
	
	
	 	
	
	
	



            AVALON HAYES, 2012 

 

As promised, Friday I’d stayed two hours in Mr. Chase’s – Geoffrey’s office.  He’d enrolled 
me in three classes we’d already discussed for this semester:  English Composition, 
Introduction to Philosophy and World History I.  Pulling the chair beside me, in front of his 
desk, close to my own, he’d produced maps of the layout of the school, a University planner 
with my schedule attached and even a UNF sweatshirt.   
 
I was wearing the Swatch, talking with my hands as much as possible asking about coffee 
shops – but he hadn’t looked at my wrist once.  
 
“One here at the library, very close to the Student Union where you can eat lunch. There 
wasn’t one when I went to school here.” 
 
“How did you decide to be a counselor?”  I asked, wanting to keep my potential father 
talking about himself, revealing clues but genuinely curious, too, how a person figured out 
what they wanted to be.  As we’d discussed planning courses, I had not.   
 
He’d nudged his seat even closer and touched my arm. 
 
“Everyone figures these things out at different times.  Some of us know early – I’ve always 
been intrigued with human psychology, in various ways, but college, for most people, is 
about discovery – being in the present not a destination.  You should embrace that aspect.  
I’m envious of you.” 
 
I found myself staring into his eyes, forgetting for a moment he might be my father.  
Forgetting I should be investigating him.  I’d spent my whole life feeling like less than my 
sister, not really a part of my very talented family long before I knew I half wasn’t.  For once, 
someone, an adult, made me feel like I was okay just as I was – without a big plan or 
ambition. 
 
“Are you nervous?” 
 
Asking this, he’d smiled, and I looked down to see how my body betrayed itself. 
My hands didn’t seem to be shaking though my cheeks burned with the embarrassment of 
being noticed.  He seemed to catch on I had misunderstood. 
 
“I meant about going to college.  Are you nervous about being with people older than you, 
the – social element at all?” 
 
I felt foolish like I didn’t want to look at him.   
 
“It’s not the other people, I guess.  Kind of don’t trust myself – you know, after the” – I 
couldn’t bring myself to say ‘sext’ to him – “photography.” 
 
He reached over and raised my lowered face by my chin. 



 
“Look at me, Avalon.” 
 
 
How could I?  I was talking to maybe my father about a sexting scandal I’d caused.  If he 
was my father, how could he feel anything other than shame that this was how he came to 
know me?  First time we’d ever really talked about the picture specifically, and I regretted 
mentioning it instantly. 
 
“We all do things when we’re young – make foolish mistakes because we want love so badly.  
I did.  One jumps to mind immediately – it involved a camera, too.” 
 
I was staring into his eyes again, shocked.  Did people sext in the 90’s?  What could this 
mean?  Could he be talking about my mother?  A shudder went through my body I tried to 
contain – could not let him see the places my mind was going.   
 
“You mean, you” – 
 
“A tad different than yours,” he laughed.  “I don’t think a comparable picture of me would 
have gotten me very far.” 
 
I laughed, relieved the awkward conversation was over. 
 
“I don’t think it got me very far either.” 
 
“Hey, it got you to college.  That’s quite an accomplishment.  A lot better than what you 
actually intended it for, if I may say.” 
 
If Geoffrey Chase knew he was my father, could he be this cool about what I’d done?  I 
didn’t think so.  Was it possible he didn’t know?  For some reason, that hadn’t occurred to 
me. There was so much more that I needed to learn about this man. 
 
“Would you tell me your story sometime – about the camera?” 
 
He smiled. 
 
“It’s long and complex.  Someday, I may, if you keep in touch.” 
 
He knew I would keep in touch.  It had been part of the orientation.  Wanting me to call and 
check in each night the first week – the home number, “no matter how late.”  If I had 
problems, we’d discuss them and he’d offer me guidance.  If I didn’t, I could just tell him 
about my day. 
 
