s just talk about this. I need to talk about this.
So you came.

My little apartment grew smaller when you entered it, you with your big Army 
muscles and your dog-tags and your regulation shirt, some odd color between tan and gray.

That’s what I get for living near a military base.
You didn’t hug me like you used to do whenever I came to the door. You used to be 

glad to see me, picking me up like I was nothing. But that night you sat in the only chair in 
my apartment, and I perched on the arm of the loveseat across from you. I didn’t ask why 
you hadn’t returned my calls. I’m not sure I really wanted to know.

This isn’t going to work, you said. I’m leaving. 
I wanted to batter my fists against your hard, solid chest; I wanted to throw 

something heavy and unwieldy the way that angry women do in the movies; I wanted to 
argue that it could and that we could pick up where we left off when you come home in 
twelve months. But you had that stupid final look on your face, that scowl your mouth sets 
into when there’s no changing your mind, like when I would suggest going into town for 
dinner at DiMaggio’s instead of cooking in my cramped apartment. Not the same look you 
had when I dropped by your little house on the base soon after we’d started dating. I didn’t 
realize, then, that those little houses are reserved for men with spouses, and you opened the 
door and told me to leave. The look you gave me that day said I’m sorry. That look I could 
change. This look was hard and cold, the same sort of unreadable look I used to see on the 
faces of the young men who guard the base as I drove up, before they realized that I work 
behind the bar at Luther’s. But even then, once they recognized me, they’d crack a smile and 
let me in.

So that’s it? I said, trying to get you to meet my eyes. You weren’t going to say goodbye 
at all? You were just going to leave, get on a plane bound for the middle of Godforsaken 
nowhere with Al Qaeda shooting at you?
You wouldn’t look at me.
- - -

After I saw you at your house on base, I knew that you were telling the truth when 
you said you weren’t looking to leave your wife. That was fine with me. Chalk to up to that 
overworked, girlish excuse – daddy left when I was young – or a need for something that 
looks like affection, or maybe even the sometimes-desire for a warm body in bed at night. I 



don’t care. You and me, it was fun. Meeting you at the bar where I pour drinks for so many 
Army men, letting you stumble home with me after we closed, your number scrawled on a 
much older sticky note the morning after…even later, when I knew that you were married, 
we were fun. There’s adrenaline in that, the rush of being with someone else’s man, like being 
newly in love every time you walked through my door even though I knew I wasn’t really. 
But it was like that.

You said that your wife had cheated during your last tour overseas, the one you’d 
gotten back from shortly before we met, and that your marriage wasn’t doing too well. 
Actually, I think you said it was a train wreck, and that both of you were ignoring the rubble 
heaped over the tracks. Neither one of you really wanted to go through a divorce. She wanted 
kids; you thought she’d stopped taking the pill just to make it happen, and you said that 
you’d stopped sleeping with her out of sheer spite. But a man has needs. At least that’s what 
you told me once – apologetic, drunk – sprawling over the loveseat and me. I was scrunched 
up in one faded green corner, holding the glass of water I kept forcing on you so you 
wouldn’t have a head full of cotton when you drove back to your house the next morning.

You were seven years older than me, old enough that you seemed almost exotic but 
not enough to be creepy. You hadn’t turned thirty yet when we met, but your hair was 
already a little gray around the temples from the stress of people shooting at you. I suppose it 
should have made me uncomfortable, that night you started hitting on me at Luther’s, but it 
was right after the man I’d moved down to Beaufort for had gotten plastered and hit me, 
twice, and I had left him. I was feeling pretty low and tired of faking smiles, and it was nice, 
the new attention.

I got used to you so easily.

We fell into such an easy rhythm, you and I, even though we both knew what we were 
doing was fucked up. I think we needed each other. You needed…well, we both knew what 
you thought you needed. I thought I just needed a good time, some honest flattery. Maybe I 
was a little cocky about it all; I’d fallen hard and suddenly for someone else before you, and 
before the man I moved to Beaufort for, and I didn’t think that anyone else could hurt me 
like Curtis had when we fell apart. 

