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A Word from the Editors

As the summer begins for many of us, a new season of opportunity is also here. The summer is not only 
a time of longer days, warmer temperatures, and increased exposure to Vitamin D -- it’s a chance to gain 
new experiences. 

While finding downtime in the summer months can be surprisingly difficult, it’s important to take the time 
to reflect on our surroundings. Whether we are on vacation, with family or friends, or simply enjoying 
a walk through the garden, finding significance in the minute details can often lead to great artistic 
observations. 

This summer, take the time to stop and smell the neighbourhood barbeque and find the streaks of 
rainbow light in the sprinkler. 

But before you do, enjoy the Summer 2014 issue of Origami Journal. 

Wishing you a beautiful season,
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 Just when he’d finally been called back to work at the new car plant, Hector Fritch’s faithful 
Chevette began to die. He and the car had shared many misadventures since his divorce and during the 
fourteen month lay-off. Now he only had to sit through an orientation and collect a few paycheques 
before he could start car shopping. GM gave an employee discount, but he had to be on the active roll. He 
checked the oil while he waited for Cheryl to arrive.

 Fritch’s new girlfriend lived near Flint. She’d been coming out Friday nights when she could get 
a babysitter. His own boy, Wesley, was usually at his mom’s apartment or one of his grandparents’ for the 
weekend.

 Tonight Fritch felt like they could afford to eat out, maybe go to a movie. He’d sold some leftover 
food stamps to his neighbours, the Hannons. Cheryl had been a good sport for three months. The Parents 
Without Partners dances where they’d met were a cheap date. But all those resentful, desperate members 
were depressing once you’d found a new relationship. He wiped the dip-stick and dropped the hood. “Just 
a few more tasks, old paint,” he told the car, whose paint was silver grey. “Stay with me.”

 Cheryl turned carefully into the driveway. Fritch motioned her old Galaxy into the spot next to 
the Chevette. He couldn’t ask her to haul firewood in it. Anyway, there were child seats and the trunk was 
always stacked with whatever soda brands were on sale.

 They kissed. “Wow, you look good,” he said.

 “Thanks. But I’m just a little shaky. We had pizza at work but it was six hours ago.”

 “Well then, how about the buffet at Big Boy in Celeryville? I’ll find you something for the road.”

 Cheryl lifted a tote and her purse out of the back seat. “Sounds good,” she said. “And, I get to stay 
over.”

 “It’s a celebration then,” Fritch said. “Wes went to his mom’s place and orientation starts 
Wednesday. We’ve just got one little errand to run first. Then I thought we’d catch a movie too.”

 Cheryl followed him through the garage. She brought her bag in. Fritch took his wallet and keys 
from the kitchen counter. “We’ve gotta run over there anyway. I’ve got a line on some free firewood.”

 Cheryl went into the bathroom and closed the door. 

 Fritch rummaged in the refrigerator. “There’s an apple. How about a granola bar?” He heard the 
water run and the toilet flush. When she came out, Fritch handed her the snacks.

Windbreak
CHRIS DUNGEY

>>
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 They took the back roads to Celeryville. Fritch explained about the wood deal while Cheryl 
crunched into the Red Delicious. 

 “You know about the muck farms, right?” he asked her. “It’s this really black, like, potting soil?”

 “Yeah, I’ve driven by them. Sometimes on our way to the lake.” She searched in the glove 
compartment for a napkin. “We used to camp near Port Austin.”

 “Well, my brother married into one of those Dutch families.”

 She wrapped the apple core in a McDonalds napkin. “Dutch? What’s that have to do with..?”

 “Well, for whatever reason, I don’t know, but these Dutch immigrants,” Fritch explained. He drove 
with one hand so he could gesture. “They settled and bought up a lot of that land. Thousands of acres. 
Terrific for truck farming. All kinds of vegetables. Hey, anyway, that’s how the town got named Celeryville.”

 Cheryl peeled the granola bar. “And, so they grow firewood too?”

 Fritch chuckled. “No, no. I’m telling this all wrong. No, see, Patrick clued me in that his in-laws cut 
down a windbreak--these rows of trees that keep the dirt from blowing away? Muck is really fine grained. 
Don’t even know why they call it that ‘cause it’s really dry. The trees were willow or something and got a 
blight. Guess they were dropping branches on the crops. It’s not the greatest wood but it’s free. He heats 
with wood too.”

 “OK.” Cheryl twisted around. The back seat of the Chevette was folded down to enlarge the cargo 
space. “You didn’t bring your saw,” she said. “Or that wedge thingy.”

 “Nope.” Fritch eased up to a stop sign. Two more miles and over a rise, then they’d come to a 
great view of the flat, black country. “It’s supposed to be all cut up in four foot lengths. They’re already 
burning the brush. We’ll just load up and then go eat.”

 “Well, did you bring gloves for me?”

 “Sure, if you’ve got your strength back.”

 They arrived at the last stop and crossed Van Dyke Highway. There were hardly any homes now, 
just warehouses and garages for the farm machinery. Stacks of wooden crates waited to be filled with 
onions and potatoes. Fritch drove another half-mile and turned left, following Patrick’s directions. Then 
he turned into the gravel lot of a packing shed. In mid-September, a night shift was going strong, washing 

>>

>>

Windbreak
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and bagging carrots. He drove past a few clunker cars and found the two-track that ran back into the first 
fields. Drainage ditches fell away on both sides. He took another turn and crossed a narrow bridge. The 
sliding sun was blinding but he made the last jog in the route. The trail became nothing more than muck, 
hard packed by trucks recently driven over it. Smoke rose from two heaps of ash and smoldering limbs.

 “What a waste,” Fritch said. “That’s the size of stuff I usually get by with.” He parked the car in 
front of a tangle of thicker limbs and trunks. These remains of the cutting went on as far as he could see 
into the glaring distance. “Can you believe this?”

 “How many trees was that?” Cheryl unbuckled her seatbelt and climbed out.

 “At least a hundred, Patrick thought.” Fritch popped the latch on the hatchback. “Think what 
these must cost to replace.” He dug out two pair of gloves from behind the seat. He was running out of the 
free gloves he used to borrow from work.

 Cheryl followed him to the nearest pile. The lengths of trunk-wood were thicker than he 
imagined. They looked longer than four feet. “Let’s see if we can manage these.”

 Fritch pulled out a piece that was of medium thickness. As he rolled it, part of the bark shed off 
on the ground. He fit his hands under one end. “On three.” When they lifted, the rest of the bark came 
free. The chunk dropped onto the dry, black dirt.

 “Ewwww,” Cheryl groaned as dozens of centipedes scrambled across the log’s wet surface. 

 “These are sure not right,” Fritch said. “Dead as hell but still pulling up water. I don’t get it.” While 
it was still clean, he mopped his brow with the back of the cotton glove. Two large half-cylinders of dead 
bark lay at his feet. He scooted them away. More centipedes. He slapped a glove along the surface of the 
wood until it was cleared of bugs. “Ready?”

 Carrying the log to the car wasn’t too hard. It was soft wood. The only weight came from its last 
drink or maybe it had been rained on. That would have been a couple of weeks ago, though. Cheryl rested 
her end of the piece in the opening of the cargo area, then Fritch pushed it in. “Not gonna be able to close 
the hatch, but I brought a bungee cord.”

 Cheryl pulled her blouse out of her shorts. “Getting kinda warm,” she explained. She knotted the 
madras blouse above her navel. “But won’t you worry about leaving the car open?”

