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Kelly Ann Jacobson

Three on the Bank
Sam

When Sam was a young boy, he used to play in his 
grandparents’ pool for hours. Because he was an only 
child, he had little to do but act out situations, and 
pretending to drown was his favorite. He would sink 
to the bottom of the large concrete rectangle, cross his 
legs Indian style, and push his arms upward to keep 
himself steady on the ground. As his breath began to 
run out he would look up at the white pinprick of sun 
in the distance, the rays making their way through 
the chlorinated liquid like refracted rainbows on oil 
patches, and wait until the very last second, when his 
whole body screamed for air and the panic forced him 
up up up towards the sky. Reborn, gasping for air, he 
floated like a baby on the surface of the lapping waves 
and let the sun warm his chilled skin.

The wedding party is the last to head to the reception, 
since the photographer insists on taking pictures on 
every level of the Italian gardens where Sam and Greta 
said their vows. She snaps shots every two seconds as 
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Sam gives his new wife a hand up the tall bus stairs, 
though Greta’s face shows only her frustration at 
heaving her immense chiffon train everywhere, and 
Sam’s face is already sore from his forced smiles. They 
are happy of course, but like all brides and grooms, 
they will be happier still when the stress of this day 
is over and they can relax with a bottle of champagne 
in their hotel suite and remind themselves why they 
went through a year of torturous planning in the first 
place.
 The bus, at least a decade old, contains two 
stripper poles, one on their end; neon waves of pink 
and green lights over the windows; glass goblets hung 
on metal hooks over the bar; blue velvet seats with 80’s 
style box prints polka-dotted over them; and smells of 
pine air freshener and age. The bus has made several 
trips back and forth between the reception hall / 
parking lot and the Italian gardens where Sam and 
Greta married, and after five trips, all of their guests 
have been safely ferried to the wine and cheese plates. 
The wedding party is the driver’s last run before he 
can go home, already over an hour late, and Sam 
wonders whether seeing this side of a wedding every 
day makes the man love weddings or hate them.
 Greta sits down first, taking up enough room 
for two people with her cake of a dress, and Sam sits 
down next to her after shoving some of the chiffon 
closer to her leg. He grazes her thigh with his hand, 
and she winks. She looks so beautiful in the strapless 
white gown, with her long brown hair down falling 
down both sides of her face and decorated by twigs of 
baby’s breath, and though the dress cost five thousand 
dollars, it seems worth every penny. Her necklace is 
the one he gave her for their one year anniversary, a 
small chain with a tiny bunch of dangling diamonds on 
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the end, which she has worn on all special occasions 
for the past five years.
 “Down, boy,” his best man Joe teases as he sits 
next to Sam. “You have to get through the party first.” 
Sam punches Joe’s arm, and in turn Joe shoulders 
Greta’s brother Luis, who shoulders his wife Maria, 
who shoulders Greta’s best friend.
 “Behave, you two!” Sam’s mother says from 
across the aisle, like she used to when they were 
little and did something stupid like dig up old Ms. 
Mendez’s tulips. “You’re married now,” she looks at 
Joe, “well, one of you is, so you need to settle down. 
Let my future grandchildren do the misbehaving from 
now on.”
 Sam and Greta try not to look at each other 
when she says that, but almost immediately they 
catch each other’s eye and blush. If only his mother 
knew what they do: there is already a grandchild 
on the way. Just a week before their wedding Greta 
called him from home, strange since she should have 
been teaching that day, and of course he answered 
even though he was already a few minutes late for 
an important deposition. That night he touched the 
warm flesh of her stomach and imagined the baby 
growing like a star inside of her, and she put her hand 
on his, and they lay like that for a long time until they 
fell asleep.
 Once everyone is seated and comfortable—
except Greta’s friend Jen, who stands near the stripper 
pole and pretends to dance to catch Joe’s eye—the bus 
takes off with a lurch and descends down the slope 
of mountain that leads to the reception hall. The 
driver asks the wedding party to entertain him with 
embarrassing stories about the bride and groom, and 
all of their friends jump on the chance to give their 
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own speeches to embarrass the couple. Joe brings 
up the night Sam met Greta at one of their favorite 
bars in Philadelphia: he saw Greta at the other end 
of the bar and was too shy to go over and talk to her, 
so Joe went to talk to Greta’s friend instead. Joe was 
wickedly rejected, but in the meantime, Sam struck 
up a conversation with Greta. While he gave what he 
thought was an impressive description of his job, he 
spilled beer all over his pants, the nearest stool, and 
the floor beneath it, then mopped the liquid up with 
what he thought was a napkin but was actually Greta’s 
scarf.
