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“I did not think of my father’s hair 

in death, those oiled paths, I lay

along your length and did not think how he

did not love me, how he trained me not to be loved.” 

—Sharon Olds

for Josh
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Leprechaun
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She was meeting her new friend Allie for a drink, hoping, if nothing else, that there would be an attractive man or two to glance at appreciatively. Instead, at the other end of the nearly vacant bar, sat a man she knew from another life—looking an awful lot like a leprechaun with his orange beard and luminous teal t-shirt.

He came over to say hello, give her a hug, ask her how she’d been. His bloodshot eyes were disconcerting.

“How old is your kid these days?” she asked.

Later, as she tried to feign interest in the words spilling from Allie’s lips, she caught him staring at her from across the bar.

“What?” she mouthed back.

He shook his head. “Nothing.”

The night wore on as she drank one beer, then another, the cloudy Bissell Substance making her head swirl and her vision hazy.

“Let me buy you a drink,” he said. All vodka and Kahlua and ice. It was undrinkable. She asked the bartender to dump it out while he was in the restroom.

“You’re hanging out with me later,” he said.

“Only if you’ll play for me,” she replied, ordering another Substance before following the leprechaun outside for a smoke. She laughed when she saw the pack of American Spirits, remembering other nights like this one.

“I’ve always loved you,” he said. “I did then, and I do now.”

Around the corner she kissed Allie goodbye—a sloppy wet kiss on the lips that left her holding the brick wall for balance, closing her eyes while she waited for the world to right itself again. She was grateful for the chill in the air, which cooled her burning face. 

Letting the leprechaun lead the way, she followed him down the darkened sidewalks. She took his hand and slipped the ring off his finger, not wanting to look at it. He led her through the unlocked doors of Merrill Hall, up the stairs to a room with rigid reception-area sofas, and a piano.

While he played, she thought of how enthralled she had been with him at sixteen, recalling the memory of curling up next to him in a sleeping bag on the porch of that camp in Industry, looking up at the stars in wonder. She marveled how five years could change everything, could make someone who was once everything to you, nothing, less than nothing. As she watched his torso hunch over the keys, his fingers working some unknown, wasted magic, he felt to her like a ghost, liable to vanish without warning. Part of her wished he would. Another part moved forward, pressed her body against his back and kissed the length of his neck, wanting to make him real.

He wanted to take her there, in the room, but she insisted they go back to her place instead. So the leprechaun drove her through deserted streets, and the night blurred by with the fast-moving light of lamp posts through the car’s windows.

In the morning she found his socks on the floor, the only evidence, aside from his lingering smell, that he’d been there at all. She wasn’t sure what to do with them—wash them, burn them, throw them away, or leave them untouched in the corner.
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How we met
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I used to lie awake in bed at night    wondering if you loved me now I just look at pictures of your baby  you asked me why 

I don’t write about how we met I should have said  baby 

I wanted you   the moment I saw you  I’m always falling 

in love with other people’s pain broken is the most beautiful 

you’ll ever be to me  I knew nothing about you   

but I knew you didn’t belong there    with my mother 

who took too many sleeping pills  not because she wanted to die  

but because she didn’t want to be awake the day I came home 

from school and she collapsed at the door   her pupils the size 

of pin pricks   was the day I decided I had to leave  

when I came to visit her in the psych ward at St. Mary’s   

I was already dreaming of far off places  I wrote you a note 

in French  a 14-year-old girl’s idea of being romantic  

and tucked it into a seat cushion  months later 

while I was studying in France  you sent me a facebook message

you wanted to get to know the person who had been 

a “beacon of light”    at such a dark time in your life  

when I came home you served me beer that tasted like horse piss 

my grandfather wouldn’t let me stay the night   you told me 

I was too young  there were too many years between us 

my heart shattered  but there was nothing I could do  

you can’t make people love you  and time  that old bastard

kept slipping out from under us   one morning I woke 

to find you   in my apartment in bed with my cousin  

I laughed     when I found out you gave her chlamydia    

I crashed a party at your place     drank too much and cried 

in your arms    in front of your new girlfriend  you knocked 

her up and married her  I moved on  moved away  

came back  and you  baby  show up on my doorstep 

drunk    in the middle of the night   asking why 

I don’t write about    how we met. 
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Thursdays Are for Therapy
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Thursday, October 19th

“Good morning, Sophie,” Karen says. Her blood red lips and charcoal gray skirt suit are a dramatic contrast to her creamy skin and pale blonde hair. 

“Good morning, Karen,” I say.  

The walls of Karen’s office are the color of sour milk. The room is a small rectangle on the third story of an old brick building in downtown Portland. I can see Otto’s Pizza down the street, through the tall Georgian windows. 