 Fritch liked the drop of sweat trailing down her cheek. He tried not to stare because that knotted 
blouse certainly trumped her stretch marks. The evening was turning purple at the horizon, the neutered 
sun becoming a stoplight-red ball. “If they take this stuff, they need it more than me. You’ll have to bring 

>>

>>

Windbreak
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your purse in with you though.”

 Cheryl held her end of the next log well away from her exposed tummy. They huffed back and 
forth carrying four more logs. Fritch wanted to be able to see out the back so they didn’t cram it too full. 
Most of the bark was stripped off before they grappled with them. He knew the hatch wouldn’t close now.

 “Wow, what a beautiful evening,” Cheryl said. She brushed bits of bark from her arms. The blouse 
clung to her chest and sides.

 “It sure is. Almost sultry.” Fritch pulled the hatch down onto the top of the logs. He stuck one end 
of the bungee into the latch mechanism then stretched the other down to the bumper. It wouldn’t hold 
the load in, but the Chevette didn’t accelerate very hard anymore. “You know what,” he said. “I’ve got a 
blanket behind the seat. We ought to do something.”

 Cheryl smiled sheepishly. “Here? What if someone else comes back?”

 Fritch eyed the trail and the buildings across the fields. The evening had become totally still. He 
heard the low hum of a conveyor belt back in the packing shed, and then what sounded like the muted 
crack and rattle of drums. This was distant, like maybe from town, three miles away. That’s right. There 
must be a football game tonight. They’d be able to see the glow from the field lights before long. “It’s 
getting dark. We’d see headlights coming in plenty of time.”

 Cheryl peeled off the gloves. “Anyway, I couldn’t enjoy it with all those centipedes crawling 
around.”

 Fritch said: “It was just a thought. Hey, you get to stay all night!” He wondered if that windbreak 
would have blocked those sounds; from the packing shed, or an approaching car. When he was a kid, the 
PA at the football field carried a long way.

  They put their gloves on top of the load and he fired up the Chevette. Now he could smell the oil 
burning out of the blackened tail-pipe. Some of it came in as they backed around and headed out slowly. 
He didn’t want to raise a billow with the hatch open. He sighed with the job done and all the satisfaction 
that had built up: A great girlfriend, going back to work, a new ride soon, and his house warmed on the 
cheap. What could hold them back now?

>>

Windbreak

CHRIS DUNGEY is a retired auto worker living in Michigan. He has the care and feeding to two wood-
stoves. He hikes, bikes, sings in a Presbyterian choir, camps at sports car races, and spends too much time 
at Starbucks. More than forty of his stories have appeared online and in small presses over the years. His 
first collection, The Pace-Lap Blues and Other Tales from the Seventies is available from Amazon and on 
Amazon Kindle.
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 We ran naked through fields together, and we were whatever adventurous duo our imaginations 
could conjure: rampant Indians, African bushmen, South American Yanomamis, Australian Aborigines—
anything that allowed us to take off our clothes.  We learned about them in books Adam’s grandfather 
had in his study, where we snuck on rainy days and crouched behind the burgundy velveteen wing-backed 
chair in the center of the room, a dusty dog-eared book splayed between us.  We giggled at the black 
and white pictures of the half-naked, dark-skinned people, most of them missing teeth or wearing funny 
headdresses. Some had bones through their noses. Some had babies pressed to bare breasts. Whatever 
new tribe we discovered became part of our play repertoire. 

 Summers were our time. Each began when the crops barely peeked through the thick, rich soil 
that our fathers worked, tearing it up and pushing it around from dawn to dusk. They had to accomplish as 
much work as they possibly could in the sixteen hours of light each summer day gave us, for the growing 
season is short in the northern Rockies. Dozens of expansive, golden fields separated us from the nearest 
town and school. School with its clothing and conforming was forever away. 

 Adam and I saw each other every day. We spent hours out of doors, roasting like turkeys until we 
were nice and brown. We ran around freely, without our mothers’ worry. We told them we were playing, 
they told us to be home by dark or dinner, whichever came first. 

 With each new summer came a new discovery; a cave when we were five, our swimming hole 
when we were six. Sometimes we found things we shouldn’t have. Like that summer when we were seven. 
We tromped through a shallow ditch in the woods, digging up snails, pretending to be Matis Indians deep 
in the heart of the Amazon, when we heard low moaning. 

 “I bet it’s a ghost,” I told Adam. 

 “Ghosts don’t come out in daytime,” said Adam. 

 I shrugged and began to climb the steep side of the ditch, Adam close behind me. We peeked 
over the edge of the embankment. There wasn’t a ghost, only my second sister, Madelynn, who was 
seventeen, and Adam’s brother, Stephen, who was nineteen. They were naked, lying on top of each other 
in the dirt and foliage.

 “What are they doing?” Adam whispered to me.

 I shrugged. “They look like worms.” The way they wiggled their pink flesh against each other 
made me think of the fat, juicy creepy-crawlies that emerged after the heavy rainstorms that came 
through the summer. 

The Fall of Summer
SHANELLE GALLOWAY

>>
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 “Evie, let’s go play,” Adam whined. 

 “Shh!” I hushed him, and turned back to the spectacle before us. But he did the opposite of hush. 
He sneezed. Loud. My eyes got big as Madelynn and Stephen stopped and looked over at us. Madelynn’s 
eyes narrowed and I knew she was mad. She scrambled to throw her shirt on and rushed over to me 
before I could escape, digging her fingers into the soft part of my arm just above my elbow. 

 “Evelyn!” She shrieked, “How long have you been there?” My mouth gaped open as my mind 
scurried for words. I could only focus on the brambles caught in her tousled hair. She shook me, rocking 
my neck back and forth. “Well?!”

 “I—I don’t know!”

 Madelynn looked down at my petrified face and calmed—a little. She still gripped my arm.  “Put 
your clothes back on, and go play.” I nodded and made to scurry away, but her eyes got hard again, and 
she pulled me closer, nose to nose. “And don’t you ever tell Mom about this.”

 I never told our mother what I saw. I feared death by my sister; I made the mistake once of 
getting her in trouble. And this time, I knew because of the way she acted, she was going to get in big 
trouble if I told. Our mother must have found out somehow, because there was a lot of yelling and crying 
later on. Stephen and Madelynn were married that fall, and my sister’s belly turned round and hard, then 
my first niece was born that winter. 

 When we were eight, Adam and I discovered a patch of wild blackberries. We chanced upon it on 
one of our many nude escapades, pulled a few of the berries off and ran to Adam’s house to see if they 
were safe to eat. We scanned through his grandfather’s library, pulling out plant book after plant book, 
trying to find a picture that matched the slowly rotting berries staining our hands.  Adam’s mother finally 
found us, naked and spotted with purple blackberry juice and asked what we were doing. 

 “We found these black raspberries and want to know if we can eat them,” I told Adam’s mother, 
holding out my handful of goopy fruit. 

 “Those are blackberries,” Adam’s mother said, “And, yes, you can eat them. But please don’t 
stain the furniture, and you should probably go find your clothes before a bear steals them.” Adults were 
always telling us to put our clothes back on. They always told us “big kids wear clothes.” They never 
seemed to realize that in some places, even grown-ups run around naked. Besides, our mothers were 
always complaining that our clothes got dirty. Without our layers, we could play in the dirt without worry 
of staining them.

This summer, we are nine. Some things are a little different. Adam has to help in the fields until lunchtime 

>>
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now. He has learned to drive his family’s tractor, sometimes I see him out there with his older brothers 
and father, moving hay bales and water troughs. 

 I now have to do chores with all my older sisters that still live with us. I am expected to watch 
over the little ones (my baby brother and sometimes my nieces and nephew) while my mother does 
laundry or cooks. 