 “The saving grace,” Joe says loudly to the rest 
of the bus, “was that he unknowingly brought up a 
case we did pro bono for a children’s organization in 
Philadelphia that Greta happened to volunteer for. 
Suddenly WHAM: she couldn’t take her eyes off him, 
beer stains and all. And because of that one moment, 
here we all are two years later, celebrating their 
marriage.”
 “Life is crazy,” the bus driver says. “Your whole 
life can change in just one moment.”
 He must be in his late forties, though he looks 
about eighty with his long ginger beard and smoke-
stained teeth. Even the required uniform cannot clean 
this man up, but he has a genuine smile and was patient 
with the older attendees when they took ten minutes 
to climb the stairs. Plus, Sam thinks, not much more 
can be expected from a rural Pennsylvanian.
 The bus bumps over the start of a bridge, then 
hits a misplaced wooden plank and bumps again. Jen, 
who has been standing this whole time, falls into the 
lap of one of the groomsmen. The driver turns back 
to check on her and immediately starts apologizing, 
though the condition of the bridge is obviously not 
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his fault; everyone looks towards Jen except Sam, who 
turns away so he won’t see up her skirt when she tries 
to get up.
 Because of his modesty, he is the only one 
watching the road when the bus slowly veers into the 
side of the bridge and hits the guard rail. Everyone is 
thrown sideways into the aisle or windows on impact, 
and the driver falls from his seat into the stairwell.
 “Oh no,” Greta whispers from next to Sam as 
the bus leans in slow motion and then begins to fall, 
and she grabs his hand as their friends and family 
fall around them like meteors, trailing lines of bright 
dresses and loud screams behind them. His mother 
is somewhere towards the front, he can hear her yell, 
and then they are all thrown again when the bus slaps 
the water with a loud crack.
 When they hit, Sam’s arm cushions his head. 
He can feel the bones in his right hand break, but 
better them than his skull. Some of the bridal party 
scream, and though for all he knows he could be one 
of them; Sam cannot hear anything but a high pitched 
buzz and the rush of adrenaline and blood inside his 
own head. His vision blurs, body already in survival 
mode, and subconsciously he avoids eye contact with 
the splatters of red everywhere.
 Instead, Sam focuses instead on Greta. Their 
hands were separated in the fall, but he can see her a 
few feet over. There is already water coming through 
a broken window below them, and though she is wet 
from the river, he does not see her moving in reaction. 
Her dress is stained a light pink from the lapping 
water (he hopes, he prays, it is not from her), and he 
keeps his eyes on her dress as he crawls through the 
water to her. She is not breathing, he can hear nothing 
from her open mouth nor feel a pulse with the hand 
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that is not broken. Too late, he sees a piece of glass 
sticking out like a jagged mountain peak.
 He screams, but no one is conscious enough to 
echo him or respond, and he keeps screaming as the 
water gets higher and higher around him. Then, when 
he has decided he will let the water take him, he feels 
his body numb, and before he knows it, he is climbing 
up the cushions of the other side of the bus, breaking 
a window, and pushing himself out despite the glass 
edge tearing into his skin. The bus sinks down with a 
lurch, and as Sam throws himself from the side into 
the cold water in an automatic response to survive, he 
prays to God: let me die.
 It is not until he reaches the bank, spits dirty 
water from his mouth, and sees that he is the sole 
survivor, that he finally passes into oblivion.

Sam wakes to the burning of his skin in the afternoon 
sunlight. He is on a bank of some sort—the ground 
is composed of small brown pebbles and sharp gray 
rocks, and there are green reeds near where he lies—
and above him on the bridge he sees a few spectators 
pointing to him and yelling. Not wedding guests, but 
campers dressed in hiking gear and those ridiculous 
backpacks people use to carry far too much for an 
unnatural length of time. He can barely hear their 
voices through the water in his ears, but he knows 
the female camper is extremely upset by the perfect 
O of her mouth and the way she keeps jumping and 
pointing a finger in his direction.