When I want to tune Karen out, I fantasize about what kind of pizza I would like to get—maybe ricotta basil, or mashed potato, bacon, scallion—but Nikki always talks me out of it. 

Pizza is for fatties, stupid, she reminds me whenever I get tempted. 

“You look tired. Are you feeling alright?” Karen asks, her voice laced with faux concern—or who knows, maybe it’s genuine. 

I had tried to pinch some color into my cheeks before leaving my apartment this morning, but my face remained stubbornly pale. I braided my muddy brown hair loosely off to the side, to feign some semblance of put-togetherness—but my eyes, dull from lack of sleep, or malnutrition maybe, always give me away. 

My body could disappear in the baggy ripped jeans and oversized flannel that aren’t mine. I should have changed, but I’m addicted to their smell—a faint mixture of marijuana, the vanilla bourbon flavor of his e-cigarette, and something else I can’t name. 

“Please, have a seat Sophie,” Karen says.

This is our ritual. I linger in the doorway until Karen invites me to sit down. 

Once I’m seated she starts in with a procession of “checking-in questions.” 

Today she starts with, “How’s the new job?”

“I make overpriced coffee drinks for Barbie dolls and soccer moms,” I say.

“What about your co-workers?” she asks, scratching words on her notepad. 

I tug at the edge of the flannel. “What about them?”

“Are they nice? Do you get along with one another?”

I shrug. I hate every single one of those snobby little bitches, but I certainly can’t tell Karen that.  

Changing the subject, she asks, “So how are things with . . . it’s Jonah, right?” 

Acid butterflies flutter in my stomach at the mention of his name. I’m balanced on the edge of Karen’s moss-green sofa. If I sit back any further, it will swallow me whole. 

“Good,” I say.

Nikki cackles. 

Please, I think, not now, just go away.  

“Just good?” Karen asks.

“Nice, it’s been really nice.”

God, you are so delusional, Nikki says, her voice echoing between my eardrums.  

On the far wall just above Karen’s head is a poster featuring a single word in large, sloping letters—breathe. I close my eyes and inhale for five seconds, then exhale for another five—like Karen taught me. 

When I open them, she is smiling. “What do you like about him?” she asks.  

I take a moment to consider. I could tell her about how handsome he is, how soft his lips feel when he kisses me, how everything he says sounds so smart, how he smiles at me like he thinks I’m a whole lot more special than I actually am—but I don’t feel like telling Karen any of that. So, I say simply, “I like his voice.” 

Nikki snorts. You’re pathetic. Honestly. You’re out of your mind if you think he’s actually interested in you. 

I do my best to ignore her, and repeat my mantra; I am calm, I am composed, and I am in control. 

“What kinds of things do you talk about?” Karen asks. 

“Just the usual getting-to-know-you stuff,” I say. 

“Are you two official yet?” Her smile is too wide, too tight.  

“We haven’t had that conversation,” I admit. “I think he just wants to keep it casual.”

Jesus, you’re dumb. Do I have to spell it out for you? You’re just another sex toy to him. Easily disposed of. Easily replaced. 

I am calm, I am composed, I am in control. 

“How long have you been seeing him?” 

I shrug and say, “A few weeks,” like I don’t know for sure, exactly—like I don’t remember the precise day and time we met—twenty-two days ago on a Tuesday afternoon.  

“That’s long enough to ask someone about the nature of your relationship, don’t you think?” She’s staring at me with her large, brown doe-eyes, her eyebrows raised—as though this is a pivotal question, as though my answer will tell her something of consequence.

“I don’t know. Maybe, I guess.”

“I don’t see how it could hurt to ask,” she says. 

Nikki purrs. She knows.  

“Okay. I will,” I say, to satisfy Karen.

She nods. 

The room goes quiet. I start to fiddle with one of the buttons on Jonah’s flannel. 

“Sophie?” Karen is giving me a look that lets me know the “checking-in questions” portion of the session is over. 

I press my clammy palms into my thighs, take a deep breath, and repeat my mantra once more—I am calm, I am composed, I am in control.

“I’d like to talk about your mom today,” Karen says.  

I dig my fingers into the flesh of my thighs through the holes in Jonah’s jeans. “I wouldn’t.” 

“We can’t avoid the subject forever.”

“Why not?” I say, anger blooming in red hot splotches across my face.  

Karen gazes at me, her expression thoughtful. 

When my resolve doesn’t waver, she frowns and adds another note to her notepad. She must have an entire drawer in her filing cabinet dedicated to me by now.

For amusement I like to dictate her notes in my head as she writes. At the moment I imagine she is scrawling; patient B-37 is being particularly difficult today. Her responses are vague. Much prodding is required
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