 It is the end of August, when summer is the hottest. I am sitting on the floor of the living room 
with my baby brother, trying to get him to fall asleep. It is after lunch, and the sun has dried out the air. 
The baby doesn’t want to sleep. He wants to play. He wears only a diaper and his skin is pink with heat. 
I poke his fat cheeks until his red tongue spills out of his mouth and hangs covered in slobber. My little 
puppy brother. His dark hair is wet and matted from baby sweat; I twirl my fingers in it and pull it up into a 
point. He looks funny. Like a little fat, pink alien with a black antenna.

 Someone knocks on the door. It is Adam; he knocks like a woodpecker. I jump up from the floor 
and run to the black walnut door. 

 “I’m done working,” says Adam, “We can play now.”

 I nod and yell over my shoulder, “Ma! I’m going out to play with Adam!”

 My mother steps out of the kitchen, dusting flour from her apron. “Alright, just be home for 
dinner. Give me a kiss before you go.” I run to her and quickly peck her cheek before I slip my white 
butterfly sandals over my feet and run out the door with Adam. 

 We run out behind my house, past the clothesline feathered with t-shirts, dresses and slips—all 
belonging to my sisters. Dresses are only allowed to drape my body on Sundays for those few hours of 
church. Summer is cutoff hand-me-down jeans and tank tops. 

 We fly past the wooden swing set my father built when my third sister, Samantha, was four. We 
halt to unlatch the white gate and swing it open. Golden freedom spans out before us. The alfalfa hay has 
turned yellow, baked by the summer sun. A gentle breeze sways the stalks back and forth like golden sea 
anemones. It’s time to cut it again.

 My father’s red swather moves slowly on the far side of the field. It looks little from here. Like a 
toy. The sun scratches at our skin the longer we stand there. Adam is ready to run. 

 “Wait, Adam, wait!” I shout, making sure to shut the gate—I’ve been yelled at for leaving it open, 
since little Cassidy, my niece, sometimes runs out and gets lost in the fields. As soon as the latch falls, I 
leave my shoes, and we are off, racing through the tall stalks. The wind rushes in my ears. The thin tips 

>>
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of the hay stalks caress the exposed skin of my legs and arms as I fly through them. The over-turned soil, 
loose and lumpy, gives way as my heels and toes press into it. 

 The crops halt at a barbed-wire fence, which we climb through with much-practiced ease. On this 
side of the fence, it is only trees, river, and boulder-studded hills. This is our territory. This is our summer 
jungle gym. We step into the forest realm and the sun immediately dims. In our forest, the air is fresh and 
earthy; the scent of various pine and aspen trees hovers around us. 

 “Swimming hole!” I yell, my shouts coursing through the taciturn trees.  

 “I’ll beat you there!” 

 We are very good at not running into trees or bushes, because we’ve had races through the 
woods so many times. I chase after Adam in bare feet; wild tribes don’t wear shoes. The forest ground is 
soft and cool beneath the soles of my feet. As we run, we transform into Mowgli from The Jungle Book, 
darting through the rainforest, running away from Sher Khan. I am just as fast and strong as Adam, but I let 
him win. My sister told me boys like to win sometimes. 

 Our tops are off by the time we reach the top of the rock that overlooks our swimming hole. Our 
skin is tan, browned by the sun. We are golden-brown like perfect biscuits. I wiggle my sticklike figure out 
of my stonewashed cutoffs and flowery purple underwear, letting them drop to the flat, smooth surface of 
the black rock. I kick my shorts off my bony ankles. 

 The sunlight filters green through the dark treetops that stretch high above our little cove. 
Adam stretches out over the edge, reaching for the rope swing that hangs from the nearest branch. Leaf 
shadows speckle his naturally muscled back. Adam hands me the rope, pushing his dark auburn hair from 
his eyes. “You can go first, since I won.” 

 I take the thick, coarse rope in my hands and grasp it tightly. Adam holds it while I pull my knees 
up and hook them on the giant knot his big brother Russell tied for us last summer. Adam gives me a 
little push and I float out over the drop off. Once over the deep greenish water, I release my grip and let 
myself fall. My insides and short blonde hair float up. I give Tarzan’s whoop as I fall and plug my nose. My 
feet break the surface, my body shooting afterward. Cool wet engulfs me and my muscles tighten. I am 
suspended and frozen in time. Little bubbles slip from between my lips and dance upward toward the 
flickering sun. I kick my legs hard and push up, pulling with my arms until my head hits air, then I swim out 
of the way for Adam. He also hollers like Tarzan as he swings out. 

 Adam drifts down, the rope swings wildly from his release. I wait for him to resurface so I can 
splash water in his face. We splash back and forth, giggling. I swim away as fast as I can and climb back up 
the sheer face of the Jumping Rock. I stand like Peter Pan, with my feet spread and my hands on my hips. 

>>
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 “I’m Peter Pan in Neverland!” I announce. 

 “You can’t be Peter Pan,” says Adam, taking the rope in hand again. 

 “Why not?”

 “Because you’re a girl. You have to be Wendy.” 

 I frown. “I don’t like Wendy. She never does anything fun.” 

 Adam shrugs and hands me the rope. 

 “Let’s do it at the same time!” I say. 

 “You don’t think we’ll get hurt?” He looks at me kind of worried. He does that a lot when I come 
up with new ideas. 

 I look down. “No. I think we’ll be fine. Come on, you hold on, too!”

 Adam says “Ok” and grabs on, facing me. I tell him to push off, because his feet are closer to the 
rock. We swing out and let go at the same time. I scream on the way down just for fun.

 A few more jumps wear us out and we drag ourselves up onto the bank across the river. We lie 
there in the leaves and dirt, breathing hard. Mud clumps in our wet hair and on our bodies. I sit up and 
brush myself off. 

 Adam says, “I’m hungry.” 

 “Adam, you’re always hungry after we swim.” 

 “I know. Swimming always makes me hungry. Let’s go to the blackberry patch.”

 “I’ll race you there!” I hop up and crawl up the slope, digging my fingers and knees into the dark, 
loose soil. “I’m gonna win!” I mean it, too. It’s my turn to win. But Adam grabs my ankle and pulls me back 
down, crawling quickly past me. I rush up behind him, knock him to the ground and stick my tongue out at 
him, my hands on my hips. 

 “No fair!” he shouts. I giggle and run away from him. But he is up in a flash and chasing after me. I 
still win. Barely. We collapse at the base of the blackberry bushes and laugh until we catch our breath.
I reach carefully between the brambles of the bush and pluck one of the blackish-purple berries. It is 

>>
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plump and juicy. I place it on my tongue and it melts in my mouth. It is sweet and tart at the same time. 
The juice stains my taste buds. Adam pulls a couple from the bush and shoves them quickly between his 
lips. 

 “It’s like eating fish eggs,” I say, pushing two more into my mouth. 

 “Ew,” says Adam, “Who would eat fish eggs?” 

 I shrug. “Mermaids.”

 “Evie, you’re weird,” Adam says. I stick my purple tongue at him. He smiles at me. “How many do 
you think you can eat at a time?”

 “Seventeen,” I say with assurance. 

 “No you can’t.”

 “I can too! Watch!” I shove berry after berry into my mouth, but only get to eleven before the 
juice squirts out and dribbles down my chin. Adam laughs, which makes me laugh and I start choking. Half-
eaten blackberries spray all over. I cough and cough. Adam’s eyes are worried.

 “Are you ok?” He asks. 

 I cough a few more times. “I’m ok. Eating fish eggs is dangerous.” 