 The man next to her tries to quiet her down, 
but when that doesn’t work, he grabs her in a bear 
hug. Once she seems to compose herself, the male 
camper leaves her to climb down Sam’s side of the 
bank while she runs back the way they came.
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 Despite their mountain-dweller appearance, 
the man takes far too long to get down the steep slope. 
He keeps slipping on pebbles (he is not grounding his 
feet before he steps, Sam notices, and he has poor 
balance), and on the final leap he skids on one foot 
and almost breaks his ankle. Close-up he is much 
older than he looked from far away, almost fifty, with 
a red and white speckled beard and thin matching hair 
peeking out from under his hat. Sam has not moved 
during the stranger’s journey, though he is aware that 
his arm is asleep and his hip is twisted at an unnatural 
angle.
 “Holy shit dude,” the guy says as he gets 
closer, and Sam wants to roll his eyes at the granola-
crunching hippie slang but cannot move or feel any 
part of his body. Either everything is broken, or he 
is in shock. “I’ve never been so scared in my life. We 
saw the bus go over, and we ran, and the whole thing 
went down, and we figured everyone was done for, 
but then your head popped out of the water.” When 
he gets close enough to see Sam’s cuts and scrapes, he 
whistles. “You don’t look good. Good thing my wife 
went to call an ambulance.”
 “Anyone else…?” Even his mouth is frozen, 
and the rest of his words build up behind his lips like 
a line of wrecked cars.
 “Not that we’ve seen. I don’t think we should 
move you unless absolutely necessary. The medics 
will know what to do when they get here.” The man 
sits down next to him and begins to inspect him, and 
as he does so he tries to keep Sam talking. “What was 
it, a tour bus? Was anyone else with you?”
 “Wedding bus.”
 The man hits a sore rib and Sam feels a jab of 
pain like a punch.
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 “Man… What was your relation?”
 “Just a distant cousin of the bride.” Sam does 
not hesitate as he lies—there will be time for pity 
later, when the medics come and ask for his ID and 
the truth comes out. For just a few minutes longer he 
wants to be anonymous, someone who will walk away 
from the crash shaken but ultimately unaltered. For 
just a few minutes, he cradles his normal life.

In the hospital, he says little to anyone unless asked 
a direct question. The nurses are careful around him 
and touch him like he is made of glass, and maybe he 
is. He has not cried, has not yelled, has barely reacted 
when the news stations showed search parties wading 
through the muddy water for remains. The hospital 
shrink, an apparent requirement during his stay, 
claims he is in shock, traumatized, but volatile—that 
the wrong word will set him off and he will explode.
 “Are you angry?” the shrink asks him as he 
rubs what is left of his balding hair.
 “No.”
 “Are you angry at yourself ?”
 “No.”
 “Are you angry at God?”
 “No.”
 “Why not?”
 “There is no God.”
 They keep all sharp objects away from him, 
keep him in the ward with a guard. The psychologist 
calls in a specialist from California, a middle-aged 
man with a large yellow notepad that he rests on his 
enormous stomach.
 “You need to face your denial,” the large man 
says as he looks at his watch. His lips are round and 
wet, like slick stones on the beach, and he licks them 
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after every comment as though he is wetting a reed.
 “I’m not in denial.”
 “That’s what all people in denial say. It’s the 
first sign.” They both look at his watch.
 “I watched my entire family drown in front of 
me. It’s a little hard to deny what you see with your 
own eyes.”
 After two hours of notes about Sam’s curt 
responses, the famous doctor gets little more out of 
Sam than his predecessor. “I leave him in your capable 
hands,” the new doctor says to the old, eager to get 
back to the paying patients with body image issues 
and high levels of anxiety. “I’ve done all I can.”
 The medical doctor has more concrete 
conclusions to report: broken arm, mild concussion, 
bruises on both legs the size of a handprint, three large 
scrapes. For surviving a crash like that one—a twenty 
foot fall in a bus, an almost-drowning, a swim through 
the jagged glass of the window—the doctor tells him 
he is a lucky man. Lucky: Sam’s new defining adjective, 
the one that started with the hiker and continues as 
the mantra of the newscasters who repeat it over and 
over again. He wants to tell them they should be so 
lucky, but instead he keeps quiet, stares at the wall, 
is careful to answer questions directed at him when 
necessary. They feed him green jello, almost-frozen 
sandwiches, cold soup… prisoners eat better than 
hospital patients, though he eats it all dutifully. In the 
hospital he is a caged dog, a freak show for reporters 
who try to sneak in for an interview, and he wants 
out.