The thing about that relationship had been that I couldn’t stay mad at him – it wasn’t 
really his fault we didn’t work out. He was five years older and I’d just started at College of 
Charleston, and we were just in two very different places in our lives then. At least, that’s 
what he said when we ended. I didn’t think I could blame him for that, but it did mess me up 
pretty badly. And by the time May rolled around I’d gotten pretty good at mixing drinks and 
doing things that got a guy’s motor humming, and not so good at turning papers in on time. 
One English professor even failed me because he said that, although I knew the material, I 
didn’t apply myself well enough. Or show up to class, much. So I lost my scholarship and 



moved in with some friends, took a few classes at the community college. But Curtis had 
moved on, and a year later I met the guy I ended up moving down here for. Clearly not my 
best life decision.

I thought that since I’d fallen in love once it wouldn’t happen with anyone else, that I 
couldn’t get hurt again, at least not like that. I think men smell that self-awareness and read it 
like a challenge, to make the jaded little cynic care. But you didn’t need me to care about you. 
You didn’t ask for commitment; you were married. Maybe that was what made me feel safe, 
sleeping with you, giving you increasingly larger chunks of my time and my life. 

There was that weekend when your wife went out of town, about six months after we 
first met. It was one of the few times you’d stayed at my place for a whole weekend, and I 
baked banana bread. While I was running water for the dishes I had dirtied, you came up 
behind me. 
You put your arms around my shoulders and squeezed for a second or two. No kissing my 
neck, no sex on the kitchen counter. You just held me.

And that was when I thought, Shit.
- - -

When you finally met my eyes from across my tiny living room, you had the audacity 
to say, It would have been better that way.

Better? I said. My voice was rising and I knew you hated it when I got shrill, but I 
didn’t care. You were going to go off and maybe die without so much as an it’s been fun? After 
all of this? After two years?

You still didn’t look at me. Why do men think the best course of action in the face of 
a mad woman is silence? Don’t you people get that it makes us even angrier? I could tell your 
wife, I said, spiteful. I think I just wanted to see if I could get a rise out of you. Most of the 
time you were so stoic, reserved, at least until we got a few shots of whiskey into you. I ought 
to tell your wife, I said.

And finally you showed something, some emotion, sober. You stood over my curved 
body on the arm of the loveseat, you grabbed my shoulders and the two hard shakes you gave 
me tore my arms free of my legs. You think she doesn’t already know? you said. I was glad that 
you looked angry. You think it hasn’t been clear already, what we’ve been doing? You shook 
me again, once, and I could feel the tears building up behind my eyes. Their heat surprised 
me, made me blush, and that made me even angrier.

I’d love to know why I always seem to cry when I get angry – because I was angry, not 
sad, angry at you for the cowardice of leaving without ending things cleanly, clearly. How 
dare you try to disappear like that, get on a plane headed towards deserts and terrorists 
without saying goodbye. The nerve.

And of course as soon as you’d made me cry you backed off. In a way, that was nice, 



predictable even. I’ve never met a man who got meaner once a woman started to cry. But 
niceness is probably the worst thing in the world when I’m teetering on the edge of crying. 
All of a sudden I could feel my face contort the way it does when I’m trying – and failing – to 
keep myself together and I made that awful sniffling noise, and your hands weren’t gripping 
my shoulders anymore, but stroking my back as I bled mascara onto your ugly Army shirt.

Shh, you said, like that could help, could make me stop. Shh, it’s okay.
My fist thumped your chest, but it was more playful than angry then, and I was sort 

of laughing at myself even as I kept on crying. Sometimes I feel as temperamental as the 
South Carolina fall, wavering one way and then another. A minute ago I wanted to throw 
something at you. Shut up, I said, that doesn’t help anything. And then I pulled away from 
you, not because I didn’t want to stay there, held close to you like nothing was wrong with us, 
but because I wanted to stop crying.

I dragged the back of my hand across my face like I was five years old. You thumbed 
mascara off my cheek. Not your best look, you said, almost grinning.

No shit, I said. Squinty eyes and red faces never do seem to come in style.
You laughed at that and it got me giggling, too.
Once that happened, I knew it was inevitable. When you’ve been with men as much 

as I have, there’s a moment you come to recognize when you know they’re going to make a 
move. I wasn’t naïve enough to think you’d stay, necessarily, but I did know I’d sleep with 
you one more time.

In bed with you after, I buried my face in the hair on your chest, trying to memorize 
how it tickled my face, how you smelled. You’ll be careful, right? I said. I’ll kill you if you 
aren’t careful.