 Adam shakes his head. “You have blackberry juice all over you.” 

 I know. I can feel it. It’s dripping down my chin and running the length of my neck. It’s sticky and 
itches. I use the back of my wrist to try and wipe it away. Adam reaches over with his dirt-speckled hand to 
wipe the purple juice from my chin. 

 For some reason, my stomach flips, and my heart stops. Adam’s hazel eyes are frozen as he looks 
into mine. He leans forward, our noses almost touch. Adam pushes out his violet-stained lips and touches 
them to mine. They are sweet and sticky, slightly chapped from the dry heat of the season. My eyes get 
wide and my brain buzzes like an empty room. I sit very still, more still than I have ever been before. 

 I hear my name faintly whisper through the forest. Then a sharp and bewildered “Evelyn!” breaks 
through the barrier of my numb mind. Adam flinches back. 

 Madelynn is standing in the trees, mouth gaping. “Evie! Adam! What are you doing?!” Mother’s 

>>
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sent her to get me for dinner. She looks worried and angry and surprised all at the same time. “Where are 
your clothes?” She says as she steps quickly toward us. My mouth drops open to answer my sister, but no 
words come out. Madelynn grabs my arm and pulls me up from the soft earth. She bends down, brushes 
the dirt off my naked body and takes twigs and leaves out of my hair. 

 Adam shrinks away; he’s always been afraid of Madelynn because she’s “wild,” as his mother 
says, and sometimes she yells. But this time she’s not yelling, which worries me even more. 

  “Adam,” Madelynn says calmly, “Where are your clothes?” He gurgles but can’t make words. 
He just looks at her in shock, ready to wince if she does decide to shout. “Come on, you guys, where are 
they?”

 “They’re at the jumping rock!” I finally blurt. 

 My sister tugs us both by the arms and tells us to go get our clothes. We silently obey. She follows 
us to the top of Jumping Rock and watches as we pull our abandoned apparel back onto our small bodies. 
We transform from wild natives back to American farmers’ children with each article of clothing. Once we 
are fully dressed, my sister takes both of our hands and leads us back out of the woods. We cross the great 
golden sea of hay. Madelynn sends Adam home. We watch him run across his field. He hardly pauses to 
glance back.

 At the white gate are my butterfly sandals, lying perfectly side by side, just as they should be, 
waiting for me to relinquish my unrestricted feet into their hold. 

 At the back door is my mother, baby on hip. Madelynn whispers into my mother’s ear. Hours later, 
once dinner is over, the sun is gone and I have been sent to bed, I hear my mother’s and sister’s voices 
downstairs in the living room. I sneak from my room, down to the bottom of the stairwell and listen to 
them talk.
 
 “I used to run around naked, too,” Madelynn tells my mother, “It’s probably time we teach Evie 
she can’t do that anymore.” 

 “She’s still pretty young,” says my mother. 

 I poke my head out from behind the wall to see my sister shaking her head. “Not for too much 
longer,” Madelynn says. “She’s not as young as you think, Mother. She’s not a baby anymore. She’s growing 
up.” 

 My sister is standing, bouncing her new baby daughter to sleep. My mother is sitting in the worn 
rocking chair, sewing a patch onto a pair of my father’s pants. She looks over at the dark stairwell and sees 
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me sitting here. I panic and want to hurry back up the stairs, but my body won’t move. 

 My mother’s brown eyes are soft and sad. She looks at me in a way I’ve never seen before. It’s 
like she doesn’t know what to do with me. She sighs. “I guess you’re right, Madelynn. Evie is growing up; 
she’s not my baby anymore.” 

 My sister’s baby squawks and the conversation dies. My mother turns back to her sewing and I 
crawl back up the stairs and back to bed. 

 The next evening, I am drying dishes at the sink with one of my sisters. I look out the window 
to the expanse of golden-yellow fields behind our house. Adam is outside with his father and brothers, 
looking at something on the ground—a badger hole most likely. My mother’s words from this morning are 
in my mind: “It’s not proper for girls and boys to run around together as freely as you and Adam do.” She 
told me that if I want to play pretend, I should pretend to be a mother, or a school teacher, not a naked 
native. 

 The sun is setting. The sky is orange and the slivered clouds are lined with streaks of red—veins of 
blood.  This summer, I am nine. Adam and I can’t play together anymore. 

>>
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 The gallery was bathed in the soft amber light of late afternoon, streaming in through the large 
glass window of the ceiling, stretching its yellow fingers out across the wooden pews and mahogany floor, 
touching those who sat there with warming halos of sunlight. 

 Mirandolina had been a cleaner for many years. Her hands were rough, the skin dry and peeling 
back from her brittle fingers nails, her throat thick with the scents of false meadows and acrid lemons of 
disinfectant, her back having developed a slight curvature with the passage of time. She went by mostly 
unnoticed, those who did give her a second glance seemed to look right through her, merely depositing 
something in her cart, and then walking away again as if Mirandolina didn’t really exist at all.

 That afternoon, the gallery was busier than usual. There had been breaking news that morning; 
the prominent reclusive artist Thompson Shay had passed away at his home just shy of seventy-five. The 
gallery had been thrown into uproar, the demand for ticket sales almost overwhelming, the modest gift 
shop struggling under the strain of the excessive need by tourists and regular visits alike to own his work 
in whatever form they could. Books and postcards and canvas bags flying out of the shop as if everyone 
had suddenly remembered how wonderful Thompson Shay was, and needed to be touched by his genius, 
however vicariously. 

 Someone brushed up against her and slipped into the cart a rolled up newspaper. Mirandolina 
caught sight of the face on the front as she saw it disappearing down into the dark plastic depths, and 
careful retrieved it before it could be spoiled by any of the old coffee cups or crisp wrappers or moldy fruit 
that had collected at the bottom. She unfurled the paper deftly and looked again at the face on the cover. 
There he was, Thompson Shay, the man who had painted all the delights that now hung on the walls of 
the exhibit around her. His face looked contorted and slightly wary, as if he has suspected all along that 
such a photo would one day grace the front of a national rag to announce his passing.  

 The sun had moved around the sky, and Mirandolina noted that the gallery was beginning to 
empty now. Happily, she took the moment to sit down undisturbed on the smooth wooden pew closest 
to her, and looked up at the painting that hung there. There were no crowds now, no television cameras, 
no eager journalists and experts to pick apart his artistry and extol on the great majesty of his work. 
Mirandolina lived for moments like this, when she could be alone with herself. 

 The painting in front of her showed a young exotic looking woman, her skin a yellow ochre, her 
dark black hair rolling down past her shoulders like the frets of a stormy sea, her almond shaped eyes 
looking straight out fearlessly. She was poised like a cat, her naked body partially covered by the small 
child she held in her arms. Mirandolina smiled back at the young woman looking out at her. Many who 
came to look at this enigmatic creature had debated whom she might be, where she had come from, what 
she could be thinking, but Mirandolina knew the answer to all of these questions. No one would ever 

Mirandolina
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guess it of course, but the young exotic creature was indeed she. 

 Mirandolina remembered the first time she had seen the artist. He was so small and pale she had 
wondered how he had survived so long in the world. His tiny eyes were magnified by his rimless glasses, 
his shoulders red from where the sun had scorched him through his thin white shirt. He had a heavy bag 
slung over his raw shoulders, and his knees were soiled with paint. He had looked to her as if he might be 
blown over by the warm breeze at any moment. 

 “I wonder,” he had said to her quietly. “I wonder, if you might let me look at you? I should very 
much like to paint you.”