 Two weeks later they release him. They have 
no choice—without any life-threatening injuries his 
insurance is clamoring for his release. He emerges 
into the blinding, sunny world with blinking eyes 
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and tingling skin, like a newborn but with all the 
knowledge of an old man. His car was towed to his 
house from the wedding venue, a hefty bill probably 
put on his credit card, so he calls a cab from outside 
the hospital wing and waits on one of the green metal 
benches for its arrival. He knows the next few steps 
already: sell the house, rent a room, and attend the 
rest of the funerals. These are things he must do, and 
the doctors and professionals will watch him closely 
for another month to make sure he does so without 
complication.
 Luckily the families of the dead think of him 
as a loose cannon, someone not to be trifled with, so 
there is little he must do in terms of planning besides 
show his face. He stands like the headliner of a show, 
and other people move around him in anxious circles, 
standing at least two feet away even when they pass 
him in a hallway. They learn quickly that he does not 
want to hug; he does not want to reminisce about the 
distant memories they have with the lost members 
of his family; he does not want their pity or their 
attention. Occasionally someone tells him in his or 
her best sympathetic voice: “This must be so hard for 
you,” and he thinks not harder than watching them 
drown as I swam to safety but remembers that they 
expect him to keep it together. All he wants is to be 
left alone, to be the last man standing in the corner 
when the food is gone and the guests are tired from 
the wine and cheese plates, to be sent home.
 They never find his mother’s body—an empty 
jar represents her remains—and when he picks up 
her ashes he thinks of how they used to play pranks 
on each other, like the time she set up a row of five 
sprinklers in the grass and set them off as Sam stepped 
outside into a bright new day. He avoids remembering 
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the part where his father yelled at her for drenching 
the boy and thereafter the carpets, and the part where 
he called her a child.
 Greta’s funeral is last, and for a week beforehand 
he swallows the little blue pills that shift him into 
sleep by late afternoon. He must avoid the daydreams, 
the screams he never heard but can remember all the 
same, like howling wind through the branches of 
the trees outside of his window; he must make it to 
Sunday before he sinks beneath the waves.
 When he arrives at the church the first thing 
he thinks is Who’s getting married? Lilies line the 
aisle and spill from large vases on either side of the 
alter like a nervous bride and groom, and the ushers 
hand out pamphlets with the same pictures of Greta 
that were on their wedding website. In one she stands 
between her two best friends, both dead now, at a 
fundraiser for whatever nonprofit she worked for at 
the time. The three girls hold large glasses of sangria 
towards the picture-taker, a perpetual toast to the 
viewer, and all three are laughing. Sam recognizes her 
favorite ash-colored pantsuit, an outfit which caused 
many late mornings because he couldn’t keep his 
hands off of her in the tight fitting gray pants, and 
her hair is straighter and longer than he remembers. 
When no one is looking he slips another pill into his 
mouth and swallows the smooth plastic-coated savior 
without water.
 It is like a drinking game: every time someone 
says the name Greta, he falls a little deeper into the 
drug-induced high of the pills and the pot he smoked 
in the church parking lot. He thinks of this high as 
a wishing well, an imaginary safe place where Greta, 
Greta, Greta echoes down and the only other sounds 
are the drip of water and the occasional call from 
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penny throwers. Greta was kind, Greta was loved, 
Greta will be missed, step step step, and the room 
spins around him until he must lie down against the 
wooden pew or risk passing out. A distant cousin of 
Greta’s carries him to the car and drives him home, 
sparing him the sound of dirt shoveled against her 
wooden casket.

Their apartment, or what is left of it, is like a car 
after a metal-crunching wreck. Part of the mess is 
practical—Sam was in the hospital, so the dishes and 
trash festered for  weeks while he did the same in his 
small cot—and after that he was too busy attending 
funerals and getting high to clean. But most of the 
rubble is from his nightly drunken quakes, the 
shaking of his world like a boat in the storm, and if 
he picks up anything he immediately drops it on the 
floor or throws it at a wall. The remains of the food he 
manages to scarf down are scattered evenly over the 
wasteland of the carpet and wood floor, though once 
in a while he shoves an empty take-out container or 
plastic bag towards the perimeter with his foot. The 
mail is in layers on the coffee table near the door, and 
whenever he shuts it violently, one or two envelopes 
slide off the others.