“You’ve had such rotten luck this year after what that animal Emile Vipond did with that 
picture.  You didn’t deserve that.  I want you to understand Avalon, all men are not like this.  
Some truly care.” 
 
The way he spoke, I believed him.  He sounded so paternal. 



 
 
 
                   ASTER PRICE, 1992 

 

"Aster Price, it's past 8:20.  Get up.  You’re not missing another day." 
 

Reprieve from school was officially over.  All night, mom made a superhuman effort to give me the cold 
shoulder, hiding away in her room since Mr. Kristol left.  She was far too controlling, though, to allow 
another missed day.  I was undeniably well -- at least physically.  Even in this prison, I’d managed to stay up 
past a school night bedtime with boys (or at least their pretty words, Vladimir and Trent).  Painfully tired 
but ridiculously inspired, I’d hopped out of bed and pasted on my biggest, fakest smile for mom. 
 
"Well, well, well, who is this girl before me?  Have we met? 

Mom laughed, and I kept my theatrical smile, pulling off my nightgown while she stood there, throwing on the 
first pair of jeans I laid fingers on, without commentary or critique. 
 
"Oh, I'll let you have your privacy,” she offered after I was already dressed.  “Want anything to eat?  Do you 
have time?" 
 
"Yeah, I'll be out in two seconds.  Eggo?" 

"You bet." 

Chose a black turtleneck, covered up, nothing flashy to alert suspicion, presentable and respectable, a good 
risk.  I had big plans today, but the first and most important was to make it out of this jail with my own 
keys and my own vehicle.  
 
I grabbed a pair of black Sam & Libby's, threw my keys in my messenger bag and my hair into two 
haphazard pigtails.  Headed into the kitchen to butter up both mom and a frozen waffle in what I hoped 
would be record time.  I couldn't wait to escape this house and begin the rest of my life. 

  

     A+ 

At the light at Fairpoint, before school, the knot in my stomach I'd felt all morning released.  Took a deep 
breath.  If I was going to school, I'd be in the turn lane now.  Looked beside me into that turn lane, I saw a 
boy I didn't recognize, in a blue truck rocking his head absentmindedly to music.  The green arrow lit up and 
he followed it to Gulf Point High, where I should be going.  My light was still red, and my heart felt free and 
full of nothing but anticipation.   
 

Was it silly to feel this way about a new life plan so modest and ordinary?  I was foregoing school for a trip to 
the mall, not for silly teenage girl reasons like shopping or pretzels or fingernails.  I was going to find a job.  
 



My fantasy choice would be Waldenbooks.  I'd work as many hours as they'd give me since I'd already 
decided, being 18 in just five days, I was dropping out of school.  Mom had no say about it, and it didn't 
matter much because I planned to be out of her house as soon as fiscally possible.  High school and suburbia 
held no appeal.  They were sad reminders of people who'd hurt me and one I'd hurt.   
 
The light turned green.  Pressing the gas, passing it by, I took one long look at school.  Somewhere inside was 
a boy who’d touched me and turned me into someone else and then broke me into pieces like it was a game.  
A part of me wanted to hurt him, even the score.  Seeing that sterile institution, I realized how unnecessary 
vengeance was.  He was stuck there somewhere, behind a desk, captive and lonely in a crowd of dumb, 
unenlightened kids he despised, and I was free.  I was a girl who had escaped, a girl about to cross a bridge, a 
girl going to Pensacola.  

	

		 	 	 	 			KURT KLINE, 2010 

Should have stayed in Europe, where I fled instead of college after everything changed. 
Weeks after the funeral, Aunt Corinne was still with us.  Decided not to return to Nashville, 
as planned – to stay indefinitely.  The looming date of my exile to college in Chicago grew 
closer.  Cold weather and classrooms and lectures were about as palatable to me as drinking 
bleach. 