 He had been embarrassed, almost apologetic when he had come over to speak to her, but as 
soon as he opened his mouth and his words poured out, she was taken aback, his voice filled with a 
confidence that belied his shy appearance. Mirandolina had not entirely understood the meaning behind 
what he said, his tongue had formed words in ways she could not quite comprehend, but she had nodded 
and agreed because she liked this pale nervous boy, who was so different from all the other strong silent 
men around her. She recalled fondly how her daughter had not been afraid of him either, but instead 
had run towards him to pull at his sweat soaked white shirt and find what secrets he had hidden in his 
mysterious shoulder bag.

 He was a stranger, but naked in front of him she felt safe. She was vulnerable to him, but he 
did not make her feel afraid. As he painted her, she could not see the form which was emerging from his 
brushes and paints, but she could feel each stroke as if it were directly against her skin, a cool tingling 
sensation which would fuse the two of them together forever. After he had finished, he beckoned for 
her to release her pose and come and take a look. Her little daughter had run over and reached out with 
delight, desperate to touch her canvas face, to confirm it was truly she in the painting. Mirandolina had 
kissed him then. He was cautious and gentle, caressing her body as if it were a landscape, tracing her 
moles and calling them the constellations that joined together to create symbols of old.

 When the artist had left, she hadn’t been sad. She had known all along that it was to be this way. 
But there had been other sadnesses in Mirandolina’s life, and after the death of her daughter’s father 
she had chosen a new path, coming to this city to study art. In her homeland, there were no such places 
of education, and her mind had been filled with the ideals of a new, urban life to come, away from the 
isolated country she had always known and called home. But the reality was somewhat different and 
harder to bear, and her shoulders grew broader as she took the decisions that needed to be made for 
their survival in this strange land. With no other option left to her, she had begun cleaning. Some found 
it degrading, but not Mirandolina. She enjoyed making things clean again, hovering on the outskirts, 
watching and observing those around her, making things beautiful again. The language of this place was 
still hard for her ears to translate, but it didn’t matter, she spoke with her eyes and read images and 
paintings instead of books.    

>>
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 As she sat silently on the wooden pew, Mirandolina became aware of someone at her elbow, and 
turned to see a well-meaning tourist gesturing a hag of rubbish and empty water bottles in her direction. 
Mirandolina rose obediently, letting this stranger offload her no longer desired items into her cart. She 
noticed that one of the guides was looking at her quizzically, and she hurriedly pushed her cart away to 
the other end of the exhibit to try and make herself invisible again.

 As she pushed the cart along, she passed by the other canvas faces. Women she had never met, 
naked like she had been, exposed for a moment in time that was captured for posterity, their souls forever 
snared by the net of his genius. She never felt jealously, that they might have been his favourite, of the 
moments they must have shared with him. Instead, she felt a sense of something conspiratorial, as if they 
all shared a great secret that was hidden in plain sight. 

 She headed into the back room of the gallery, removed her tabard, put away her cleaning 
products and emptied her cart until there was nothing left inside but the ghost of an empty plastic bag. 
She looked at herself in the dimly lit mirror of the staff locker room, and wondered who the stranger was 
looking back at her. 

 Outside, she waited in the pink light of early evening. Hurried businessmen pushed past her 
roughly, eager to catch their last train home and be free of their suits and obligations for the weekend that 
stretched out ahead of them. There were drunken whoops too as youngsters headed out for the evening, 
hanging around each other’s necks like monkeys, and well groomed friends tottered towards one another 
on high heels, giving perfume scented greetings of open embraces and expensive wide smiles. 

 Behind her, a warm hand slipped around Mirandolina’s waist.

 “Let me take that for you, Mum.”

 Her daughter took the bag from her shoulder, and her mother gratefully accepted her help. 

 “Come along Mum, or we’ll miss our train.”

 Her daughter gestured back towards the train station, where people were pouring in like ants, 
and her mother nodded her understanding. As they walked away from the gallery, she turned back, just 
for a moment. Mirandolina sometimes wondered why she had never told her daughter that it was she in 
the portrait. Perhaps because it would mean admitting too many lost hopes and dreams. Perhaps because 
it was the last secret she had left in the world, the one thing she had for herself.

 She allowed her daughter to steer her through the throngs of people. Tonight she felt lighter, as 
if a question had been answered. She would never admit it, even to herself, but she had always hoped he 
would come back to her, that the famous Thompson Shay would come and find her again. Now, she knew 
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he never would, and the comfort that gave her was strange in its finality. 

 She held onto the sticky railing as she made her way unsteadily down the train station steps, until 
they had reached their platform. The wind of the impending train blew hard in her face, and she closed 
her eyes to let it streak through her hair and cleanse her of the day’s toils. 

 Carefully, they boarded the carriage and took a seat at the end, a young man standing so that 
Mirandolina and her daughter could be seated together. As they sat down the train roared into life, pulling 
away from the platform and rocking her gently. Mirandolina watched as a poster for the gallery exhibit 
disappeared from the station wall behind her, the image of the artist as a young man, and then suddenly 
the train shot off into the blackness of the tunnel, and the face of Thompson Shay was lost to her forever.

>>
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 Megan lifted the second to last of the remaining boxes into the trunk of her Mazda; three, if 
you counted the box of jewels. Her cell phone rang. “You’ll like it in Atlanta,” she remembered her friend 
Denise telling her. She would stay with Denise until she got her footing.

 She punched the green call button on her phone. 

 “I’ve finally finished my paper on To Room 19—can I bring it to you?” That was Elyse, one of 
Megan’s problem students, brilliant, talented, and lazy. 

 Former students, Megan corrected herself silently. “You’ll have to send it to me. I’m moving to 
Atlanta,” she said, trying to keep the thickness of tears out of her voice.

 “Can I just leave it in your inbox for next semester? I don’t mind an incomplete. I’m not 
graduating yet.”

 “No, you’ll have to send it to me. I’m not coming back.”

 “What?” A gratifying shriek from Elyse.

 “Let me give you the address,” Megan said.

 “Say it isn’t so!” Elyse wailed. “You’re my favourite professor. I want to take something from you 
every semester!”

 “Sorry.”

 “Well, where are you teaching in Atlanta, then? Maybe I can transfer?”

 Megan laughed. She didn’t have a job in Atlanta yet. Nothing lined up, nothing in the works. An 
image of receiving her doctoral cap shimmered before her as she closed her eyes. The autumn scent of 
juniper and cedar of her first day of classes as assistant professor. 

 “….dark though,” Elyse’s voice brought her back mid-sentence of enthusiastic babbling. “The 
woman committing suicide and masking it as politely as possible, so it doesn’t hurt the husband and the 
children. That’s so real.” 

 To Room 19 had been the most controversial story she had taught in her Composition I class. Half 
of the students had been upset by the stealthy truth of the story. Could have happened. Here. Now. The 

The Girl Who Moved To Atlanta
BEATE SIGRIDDAUGHTER

>>



Origami Journal  Summer 2014 21

other half were upset the other way around, claiming it couldn’t possibly be true. 

 “It’s so not PC. It portrays women as weak. And Doris Lessing was supposed to be a feminist?”

 “Actually, the feminists claimed her, but she always claimed she wasn’t one.  She wanted to be 
a humanist, not a feminist. She wanted to show the truth as she saw it, not according to some theory or 
philosophy, but according to reality.”

 “Reality, shmality,” someone had muttered.

 “Well, may I bring you my paper before you leave?” Elyse asked. 

 Megan considered waiting, but, no, that part of her life was over. For now. “I’m leaving in ten 
minutes,” she said.