You laughed at me and said, I will be.
- - -

The first near-fight you and I had happened a few weeks after the dishwashing 
incident. I suppose that having the whole weekend with you while your wife was gone had 
been a little heady. I got all swept up in spending so much time with you. And then the next 
time we were able to see each other, you were three hours late stopping by on a Saturday 
afternoon. By the time you let yourself in – you’d quit knocking after two months – I had to 
be at work in fortyfive minutes. I looked up from my peanut butter and raspberry jam 
sandwich and said hi with my mouth full. It was the first time I didn’t meet you at the door.

I didn’t answer when you asked me what was wrong. What was I supposed to say? Oh 
hey, I’d appreciate it if you showed up on time? Or how about, I think I might want you to 
leave your wife?

You apologized anyway, believing – I suppose – that I was just irritated you were late. 
I’ll be here right at 8 o’clock on Thursday, you said. I can spend most of the night. I remember 



saying, Good for you. You laughed.
- - -

You showed your attachment to me subtly, in the way you’d twist both pairs of our 
hands together before you drifted off to sleep even though you couldn’t stand displaying your 
affection like that during the daytime, or the way that you’d complain if I moved away from 
you when your skin burned up the sheets. In the time that you held me while I stood over the 
sink.

Did you know you left that ugly Army shirt behind in my apartment? I found it 
wedged between the headboard and the mattress of my bed, with mascara streaks still down 
the chest, and wondered if you wife noticed its disappearance. I mean, you do have half a 
million of them, and you did have a sweatshirt on that last night, but still. Maybe the mascara 
stains would have been worse to explain than the disappearing shirt.

And now it’s been a week since the last time that you walked out my door, and I 
didn’t even get to say goodbye, not really, and that bothers me. I hate it when people leave the 
ends of relationships hanging open like so much loose thread, but you sneaking out without 
a goodbye at a little past three in the morning, leaving a note that said, “We shouldn’t have 
done that” and a fresh pot full of coffee? That took the whole damn cake of awful.

I came on base to watch your plane take off today; I’m friendly with most of the 
privates who work the gate and bribed Owens with a couple of free drinks next time he’s in 
the bar. He’s a nice guy, Owens. He let me park my beat-up Durango – which you once said 
you’d teach me how to fix – in the lot beside the gate. I just wanted to see your plane take off, 
to see you leave, to make it all seem real. To say goodbye to you, even if it’s only in my head.

I know it’s messed up, I get that. But what do I have to lose? I’ve been wandering 
around my apartment like some kind of crazy old Miss Havisham – and I hate that reference, 
I find Dickens boring and stilted – all week. I called in sick to work, even, and I’ve been 
having these crazy, throbbing headaches because I haven’t made coffee since I poured yours 
down the drain.

I was not supposed to love you.

My sister called four times since the morning you left; we talk two or three times a 
week, and I guess she knew something was wrong because I’d been avoiding returning her 
calls. I haven’t been answering anyone’s calls. But yesterday I heard her voice on the 
answering machine, just a little strident, and the muffled sound of kids playing in the 
background. I picked up right as she yelled at Cassie to quiet down and play nice with her 
friends while Mama’s talking.

Lynn sounded relieved to hear me on the other end, and then concerned by my 
deadened voice, scratchy from crying. My little sister with her toddler and her boat mechanic 



husband – what a role reversal now, her acting as if I’m the younger one because I’m single 
and work owlish hours at a bar. She asked me how you were. I had ended up telling her about 
us at Christmas a year ago because she kept pestering me about my love life and, since then, 
you’re the one thing she hasn’t tried to mother me about. I think she’s been living a little 
vicariously through my misbehavior. You should’ve seen her back in high school. She used to 
be crazy. When I told her that you and I were over, I started to cry again.

She told me it was time to get over you. Even when I told her last Christmas, it wasn’t 
like I acted like I cared; I just said that I was sleeping with a Staff Sergeant from the base, and 
your name, and that you were married. I never said anything about loving you. 

By the time we hung up, she’d repeated Move on so many times that it was ringing in 
my ears.
- - -

A couple weeks before you disappeared for that month, you came over looking even 
more serious than usual. I already had a teapot nearly boiling on the stove, and I fixed two 
mugs with chamomile teabags while I asked you what was wrong. You told me to sit down, 
so I hopped up on the counter. 

What is it? I said. Spill. I tried to hook my legs around your torso but you pulled 
away, pacing all of three steps back and forth in my little kitchen. Calm down, I said. 
Whatever it is, I’m sure it’s okay. It’s not the end of the world. After all, we already knew you 
were being deployed again. I didn’t think it could get much worse than that.