Then I fucking lost it at the dinner table, one of Aunt Corinne’s affectations, homemade 
family dinner, all together, like on television, tuna noodle casserole.  Stray noodles spewed 
from my mouth with the words the gestating demon inside released, “I’ll kill myself in 
Chicago.”  

Aunt Corinne’s mouth dropped open, and my Mom crumpled right in half, sobbing. Felt 
pretty shitty about that, the obvious pain I’d caused to a widow –  she didn’t deserve it, but I 
was still relieved it was said. 

Later, Corinne found me alone in my room. 

“What will you do, Kurt? Go to college here?” 

“Gonna delay college until I’m better. I’m in no condition to be there now.” 

She looked horrified. I continued with the vague details of a very underdeveloped plan, but 
the first plan I’d myself made in my whole life. 

“Going to Europe a while to figure out some things. Best to do it while you’re here, and I 
know she’s okay.” 

“A while? What does that mean? Indefinitely? And I guess you expect your mother to fund 
this indefinite jaunt.” 



I’d had about enough of Aunt Corinne’s interference in the workings of my family. She was 
a tourist in a tragedy we’d survived without her input or intervention for years. Resented the 
fact she felt she understood any part of this drama enough to judge me. Anger I’d pushed 
down for years, anger at my dead father long before he was dead forcing me down a path I 
was never consulted about, exploded at her with each syllable leaving my mouth. 

“No, I expect my father will pay for it. In fact, he already has. I have a trust -- not that it’s 
any of your concern. Mr. Poché’s gone over it with Mom and me. Get the bulk when I’m 30, 
but I have access to part, more than I need. Don’t require anyone’s permission to do 
anything, especially not some holy roller know-it-all with no family of her own and no life. 
Worry about my mother. You’ve got your hands full there.” 

Two weeks later, I was on a plane to Amsterdam with a backpack, finances and minimal 
plans, checking into in a series of cheap hostels with whimsical names (The Flying Pig, Hotel 
Cosmos, Cocomama).  Splurged on killer indica that kept me inside a spectrum from heavy 
fog to full-on coma. Stayed that way, adequately numb and forgetful for weeks.  Blessed the 
nights when fate deposited me into some girl's comfortable private bed, and my body 
sometimes cooperated. 

Stumbling about, for all effects, in a trance, a blurred-out zombie riding trains, red-eyes 
against windows, crossing borders into places that hardly registered until I ran out of weed in 
London. Panicked, I’d splurged on Eurostar business premier planning to subsist on the 
bottomless red wine, intent on drinking myself back to a peaceful oblivion.  Got a good start 
in the lounge before boarding. 

Found a seat and threw my bag down across from what looked to be an American couple, 
maybe a few years older than me, both faces pressed together and shrouded in her long 
black hair. They pulled out of their kiss and turned in my direction. 

Hello, the girl whispered, wet, puffy lips that made me long to enter the world of the living, 
even for just a night. 

Flushed cheeks, she was clearly a little surprised by the interruption. Their hands were still all 
over each other.  The universe had gifted these lovers a ride to Paris with a depressed, drunk 
zombie whose daddy just died. 

I wanted to apologize for my existence and how it had already doubtlessly harshed their love 
buzz. The guy with his blonde meticulously cut hair and polo shirt looked like a catalogue 
image of the Kurt my dad would have ordered if he could have chosen his son. The girl had 
a semi-see thru black long sleeved shirt, no bra and a tiny fire-engine red skirt that looked to 
be made of felt or some similar fabric that made you want to touch it. I was in dirty jeans 
and one of five concert shirts in my possession (not even sure which) and a flannel shirt with 
hair last brushed in Brussels. I wanted to hate these two, but, damn, if they weren’t nice. 

They’d both just graduated, apparently, from Stanford, Oliver in finance, and, were in fact, 
on a honeymoon.  Oliver led the conversation until the wine loosened our lips. Mine maybe 
more so than was polite. 