 “Oh. Then you better give me your address.”

* * * * *

 All her life, people had warned her about studying English literature, which she loved. “You’ll 
never find a job with an English major.” It was worse when she went on to graduate school. “Come on, 
Megan, you’ll be teaching Composition 101 and Intro to Literature for the next 10, 20 years.” 

 She had in fact taught Composition and Introduction to Literature. She didn’t mind. Both lent 
themselves to smuggling in her favourite women writers, with the additional small triumph of getting to 
require the young men to read women authors, too. Easy with someone like Mary Oliver, of course, whom 
practically everybody embraced. Another one who declared to not be a feminist. 

 What did get her to abandon her academic career for the time being, was, of course, of all things, 
a man.
 
 “It always about a man, isn’t it?” shrieked the collective furies of her mind. 

 Shawn was a colleague who had been hired two years before her, and Shawn was a hero.

 Each English student took one class with Shawn. Some might have taken more, but it was painful 
to listen to him. It was easier by far to look at him. His face was movie star handsome with large brown 
eyes, long lashes, lush brown hair, an always carefully trimmed beard.

 He always held is head to the side, and it wasn’t until he spoke that one could tell that there 
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was something wrong. His vocal chords often snapped out of control, a modulated phrase or two, then 
a sudden dark derailing, a clang, a metallic squeak. That’s when one started noticing that half of his suit 
seemed oddly loose. 

 Shawn had wanted to be an English Professor, much as Megan had, and he had succeeded against 
all normal odds—and then some, in his case. 

 When in her third year of teaching Megan proposed a class of Women and Literature from the 
20th Century to the present, Shawn had joked that he would teach Men and Literature from 3,600 B.C. to 
the present.

 Shawn was popular. Yes, he was in a wheelchair and all doors opened for him. At faculty parties, 
he was surrounded by well-wishers. 

 At first Shawn and Megan didn’t have a lot to do with one another.

 One day he published a book of poems with a university press. The English faculty organized a 
poetry reading for him. Each of five teachers was to take turns reading one poem after another, standing 
by the side of Shawn’s wheelchair.

 Not many students were expected, but many came, and extra chairs had to be brought it.

 By the day of the event, three teachers had canceled, however, leaving only Megan and an older 
professor, close to retirement, who thought perhaps it would be better for her to do the entire reading.

 She did so. On a few occasion she had tears in her eyes. Shawn was openly weeping. The students 
gave a rousing applause.

 That was when Shawn fell in love with her.

* * * * *

 Shawn asked Megan out for coffee, but she declined. He frightened her with his intensity and she 
kept avoiding him as much as she could. 

 He wrote her a letter about the poetry reading. How many students had commented on what a 
stunning pair they made, what an amazing team. 

 The students had told her that as well.
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 One day he wheeled to her office door in his wheelchair, which blocked it so effectively that she 
couldn’t have escaped, even if she had gone for the absolute in soap opera and run away. 

 “Why are you avoiding me?” he asked.

 “I’m not,” she lied. She thought of the beggar in front of the Lutheran church whose morning 
hello made her feel obligated and made her opt for slinking through an unpleasant alley instead. 

 “I’ve written you two letters, eight notes and fourteen emails. You haven’t responded,” he said.

 “I haven’t had time. I have so many papers to mark.”

 He looked as bitter as some of his poems. He had good reason to be full of rage at life. She 
conceded him that. But it scared her.

 “You’re avoiding me because I’m crippled,” he said. His dark eyes flashed hatred.

 Blood rushed into her nerve endings. She was trapped in truth.

 “Shawn, I like you well enough. You know that.”

 “Then prove it. Go out for a coffee with me. It’s just coffee.”

  “Thank you, Shawn, but, no, thank you for asking. I can’t.”

 “Why?”

 “Because….”

 “No reason, right?”

 Oh, there was a reason. He was pressuring her. It alarmed her. But one couldn’t say such a thing. 
Well, maybe one could, but she personally could not.

 She went out for coffee with him. Later he accused her, “You went out for coffee with me. You 
encouraged me.”

 The next week he turned up everything a notch. This time he wanted to go out to dinner. She 
didn’t. They went to dinner. He smiled. His eyes no longer hated her.
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>>

The Girl Who Moved To Atlanta



Origami Journal  Summer 2014 24

Later he said, “You just wanted to be chased.”

 And in the night she was visited by demons that taunted her. What harm does it do to go out with 
him? You are a good girl, aren’t you? It was to avoid her inner demons more than anything else that made 
her pack and leave.

 In the car, driving south, then east, away from the sunset, she cried. For herself. For her students 
growing into a society where you could still be forced. For Shawn and his belief that the world owed him 
whatever he wanted. 

 “Just call me the girl who moved to Atlanta,” she sobbed into her steering wheel. “No, not girl, 
I’m a woman,” she corrected herself a moment later. “A woman who does what needs to be done.” Her 
demons were milder in daylight. They merely asked why she didn’t stay and fight for her space. Because 
she was a woman who knew that any space gained in fight, anything drenched in conflict and in pain, was 
not worth living in, she replied in so many thoughts. Because it was dangerous to hurt a wounded man’s 
feelings in this world. It was easier to move to Atlanta than to keep on saying no. 

 She had a lot to learn from him, she thought, as a cloudburst made her slow down and turn 
on the windshield wipers to full speed. How to overcome weakness. And how to use it to advantage if 
necessary. 

 Perhaps her friend Denise was right. Perhaps she would like it in Atlanta.

* * * * *

 Shawn wheeled into the staff lounge where the new teacher, red-haired Karina Alkhinoff, sat 
reading a copy of his book of poems that he had recently given to her. 

 “I hear a former colleague of yours gave a legendary reading of these poems,” Caroline said, 
looking up. 

 “Yes,” Shawn said, dream lights wandering into his eyes. “I still miss her. She was a fine woman. 
We were a great match. Unfortunately she had to move. One of her parents was ill—her mother, I believe. 
If I had asked her to stay, I think she would have stayed. But it would have torn her apart inside. I couldn’t 
ask such a thing of her. I cared too much.”

  Karina loved the velvet sincerity in Shawn’s eyes.
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The buzzing grew. At first it was nothing, then loud, then the source of a terror to rival Philomel’s as 
her brother-in-law approached her with two blades and panting – then the buzzing grew soothing. Like 
everything was always this buzzing, like this buzzing was like breathing. The bees were at his mouth and 
with their own bee-mouths were chewing on the wax they had stored deep in their viscera; they were 
filling that slight space between his lips with hexagonal combs. Art, science and survival commingled 
because they do. Stereo Binns knew then that this wax would be the last thing he ever tasted, that his 
mouth would never move its lips again for speaking. The loss didn’t strike him as particularly profound 
– the last thing he’d said had been something like “Huh?” and his utterings before that had never been 
much better. Once he’d had a lady friend and he knew (somehow) all of the wrong things to say. She left 
without ceremony, indeed, she’d forgot to tell him that they’d broken up even after his boss (at the time) 
had given his sympathy for the failed relationship. He texted her about it – she never texted back to say 
one way or another. 

 A bee thumped its plump body against his cheek, the others thumped right back. ‘Oh, North now,’ 
Stereo thought as the bees mounted up his face, bumble-stepping on  whisker legs. It wasn’t a difficult 
journey – three bee-steps, really – and they were at his nose. He tried to look down at them, but only 
succeeded in giving himself a mild throb of a headache (it bloomed like a touched bruise) from the strain 
of crossing his eyes. His nostrils received the same treatment as his mouth. At first Stereo tried to strain 
against it: all at once he didn’t want to suffocate in this place in this way, but he was unable to move. The 
bee with the thickest black band around its belly looked at him and thumped its body against his face 
again. Stereo wouldn’t lose his breathing, and if he did, it wasn’t the breathing that mattered – it was the 
smelling.
 