 After he puts the containers of food the 
mothers, aunts, and female cousins of the deceased 
insisted he take home with him in the overflowing 
trash can, he throws his shoes off and removes his 
shirt, shedding it like extra skin. Then he falls onto 
what should have been he and Greta’s marriage bed, 
coverless since the laundry has sat in the washer since 
the day before the accident, and stares at the ceiling 
until sleep takes him.

* * * 
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Marissa

Marissa leaves the bar exhausted, with enough money 
in her pocket to last through the expenses of the next 
three days: the phone bill, electric bill, Joey’s field 
trip, plus a few extra bucks for a snack and a souvenir. 
The money weighs next to her thigh like a camel 
hump full of twenties and tens, bills paper-thin but 
heavy with the hundreds of ways they can be divided. 
Endless permutations, spinning like lottery wheels 
until they line up with the cheapest way to fulfill every 
responsibility. On good days, she can even buy her 
favorite cheese blintzes from the diner on the corner 
while the sitter helps Joey brush his teeth and kisses 
the elephant stuffed animal his father bought him 
years ago. Marissa can almost feel the thick chunks 
of cheese filling and flakes of fried pancake in her 
mouth, swirl the blueberry juice, swim in the pleasure 
of a meal she didn’t make with company who is not 
her son or a grasping patron.
 Outside the bar she finds the bus bench empty 
and unloads her heavy backpack onto the flaked 
wood, puts on her headphones, rests her head on the 
back of the bench, and breathes. The night is quiet; 
at 2:00 AM she feels like the only one in suburban 
Philadelphia awake, the only one staring at the stars 
waiting for the tired bus driver to screech her way past 
the stop and then halt just long enough for Marissa 
to jump on. Sometimes she waves the two dollar fee 
with a quick flick of the wrist, her own tired eyes 
recognizing the craterous darkness of a fellow night-
dweller, and other times the driver is looking out the 
window as she stops, savoring her one moment of 
freedom before she plugs forth into the darkness.
 Over half an hour to home: enough time for 
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Marissa to listen to a few songs, or read a couple 
pages of a book, or glance at the news so the world 
stops happening without her notice. Or just look at 
the passing houses as they get smaller and smaller, 
closer together, stacked on top of each other, and 
become the government-sponsored version of a slum. 
As they get closer to Marissa’s house there are less 
street lights and less cops, as though they are giving a 
free pass to those who want to spread the chokehold 
on the single mothers and desperate fathers and 
young people just trying to make it. She works hard 
so that one day she will bring her boxes to the landing 
on apartment 2G, pack them in a moving truck, and 
carry Joey away from the frayed carpets and the smell 
of the neighbors’ dog and the worry that comes with 
letting her son go to school every day.
 Finally she pulls the wire and hears the 
accompanying bell that means she is almost there. 
Standing feels strange to her fatigued legs, and she has 
to hold the handrail to keep from sinking to the bus 
floor. After she exits with a quick wave at the driver, 
who nods back to her in the rear-view mirror, the bus 
speeds away to its final destination with a burst of 
exhaust and a whine of the wheels. The homeless man 
who wanders their neighborhood is missing from his 
nightly post at the bench, the hour too late for even 
his angry glare. She walks the street alone, not a car or 
pedestrian to break up the chilly autumn, and notices 
the sun is already sending rays over the edge of the 
world.
 When she gets to their apartment she opens 
the door as slowly as possible and closes it gently 
behind her, careful not to wake Joey or the neighbors 
below. The place is as she left it—dishes on the dining 
room table, clothes strewn on the couch from when 
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she changed before work, pots on the stove filled 
with congealed macaroni and cheese. After hours of 
closing clean-up at the bar, the last thing she wants to 
do is more work; instead, she shoves all of the stuff on 
the floor to the far corners of the living room, pulls 
the living room coffee table into the dining room, and 
changes back into the leggings and over-sized t-shirt 
she was wearing before work.
 Marissa puts on music: the CD her former 
boyfriend, Paul, made her during their dating days, 
a mix of lyrical slow songs, fast jazz, and hip-hop. 