“So, now, tell us, Kurt, what brings you to Europe.” 

I should have lied – no reason to ruin this day for such nice, polite people. But for the first 
time in Europe, I was feeling things.  Tears held in for months forced their way out.  Faced 
with the futility of covering up my depression, I told them about my father.  

“Your Dad sounds like an amazing person. He’d want you to be happy now, you know?” 

It was Sara, the most words she’d spoken, though she’d been staring at me with big soulful 
brown eyes as I’d talked and cried. We were all beyond drunk; she, being the smallest, 
though, looked the most affected. She’d made a steady, slow journey from sitting upright, 
erect, to slouched against the shoulder and then chest of Oliver who was stroking her arm 
and whispering into her ear. 

By the time the train pulled into the station in Paris and came to a stop, Oliver and I were 
still talking; she was just staring at me, big eyes blinking a second too long, like she was on 
the verge of sleep.  It was cute in a way that made me instantly sad and homesick.  

Then she turned to Oliver and whispered something in his ear.  Her head fell right back to 
that place on his chest, and his hand wandered down the front of her shirt. He rubbed her 
nipple until it poked out hard and visible, taunting me through that flimsy excuse of fabric 
she wore. 

“Where are you staying in Paris, Kurt?” 

“No plans, hostel somewhere, I’m sure.” 

Sara sat up and smiled. 

“You’re welcome to stay with us. We have a suite, and I have some weed.” 

Oliver nodded his agreement. 

“We Americans have to look out for each other.” 

Sara sat up looking very sincere. 

“I don’t think you should be alone, Kurt. We can take care of you.” 

I was a little stunned and, for the first time in Europe, totally hard.  Also sure this act would 
be courting some major bad juju I was trying to avoid right now at all costs. 

“Can’t do it -- imposed enough already. I’ll be fine. It’s Paris, right?” 

They both smiled, and I made my best effort at smiling back. Standing now, I’d thrown my 
backpack over my shoulder preparing to go my separate ways in a city I hadn’t stepped foot 
in yet but already was bring me back to life. 



“I’ll take some advice though. You know me a little bit now. Where is my perfect spot in this 
town to just sit and figure some things out?” 

Sara bounced up and down and put her finger up immediately. 

“I know where.  You’ll fit in perfectly. Shakespeare & Co., the bookstore. Go and write 
what’s in your heart, and let the place work its magic.” 

“But I’m not a writer.” 

“You don’t know what you are, right? Isn’t that why you’re here?” 

“Got me.” 

“Try. Then you’ll know, or you’ll feel better. Either way, not a bad way to spend an 
evening.” 

I couldn’t argue with that - promised to try. We’d walked to the taxi cabs, and as we headed 
in two distinct directions, it was time to say goodbye. 

“Thank you, both, for the company and the advice.” 

Oliver held out his hand, and I shook it. 

“If it’s a disaster, you can look for us at the Saint James. Oliver Gerard. We’ll be here a 
week.” 

“Thank you for taking pity on a lost soul.” 

Before I could change my mind, I’d jumped into my taxi and gave the driver the name Sara 
told me. He looked at me like he’d half expected it. We made our way through the city at 
dusk so pink and gray, the weed haze lifted from my eyes. 

I knew as soon as we pulled up Sara steered me true. Outside, I saw my people, kids, having 
some kind of an impromptu poetry reading, laughing and gesturing wildly, clearly stoned or 
drunk or both.   

Watched a minute then opened the door and went inside a building every corner exploding 
with books, old and new, little hideaway conversational spots, antique chairs and tables – 
most filled with people writing. 

And because I’d promised some strange girl on a train, I realized I, too, needed to find my 
own particular place here to join them, to write something, for myself, to feel better. I was ill 
prepared for even such a small task -- didn’t even possess a paper and a pen. I wandered 
over to the two girls manning the cash register at the corner of the store. One caught my eye 
with her long, sandy blonde curls, bouncing and twirling tentacles on a wee water nymph 



frame. She turned, a flirty little grin radiating, just for me, a kind of happiness that seemed, 
suddenly, the point of life. 