 The last thing he’d noticed smelling (aside from the fermented sweetness that was the wax) 
had been vomit and blue toilet water. An old man was in the Labour Ready office that morning and had 
collapsed, vomiting on himself. Stereo tried to get the receptionist to do a thing about it, but she just 
made a little piggy face of disgust and latched back onto her computer screen. Stereo knew she was 
playing Farmville or some shit, and he also knew that she couldn’t care – didn’t know how to care – even 
if she wanted to. Stereo knew it because he was the same way. Nonetheless, something compelled him 
(probably the stench) and he had helped the old man to the washroom. He knew his name was Don, but 
he wasn’t about to do a thing about it. Stereo hated the dirty addicts and victims of mental disease that 
showed up at the Labour Ready. He hated them with the kind of red rage usually reserved for real estate 
agents and bureaucrats. 

 Stereo snorted derisively, reflexively, and accidentally launched a cluster of combs from his 
nostril. The bee with the thick band thumped for him to compose himself. Stereo was humbled into softer 
breathing.  

Stereo Binns and the Insistence of Bees
ASHLEY TOMBU
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 After the bees had repaired the damage they separated into two groups – one migrating left 
along his face and the other migrating right. When each group had reached an ear the thick-banded bee 
landed on the tip of Stereo’s nose, thumped once and jiggled twice. His hearing would be going now. 
Stereo was particularly uncertain about the loss of this sense on account of it being the only one that had 
ever provided him with any real pleasure. The first time he’d heard “The Only Living Boy in New York” 
it had made his stomach feel like he was on a roller coaster – he put the needle back to the indent that 
started that song at least thirty times that day. He remembered the warm big-swell, probably the colour 
of all the roses, erupting from his gut, stretching his skin and forcing the molecules that made him solid to 
reach and find a partner in the wider world. He had blended. 

 But then. But then there was also that time his mother yelled and how that time was all the time. 
There were the sharp giggles of schoolgirls when he was a schoolboy. There were all those words that 
were never kind and for him. He could do without the ears. He felt something like that music-swelling in 
the vibration of the bee-bodies.

 All movement ceased. The thick-banded bee hovered in front of his eyes and Stereo blinked 
twice. He could be ready for this too. The most beautiful things he’d ever seen were flowers. All of their 
efforts toward procreation only lasted a brief season, but included all of nature all at once. Stereo intuited 
that nothing could be more intimate than including the whole wide world in your love-making. He was 
enamored of the idea, even if he couldn’t know why. 

 Stereo wasn’t dying a virgin. He did have some notion of the sex and how it was done among 
mammals: belly to belly and belly to back. When he was twenty-eight he had set himself up to go out 
and get lunatic-drunk just so he could muster the courage to buy the time of one of those night-ladies. 
In the back of his car he saw her skeleton under falling, thin skin. She had a big gash of scar tissue across 
her stomach where a baby had been pulled from her. He’d asked her if she’d had a boy or a girl. She 
looked at him with eyes that were black and sinking and set to work with a clenched fist and a decidedly 
professional level of detachment. The next day the world had loomed vivid to him; all the colours had 
saturated themselves to the point of surfeiting. She hadn’t been beautiful, but she’d been electric, and 
with her pulse she had charged the world with all the beauty she lacked. The day after a night with a 
whore was the most beautiful he’d ever seen, and that’s when he intuited about the flowers and how they 
were generous in their lovemaking. 

 While Stereo reminisced, the bees had snuck into his sockets and gnawed at his optic nerves. 
With a grim sort of triumph they finally managed to detach the eyes –  made heavy by their two humors – 
and heave them from their sockets. Stereo still knew it when when the sun burned through the perpetual 
cloud haze. Even though his eyes were nothing more than limp lids draped over bone holes, he knew the 
sun because he felt it. Gradually, and with great sensitivity, the bees filled those gaping holes with more 
combs. 
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 The thick-banded bee pressed itself against his face and vibrated to him. Next was his touching. 
All at once the whole swarm arrived and Stereo’s skin became heavy as each of all of the bees mounted 
him at once. Then, with the delicate light-prickling points of their bee-feet, they began to prise his pores 
apart. 

 Aside from that one-night lady, Stereo had never really been touched. So far as he could tell, his 
skin (and all the textures it could identify and respond to) had not done much other than confirm that he 
was solid and condemned to live within the confines of his flesh. The only time it acted otherwise was 
when he was swollen with that music, and it was that swelling-expanding sensation that he felt now as 
his body melded into the many movements of the bees that covered him. The hum was thunderous; the 
hum was everything; the hum was three Richter-nine earthquakes buried deep in his skeleton, erupting 
up from his bones and echoing back on itself. Stereo knew he was ending and when he knew it he finally 
understood. He understood that vibration was communication and that all of those bees spoke at once 
and that each one spoke to itself. He understood that the queen and her great fecund belly were close 
and approaching, that the bees had to dig in deeper and make more cells for her to lay her eggs in. Stereo 
understood that she had earned this: fed exclusively on royal jelly and faster than all of the other virgin 
queens, she had struck them down with her stinger, flew into the vast outside, and birthed a colony from 
her one small body. When she arrived she mounted the backs of her subjects and writhed, rolling through 
waves of bee-body on bee-body, toward the deepest deep. Stereo’s heart broke open to make room for 
her and her many children.
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 Gibson’s Grocery is a low-key landmark in the Belmont neighbourhood, at the corner of 
Avon Street and Hinton Avenue. A red brick building with a crow-stepped gable houses the store and 
four apartments. With planting, an understated black-and-white sign, and two parking spots, it slips 
unobtrusively into the residential mix. Within months of reopening in 2011, however, it acquired a loyal 
following and began to turn a profit.

 The proprietor is Chris Gibson, son of Franklin D. Gibson, who started the store in 1977. At age 
31, Chris has the look and habits of a young entrepreneur. Yet he insists that he has no business plan, no 
talent for sales, and no dream of striking it rich.

 “I’m a quiet person,” he says. “I don’t like groups, and I don’t conform.” In fact, he left a career in 
the corporate world to run this small convenience store.

 Gibson was born and raised a few blocks away. He attended Clark Elementary School and 
Charlottesville High School. He went to Piedmont Virginia Community College, just south of Belmont, and 
earned a two-year degree in business administration. He then worked in human resources for companies 
in Washington, DC. A member of the Society of Human Resource Management, he still gets the SHRM 
magazine.

 As a teenager, Gibson worked after school in the store with his father. When the elder Gibson 
suffered a health setback in 1999, he leased the store for ten years. The business deteriorated, the lease 
was not renewed, and the store sat empty for a year. “The space was in bad shape,” Chris says. “It would 
cost a good bit to renovate. The family talked about leasing it to a restaurant, but I wanted to save it as a 
store.”

 In January 2010, using his own savings and sweat, he started an overhaul, working on weekends 
and vacations. He replaced the floor with black and white tile. He exposed the brick walls. He removed the 
suspended grid ceiling and put in clean, white plaster. He installed new windows, lights, plumbing, case 
equipment, and stainless steel shelves. During construction, he took progress photographs. Then he put 
them in a book for customers to leaf through while waiting for a deli sandwich.