She fast forwards to number five, a love song—their 
song—Elton John’s “Tiny Dancer.” Paul used to call 
her that, and every time he would hoist her up and 
swing her around to prove how tiny she really was, 
she felt like a small child in her father’s arms. If the 
baby was asleep she would wrap her legs around Paul 
and kiss him, and he would lift her closer and then 
use one arm to squeeze her tight against his chest.
 She thinks back to the night when she left the 
dance recital with her friends, relieved to be out of her 
tights and leotard and back in jeans. Joey was waiting 
for someone by the door, and her first memory of him 
was his leg, propped up like a bird. Everything about 
him was so dark that he seemed to be an extension of 
the wall: skin like wet dirt, brown eyes the color of a 
crack in bark, black t-shirt without a logo. The only 
thing that stood out to her was that leg… that and 
the way he came towards her, propelling himself by 
shoving his foot off the wall. It was graceful, the way 
he arched his shoulders over an invisible barrier and 
landed; she would find out later that Paul was a man 
who was only comfortable off-kilter.
 “Hey,” he called out as he swooped back up into 
a quick walk towards her. She turned and for a second 
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could not see him, but then he was away from the wall 
and more visible against the lights of the parking lot.
 “Can I help you?” She eyed him and crossed 
her arms, and her friends stopped and stood just far 
enough away to let them talk but close enough to 
intervene if needed.
 “I saw you dance in there. Your solo was great.”
 She looked for sarcasm in his expression, but 
he stared back the way a scientist eyes a new find 
under a microscope: not just interested but invested, 
with hunched shoulders and held breath.
 “Thanks.” She had not seen him around 
campus, so she asked: “What are you doing at a dance 
department recital? Do you go here?”
 “No, not really.”
 “Not really?”
 “I went here for a little bit, but I’m taking some 
time off now.”
 “Doing…?”
 “Music. Guitar. And working in my dad’s car 
shop.”
 “Are you here with someone?”
 He looked down at his shoes, black leather 
scuffed at the toe and the sides but otherwise well 
cared for. “I came to watch a friend.”
 So he had a girlfriend; he was just being a nice 
audience-member. “Well, thanks, and it was nice to 
meet you. I’m Marissa by the way.”
 “Paul.”
 She gave him a small salute, then turned on her 
foot and dropped into a small lunge before starting to 
catch up with her friends.
 “Wait,” he said, grabbing her arm. She tried to 
pull her hand from his grasp, but instead of letting 
go, he threw her slightly forward and then twirled her 
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back towards him. For a second his heat came through 
the wool jacket, and she warmed herself from it.
 “The friend is my dance partner,” he said by way 
of explanation. “Dana McDonald. She’s my neighbor, 
and she asked me to join the salsa club at school back 
in the day.” She knew the name, had seen the girl in 
a few of the Intermediate Ballet classes. She was no 
threat in the looks department: frizzy red hair, short 
pudgy legs, lack of grace in her movements. “If you 
wait a minute, we can all go out together.”
 Already he was leading her—though he did not 
touch her again she could imagine him putting out 
his hand and drawing her close, encircling her waist, 
pushing her hand up with his and looking her in the 
eyes. She told her friends to go on to the pizza joint 
and they would meet them there, all without taking 
her eyes off of Paul. When Dana showed up, Marissa 
barely noticed.

The next morning she wakes up sore, and the aches in 
her thighs and hamstrings yet again signal the decline 
of her previously fit dancer’s body. She can still kick 
as high, can still turn as fast, but the recovery time is 
twice as long as it used to be. The alarm says 7:20 AM, 
already twenty minutes late, and though all she wants 
it to turn over and let herself sink into the loving 
arms of sleep, there are too many things she has to 
do. Joey leaves for school by 8:00 AM, so she must 
leave a one-hour oasis between her sleeps to get him 
up and ready.
 The covers come off first, thrown with a whoosh 
of air like a parachute, and then both feet hit on the 
floor. Her head aches, though she has the shots the 
night before, not the dancing, to blame for that. For 
a second she pauses and puts her head in her hands 
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until the room stops spinning, and then she propels 
her body into the air and gives it a quick shake.
 “Mom, you up?” she hears from the bathroom, 
and she yells back that she’s as up as she’ll ever be. 
It amazes her that her little seven year old can set 
an alarm, wake up, and put himself in the shower 
all before mom is up to knock on his door; she still 
remembers the days when she threw pillows at her 
sister when she came to wake her up, or clung to the 
railing of her bed when her mom grabbed her legs and 
tried to pull her out. Then again, she had the luxury 
of assuming someone would always be there to force 
her out of her dreams.