“Silly I know, but I need to buy a notebook and a pen.” 

“Not silly at all. Very popular items here.” 

She pointed to the end of the counter, and I grabbed the first I saw, not wanting to 
overthink any aspect of this at all.  Honoring a promise to a stranger, I handed her my credit 
card. 

“If you need a place to write, I’ve just come from upstairs. The blue chair is the best, highly 
recommend.” 

“Thank you.” 

I headed up the ancient painted stairs with a poetic inscription painted on each rung: “I wish 
I could show you when you are lonely or in darkness the astonishing light of your own 
being.” Felt like a message from heaven, from my father. Each step I took I felt more sure I 
was on a journey somewhere. The train and these stairs were taking me to myself, and I must 
go, wherever they led and whatever they revealed. 

As soon as I got to the second floor, I walked into an empty room filled with the most 
beautiful yellow, orange, gray remnants of daylight peering through a huge window.  Rays 
shone onto a large blue antique chair like a spotlight, – another sign I was on the right path  
So I sat and wrote a story of how I got here, of Oliver and Sara and that train, the way I’d 
tell it to my father, a crazy story of my travels.  Sat for hours, while people filtered in and out 
of the room looking for books and whispering, and traced the bestial shape of my heart in 
black ink. Felt a peace I hadn’t ever in my life. I titled what I wrote Love and Death in a Train 
Car. 

When I finished, it was dark outside, I leaned back and shut my eyes, exhausted and clear, 
totally without a clue as to my next move.  Somehow I felt healed and stronger then I heard 
a mystical voice. 

“Wow. You did it. You wrote something.” 

It was my curly-haired charmer, purveyor of pens. 

“Just a story about my dad who died and the people I met today on a train; they made me 
come here.” 

“New in town?” 

“Three and a half whole hours new.” 

“Have a place to stay?” 



“Alas no.  Had to do this first. I needed to find out who I am.” 

“Could I see?” 

“Ummm, I mean, it’s nothing to —“ 

“It’s a simple question. Can I see it, yes or no?” 

She looked so painfully sweet, I’d have said yes to anything. I was in her hands completely. 

“I mean, whatever – yes.  Of course, yes.” 

She laughed and read the first page. 

“Can I borrow this for like ten minutes?” 

“For what?” 

And then she reached a dainty finger to my lips to silence me.  I thought I might lose my 
mind at the ripples that small touch made in all the secret caverns of my heart.  From 
somewhere deeper, a demon stirred, too. 

“No questions. Just wait for me here, ten minutes.” 

I nodded and leaned back, watched her go through a door I hadn’t noticed into some hidden 
employee area of the store. I closed my eyes and felt a relief and exhaustion so complete, I 
actually fell asleep. 

‘Hey, Tumbleweed, wake up.” 

It was the sweetest voice I’d ever woken to -- even if the tumbleweed part sounded like 
some kind of chide. 

“Hey, I know I look a little rough for wear, but —“ 

“No, it’s — you’re one of us now.” 

“One of us?” 

“A Tumbleweed.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“The kids who live here, that’s what we’re called. The owner George, he’s ill. He stays in 
bed, but those of us who’ve been here a while, we visit him. I just have, read him your work. 
Everyone who lives here submits an autobiography. It’s how it works. Like a key. I’ve just 
submitted yours, and he’s says the key fits.  You can stay.” 



“Stay here in the store?” 

“Yes.” 

“There’s some beds and stuff in the back, too, hostel style, not much privacy. In fact, we’re 
pretty maxed out back there. I have one though, and I’m willing to share, if you’re 
interested.” 