You stopped pacing and looked at me. Remember how we went and played paintball 
up in Charleston last weekend?

The kettle whistled and I nodded, sliding off the countertop to pour the water. I’m 
sorry I ended up staying the night there with my sister. Cassie had been sick for a few days; 
Lynn just needed a night off.

Yeah, no, you were fine. That wasn’t your fault, I didn’t mind, it’s just…I slept with 
Katelyn that night. You started pacing again, talking faster. You weren’t here and we’d had 
such a good time, and she was here and you were there...

You trailed off, waiting for me to say something. We did have a good time that day – 
you were grinning and whooping and carrying on – and I suppose that my staying up in 
Charleston hadn’t been exactly how you wanted the day to end. Still, I didn’t know what you 
wanted me to say. I settled for, Jake. You’re married to her, not me. I hopped back on top of 
the counter and might have held my mug a bit too tightly, but other than that I think I 
looked pretty calm. You just seemed so upset. I mean, for you.

Finally standing still in front of me, you squeezed my knees. Are you sure? you asked. 
You seemed so young all of a sudden, like my niece seeking approval for her outfit. I just…it’s 
the first time that’s happened since way before me and you met. And I feel awful.

Perhaps I should have told you how awful this made me feel, but you already looked 



so worried. We didn’t have long until you were leaving, heading to the desert for a year, and I 
didn’t want any of that time to be wrapped up in fighting. So I pulled you closer and pecked 
your forehead. It’s okay, I said. You’ve got too much guilt rolling around in that big Army head 
of yours. She’s your wife. It’s not exactly like you’re cheating on me.
- - -

My head turns slowly, following you and your wife as you walk farther away from my 
car, towards the airstrip and the other soldiers paired-off with their spouses. 

You’re really leaving.
It’s so sunny today, too bright for my eyes – which I think may be permanently 

bloodshot because I haven’t cried since I talked to Lynn yesterday, but they’re still swollen 
and redstreaked – and I raise my arm to shield my face because of course I didn’t remember 
to grab sunglasses before I headed over here. I’m not ready to look away from you, though 
seeing you with your arm around your wife is about as painful as the time I saw Lynn kissing 
Shawn Massey, a guy I dated for a while when we were younger, near the Golden Dragon in 
the food court at the mall.

You’re too far away for me to make out details anymore, but I see that you embrace 
her, and then you and all the other men in uniform are swept up into a plane I think is 
entirely too small to be carrying you safely. It rolls down the runway, and then it’s up in the 
sky and I’m watching this small piece of plastic, glass, and metal barrel through the air.

And then it’s over. You’re gone.

I’m not exactly sure what’s supposed to happen next. But your wife and her round, pregnant 
belly are walking back over here now, and she’s with a small gaggle of crying women, and I’m 
pretty sure I want to get out of here before they reach this parking lot. The Durango’s engine 
turns over loudly, but it’s on, and I give Owens a small wave as I drive off the base.

I head to the store, stand in the middle of the row of cleaning supplies at Harris 
Teeter, and stare at mops. I’m not sure how long I stand there, but it feels like forever. Like 
it’s some sort of badly scratched record, my mind keeps replaying the scene where your plane 
disappears off the horizon. Mops, plane, mops, plane. A lanky store clerk who can’t be more 
than seventeen taps my shoulder and asks, Ma’am, are you okay? I jump at the contact but 
nod and grab two mops, one with a head that looks like Medusa’s ponytail and another with 
a flat thing I’ve seen advertised a million times on the television. You’ll need these, the clerk 
says, handing me a box that sort of looks like baby wipes. He says it’s refills for the flat one.

I check out, try to smile at the boy for being nice and helpful. He looks at me like he’s 
wondering when my caretaker’s going to show up. After I buy the cleaning things and they’re 
wrapped bulkily in a brown paper bag, I’m back in my car and a little startled at how loudly 
my heart’s thudding.



At home I throw the brown paper in the trash and slide the flat mop-thing into the 
space between the fridge and the countertop. I run the sink full of warm, soapy water and rub 
my thumb over the jagged edge of the last piece of my owl mug before I drop it in the trash 
can. And then I scrub at the tile flooring in front of the pantry with the stringy mop. The 
thing’s too wet – how do you wring these things out? – and rivulets of water stream out in all 
directions and I follow them, scrubbing. Soon I’ve mopped the whole apartment.

Two Pieces 
by Nick Stevens
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