 When she gets to the kitchen, she stops at the 
entranceway and stares at the spread Joey has set up 
for them. In front of each of their spots are perfectly 
folded napkins on the left with spoons lounging on 
them, bowls filled with cereal (hers with a granola 
mix and his with one of his sugary snack-cereals, but 
not milk—they will pour that in when they sit down to 
eat together), little glass cups of orange juice already 
sweating. A sliced banana is on display on a plate in 
the middle, with forks next to it so they can share it 
by stretching and spearing a piece.
 Marissa wants to cry, but if she lets herself cry 
at every grown-up act that boy does, she will never 
stop crying. Instead, she packs his lunch in his Toy 
Story tin box: peanut butter and jelly on soft wheat 
bread, sliced apple, a snack of peanuts and cashews 
and raisins she mixes in a large plastic tub they keep 
in the cabinet, 100% juice box. The healthy snacks 
are not forced on him; Joey is a naturally healthy 
eater, and he requests alternatives when they try to 
feed him candy or ice cream at school. By the age of 
four, he demanded to be taken to exercise classes so 
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he could be “big and strong like Daddy.” Dance she 
ruled out immediately, but consented to gymnastics 
and kickball club and soccer as alternatives.
 “Mom, you okay?” she heard from behind her. 
She is staring into space again, still holding the small 
plastic container she will put the trail mix in. When 
she turns she sees him already dressed in a brown and 
black checkered flannel button-down and jeans, his 
curly brown hair brushed as well as it can be, black 
sneakers tied. His backpack is by the door, with all of 
his folders and papers zippered safely inside.
 “Fine. When did you become such an adult?”
 Joey looks pleased, and when he walks to his 
seat at the table, his shoulders are taller and pushed 
back. He aches to be an adult, to step into the shoes 
of his father; she can tell by the way he wants to do 
everything for himself and for her, when she lets him. 
She sees it in the way he makes lists of chores for the 
weekends, or keeps all of his play dates carefully listed 
on her calendar on the fridge.
 “Last year.” He grins at his own joke, and she 
ruffles his hair as they sit down. They pass the milk, 
of which Joey takes a good portion so he can eat his 
chocolate cereal out of it and then drink the chocolate 
milk, and then he crunches while she picks at hers. 
Her stomach twists at even the thought of eating, but 
he will worry about her if she doesn’t.
 “Mom, at school we’re making three kinds of 
aquariums and terrariums: snails, crabs, and frogs. 
Then we all get to take turns bringing them home, 
but we can’t take them on the bus. Can you come get 
me one day this week so I can bring one home?” 3:00 
PM: to prepare for his noisy arrival at 4:00 she will 
still be in the cocoon of sleep so precious to her these 
days. Plus the fifteen minute drive each way, and the 
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inability to go back to sleep Joey will want to explain 
every aspect of the terrarium.
 “Sure, how about today?”
 “You mean it?” His eyes are bright, and his 
small hand is slapped on the table like he is about to 
jump over it into her arms.
 “I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t. I’ll set my alarm a 
little early.”
  Joey gets out of his chair to take his bowl to 
the sink and does a little wiggle dance on the way. She 
can’t help laughing, and to amuse him she gets up and 
does a jiggling dance too. He cracks up, and for the 
few precious minutes they have left together, both of 
them swivel their hips, make their knees give out to 
the sides, and wave their arms in the air.
 The bus is already halfway down the block when 
he shoots from the door, backpack flailing from side 
to side on his small sweatered back, but she sees him 
get into line with the other neighborhood kids just 
in time. Their bus driver is Cindy, a frequent visitor 
at Frankie’s Bar; Marissa once had a man thrown 
out because he was hassling the driver, so since then 
Cindy waits for Joey if he is a minute late.
 The kitchen is a wreck, so she does the dishes 
from the past two days and wipes off the small wooden 
table just big enough for two—first she and Paul, then 
she and Joey, but never both. Then she brushes her 
teeth, takes off her bra, removes her socks, and falls 
back into bed, where dreams wait for her with a soft 
caress or sharp teeth.

Sam

Three months pass in what feels like ten years. Sam 
sleeps all day, so as not to be reminded of his wife by 