More than interested, and later after she climbed on top of me, I was more than addicted. 
Suddenly felt like I’d left hell for heaven, crossed over from death to love. All the tragedy 
before this seemed distant like an old movie, memories of Kansas when you’re suddenly, 
miraculously transplanted in Technicolor Oz. And I had my Bridget, my own neo hippie 
Glenda with a pussy so tight I couldn’t stay out even with the deterrent of a perpetual 
audience of Tumbleweeds and the maddening absence of walls. 

We lived in this bookstore commune for three blissful, hedonistic months fueled on the best 
weed I could acquire and all the free books we could read. I fucked her until she fought me 
off of her even in this communal living arrangement full of politically correct chaperones 
and witnesses. Something about all those eyes made it work, made it more shameful to her 
and dirty enough for the demon. No walls made it feel dangerous; no walls kept her safe. 

After sex, most days, we’d skip the endless communal pots of pasta, the series of soups our 
fellow Tumbleweeds existed on for a bottle of red wine and her favorite croque madames at 
the cafe around the corner. My newly restored constitution lived and died in her fair hands 
and nether regions, emboldened each moment inside her and then wrecked by her constantly 
increasing threats to return to America for the Phish reunion. 

“March 6th, 7th and 8th.” 

She’d whispered these ominous sounding dates to me one night right after I’d pulled out of 
her, vicious timing. 

“Tickets go on sale tomorrow. I’m leaving here, Kurt.” 

Wasn’t a discussion. It was happening. My happiness was leaving, and the only question that 
remained was would I follow. I pulled out my credit card. 

“I guess I’m going to learn a lot about Phish. We’re going to go see the same concert three 
nights in a row?” 

She laughed. 

“They never play the same set list twice. You have a lot to learn.” 

I did learn, and so did she. I learned about Phish.  She learned about the problem of walls. 
I’d followed Bridget back to Virginia, up and down the east coast and to Bonnaroo. Until 



one night we took some molly after a show and I woke in a Motel 6 in Vermont alone, my 
happiness scurried off into the night with all her things.  

Possessed only memories of her, and a new one now on top – a picture I could never unsee 
of a sobbing, shaking girl, a girl who’d taken me in, taken me from death to love — a girl, 
finally gotten alone, and pushed against a wall hard over and over, violated in a way she 
hadn’t allowed. Screamed for it stop but I did not stop because I am a demon. 

She was love, but I am death.  I’d written it all down and handed it to her, like she said.  She 
had the information.  Knew who I was.  Thought she could change the ending.  Make it 
happy.  Turn death to love, but she couldn’t.  It was a thing she figured out in a hotel room, 
waiting for me to sleep, so she could run away 
 
 

    DAPHNE PAUGH, 1992  

At the mall crazy early, 9:00 a.m., willing the spiky-haired middle aged saleswoman to waddle from the 
perfume counter with her key.  Fresh out of the shower, half-ass lipstick, shoddy mascara, in a sundress 
designed for an amazon not for someone 5'1," even with allegedly model proportions, I was a total mess and 
not looking to run into anyone who knew me (or Dolly) in such a scruffy state. 
 
“How y’all doing this morning?” 

If the other two mall enthusiasts answered, I wouldn’t know because they were words to my back.  Too many 
items on my list--  and I was working tonight.  First, new schoolgirl tops, purchased white oxfords exactly 
where my customers’ wives shopped for their kids' uniforms, the girl's section of this very department store.  It 
was an ungodly hour to be awake, for a stripper, but it was a back to school sale, and I had cash in hand, 
ready to stock up on as many girls size large stretch oxford, 3/4 sleeve tops and black, white and, please 
Jesus let there be argyle, kneesocks. 
 
 
Money spent on socks in this occupation made me anxious.  Every rotation on Frank's filthy backlit runway 
stage, required a clean pair.  Every girl complained.  The club did what they could; the impossible acrylic 
stage was first priority for the cleaning crew after the men were out and lights went up.  Their fresh white 
towels turned, so quick, grayish black the first scrub of the stage.  Made me a little sick to think about the 
dreck my body touched so many times a night on its reflective neon surface.  But like every annoyance at 
Frank’s, the cash made it worth it.   
 