 Gibson saved items from the old store. He displays them over the wall cooler—a potato chip can, 
an electric fan, a cash register, a scale, a Mug Root Beer barrel, and Royal Crown banner. He also collects 
vintage merchandising gear. The star of the collection is Harry the Hotdog, who stands five feet high in the 
window. It’s a bright, modern space with a touch of history.

 From the beginning, Gibson stocked the store from local sources. He carries Virginia wines, which 
can be pricey, and Treehugger, “made with organic grapes.” He carries beer from local microbreweries, 
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cider from local orchards, bread baked nearby, and Trager Brothers Coffee, roasted in Lovingston. Fresh 
vegetables, eggs, pesto and hummus come from the Farm at Red Hill, in North Garden. Gibson tries out 
suppliers, experiments with products, and heeds customer requests. One such was Zapp’s potato chips 
from New Orleans, which have proved popular.

 The store carries a little of everything else, like soft drinks, paper towels, tooth paste, candles, 
snacks, detergent, energy bars, sandals and greeting cards. Canned goods include brands you won’t find 
at a chain grocery, like Mrs. Fearnow’s Brunswick Stew. Coca Cola and Pepsi are both on hand. Gibson 
downplays tobacco, but a small shelf of cigarettes and snuff is behind the counter. Virginia Lottery tickets 
are a big seller.

 The arrangement changes daily. Gibson posts frequent updates on the store’s Facebook page. For 
Halloween, he puts a giant pumpkin out front, with bales of hay, shocks of corn, and normal-size pumpkins 
to carve. His mother Sharon brings seasonal decorations she saved from the 1980s, including plush stuffed 
animals, strings of coloured lights, and an inflated skeleton. A retired nurse, she often sits in a chair in the 
window and is happy to talk. A photograph of Frank Gibson, who died in 2011, stares down from a wall.

 Gibson puts in long hours, from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m., Monday through Saturday. Alex Widodo, 
originally from Indonesia, mans the deli, while Gibson works the cash register, greets everyone who 
enters, and compulsively straightens and cleans. He recycles all waste, “This is my baby,” he says. “I spend 
most of my waking hours here, and I want it to look right. Big box retailers can buy in bulk, cut prices, offer 
generic merchandise, and skimp on service. We have a different attitude.”

 The store takes credit cards, but it does not allow customers to run up tabs—with exceptions. 
“The end of the month is hard on some people,” Gibson says. “They run out of money and can’t buy. If I 
treat people fairly and honestly, I can sleep at night. I want to be a good neighbour.” 

 Along those lines, he avoids bright exterior lights and noise. He sells bedding plants from a 
community garden. He stocks CDs from local musicians. And he has a bulletin board for flyers, ads, 
business cards, and fan mail. Evenings are hectic, but Chris encourages people to drop in during the day 
to say hello, and he props the door open in good weather. If you are lucky, Sharon will be there to tell you 
what’s what.

>>
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 When the house went dark, Dad stood up from nailing in the wood floor and looked out the 
picture window. Black, purplish clouds were rolling toward us. Without his hammering, I heard distant 
thunder booming and wind growling in the chimney. Lightning slit the sky, one sharp spear after another, 
prompting something to jump in my throat and nearly choke me.

 Dad said, “We better get home.” 

 I thought of Mom alone with the baby, dropped the boards I was holding, and ran out to the car. 
Behind me, Dad closed and locked the front door, then strolled down the sidewalk looking around like a 
tourist.

 The atmosphere was weird. Papers and leaves rushed past us as if they were alive and panicking. 
Things slapped the car and careened away. The car shook in the wind. We only had three blocks to go, 
but I was scared. Would we turn over and start spinning? My neighbourhood had become as strange as 
another planet. We parked in our driveway and I ran inside.

 “Thank God you’re here,” Mom said to Dad. Seven other people were in our living room, the 
Torino parents and kids, Mike and Margo, Mrs. Humphrey with her Gwendolyn and Maxie. They’d joined 
us, I guessed, because they were used to coming here in the evenings to watch our television, which was 
the only one on the block.

 I noticed “Tornado warning” on the TV screen. Then the electricity went off and the darkness 
outside entered the house.

 Betty Torino said, “shouldn’t we go to the basement? The TV man said to take cover.”

 Dad said, “it’s the safest place.”

 But Mike screamed from our front window, “there’s a funnel!”

 I ran over beside him. Lightning flashed like strobe lights and lit the nasty black thing. It was a 
half-mile away, wide on top in the clouds, but smaller near the ground. Its roar dominated the sound of 
rain pounding the house. The funnel was moving up the valley toward our new house. 

 I was terrified but also amazed. The funnel resembled a huge slinky toy, contracting down, 
springing up, bulging to one side, then the other, sliding back and forth while moving forward. It swooped 
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up a big tree like a nearly weightless kite. The limbs outside the dark funnel spun completely around, the 
roots appeared, and then the tree dropped out of sight. I knew exactly what tree that was too. Then the 
funnel crossed our street down in the valley where our new lawn was. I pressed against the glass to see if 
it hit our house, but of course that was out of sight.

 The rain and hail slowed, the noise lessened, and everybody jabbered at once. We kids were all 
by the window, adults in back of us. No one had gone to the basement. 

 The electricity didn’t go on, but the clouds were light gray and thinning. I said, “What about our 
new house?” 

 Dad shrugged but also frowned. 

 “We’re all safe,” Mom said. “That’s the main thing. Anybody want coffee? I’ll make some.” She 
headed to the kitchen. 

 The rain ended, though, and Dad went outside so I hurried behind him and we drove back to the 
new house. On the way, I stared at the neighbourhood again. It seemed normal, but when we went down 
into the valley, that uprooted sycamore tree looked like a huge, dead animal, lying in the middle of the 
cow pasture, killed and discarded a hundred feet away from the creek where it had been. Around it, the 
closely cropped field was strewn with branches from other trees and sheets of tin or aluminum. It looked 
like a battleground.

 I checked the other way, our house. Everything looked okay. 

 As we parked, the sun began shining again. Dad smiled. “We got lucky.” He glanced at his watch. 
“It’s 3:30. We can finish laying the living room floor by supper time.” 

 So we returned to work, but I kept glancing out the picture window at the sky and wondered 
how Dad could be so calm. When Mom showed up pushing Tommy in a carriage, we all stood on the front 
porch for a while and looked skyward. 

 Dad took a deep breath. “Doesn’t the air smell good? It’s fresh and tangy.”

 Birds were chirping like nothing had happened.

 But across the street I could see the broken limbs poking up above the fence’s brush-line like 
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warnings of what could have been. Dad and Mom didn’t talk about that.

 A slinky? No way. That funnel was evil. It was death rampaging willy-nilly, an airborne whirlpool, 
the dark, hooded figure with a scythe, a sudden, solid appearance of what was always possible whether 
we thought about it or not.
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“Fox visions”
This was taken in the summer in Toronto. I really love the building/hotel that has these statues all around it and on it! 

2013
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“Sisters”
This was taken in a tribal community in Sarawak, Malaysia.  My sister and I were dressed in traditional scarves for the photo. 

2011
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“Jungle textile”
This was just some beautiful outdoor growth downtown Sibu, Malaysia.

I like the sacred geometry each plant has. Most can be unlocked with the right math and photo program.
2011
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“Seahorse”
This was taken at Santa Monica pier in California. It reminds me of the end of summer.

2010



PHOTOGRAPHY BY MIKE MABES

“Certainly, travel is more than the seeing of the sights; 
it is a change that goes on, deep and permanent, in the 
ideas of living.”    - Miriam Beard
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“The purest and most thoughtful minds are those which 
love colour the most.”    ~ John Ruskin
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