When I reached the massive, empty second floor, unable to spot a salesgirl in the blur of racks, the numbers 
started their annoying ritual flash inside my brain.  Deep breaths gasped, unsuccessfully, trying to empty my 
head.   
 

“You're psyching yourself out, girl.  Pull it together.”  Even though it was Thursday, for me, this was my 
Monday.  Every girl's assigned a schedule when she starts at Frank’s, five nights picked by Dina (the house 
mother every girl called Mama whether you felt that way or not).  If the customers liked you, and you played 
along, made them buy you the expensive dancer drinks, you'd graduate, quick, to showing up pretty much 



whenever you liked.  It had taken me less than a month to whittle my nights down to the current efficient 
three.   
 

My customer Jared, a lawyer and my best regular for a few months now, says it's completely illegal they hold 
any of us “independent contractors” to a schedule since the club doesn't pay. (In Frank’s, he calls himself 
Jerry, but Dale, the head bartender, told me Jared's his name on the credit card when he opens his tab.  I 
mean, the man calls me Dolly.  I’ll call him anything he wants; he’s paying.)  
 
My three nights fell from Topless Thursday (kinda redundant ‘cause every day is topless at a topless club, but 
who am I to question, right?) through Sensual Saturday -- almost always the first girl to sign into work each 
night at 7:00.  Can't go on stage until 8:00, but for girls who tipped out fair, like me, you could count on 
Dale’s subtle nod in the direction of the perfect lonely gentleman with a freshly open tab “primed for the 
pump.”  The little number one the doorman printed next to my name for all the dancers to see when they 
signed in flashed a concrete, constant reminder in my weird brain that all was right in the universe.   
 
When the number wasn't one, it felt like a powerful message I, myself, was far too defective to escape, a 
flashing neon number obscuring all the vital social cues that made or broke you here each night.  
“Broke” in a strip club meant something worse than almost anywhere else I could imagine:  an 
unquestionable verdict delivered in the most ruthless terms.  All the careful preparations and costumes had 
failed, on this night, to disguise the truth of your humanity, the lines and the decline, the hollowness and the 
rot.  The time, for you, in this place you'd come to fetishize almost as much as the most devoted customers, 
could be running out. 
 
When I finally reached the tale-tell pink of the little girl’s section, I made a beeline straight to the uniforms.  
Unable to find the shirts, my head ached.  I actual heard myself counting out loud, clapping my hand over my 
mouth, embarrassed as hell. The salesgirl circle, without any subterfuge, with a contemptuous expression.  
Was I a pervert, thief, lunatic or someone who was going to pay in all one dollar bills? 
 
A thief and distributor of one dollar bills, never.  I changed all those singles in for big bills at the end of the 
night to the bartender like a professional.  Pervert, I didn’t know – that would require an actual sex life, 
which I hadn’t had in some time now, to discover.  Lunatic?  My customer Alan, a shrink, maybe old 
enough to be my grandfather, told me my problem is OCD and anxiety that, if he had to guess, comes from 
an early childhood trauma, probably sexual.   
 

No shit, Sherlock.  Whatever gave you that idea?  I'd smiled, though, when he offered his diagnosis and 
asked what a girl should do if that were the case.  He said, “the usual, therapy and medication,” and handed 
me his card.  I tucked it behind the folded, banded cash around the sequined garter on my thigh and discarded 
it in the dressing room trashcan.    
 

One thing, you learn fast at Frank’s, if you're smart, is to never believe much of what’s spoken by men while 
they stare at your naked chest.  Had no doubt Alan would love for me to lay back on some soft couch in his 
office discussing daddy and the time bomb of his drunken lust while dear Dr. Alan let his eyes wander, 
unapologetically, up my skirt.  He’d even charge me for the pleasure – sure he’d take payment in cash or 
flesh.  Not interested. 
 



Counseling was something I’d place on my “long term to-do” list with other nice, abstract ideas I currently 
had no have time for:  college, career and family.  Concrete, real-world-demands, like uniform shirts, cluttered 
my lists on lists just to get me through a weekend.  
 
Put on my best Dolly smile and tough girl swagger, another thing you pick up quick in a strip club if you 
don't want to be beaten in the dressing room by some tiny topless maniac with a hairdryer.  Sometimes you 
have to face things dead on to get what you want, be it an unmangled face or that lucky French Toast oxford 
with the perfect playful knot they’ll empty a wallet to see you coyly unbutton and untie again and again. 
 

"Miss, you can help, I think.  I'm here to buy French Toast three quarter sleeve, white shirts, size large.  I 
don't see them where they usually are, but if you can find them for me, I’d sure like to buy everyone you’ve 
got." 
 
"Well, okay, then“  She laughed.  "Think they’re over here on this rack." She hurried to the one spot I’d 
neglected and leafed quickly through to a bunch of white shirts.  Her efficiency changed my opinion of her 
completely. 
 
"Here they are.  Large you said?" 

"Yes."  

She held it up against my chest. 

"Don't think that's going to be a little snug?" 

"Girl, I'm counting on it,” I winked. 

Silent for a second then she laughed as my own confidence, or Dolly’s, grew. 
 
“I'm counting eight here.  You want all of ‘em?" 

"Yep.” 

She sprinted to the sales counter, shirts folded over her arm, while I bounced behind her, gleeful at my haul.  
Folded shirts placed in a bag, she quickly added my total on the register.  We may not share the same 
worldview, this unhappy looking girl and I, but I appreciated her professionalism immensely. 
 
"Okay.  Well, that's comes to $137.28.  Will that be cash or charge?" 

"Oh, it’ll be cash.”  I said, another wink, all Dolly.  Dolly didn’t work much in such bright, florescent 
lights.  A neon girl, I think she was enjoying herself, out on the town, a bit.   

 
Equally successful in the sock department without any of the accompanying judgment or drama, my stomach 
growled not having had a second to grab a bite for breakfast.  I speed-walked my way to the food court 
pausing at Sbarro to savor, at least, the aroma of carbs before passing them by.  “You have to be naked in 
hours” -- a mantra I repeated always.  My legs began to lead me towards the safety of a salad before I gave 
the pizza another thought. 



 

Past the smell of freshly baked crust and melting cheese, I locked eyes with a grey-eyed girl at a nearby table, a 
girl I hadn’t seen in years with a name I’d never forget.  Only a year behind me at Gulf Point, she looked 
years younger than me now with that same straight bright red angel hair.  Having spotted me mid-bite, the 
bottom of her face was obscured by an enormous, oh my god, pretzel slick with butter and dotted with salt 
that made my stomach angry and envious.  The closer I got, I saw the eyes, puffy and sad.  They made me 
forgot the food.  I just wanted to give her a big ‘ole hug.  Made my way to the table, threw my bags down and 
took a seat in the empty chair across from her.   
 
“Aster Price, shouldn’t you be at school today, young lady?” 

Laughed when I said it, an obvious joke.  She didn’t immediately reply.  Only when I was comfortable in my 
seat did I notice how impenetrable her face had become.  We’d been cheerleaders together in elementary and 
middle school.  In high school, she’d moved on to geekier pursuits, barely acquaintances; then, recently, 
nothing since I left that cushy suburban life she was still a part of.   
 
It hadn’t ever really been cushy to me, but I couldn’t expect her to know secrets I never told anyone at school.  
It’d been years since we really knew each other, if we had ever really know each other at all. 
 
“I’m taking a personal day.” 

Her tone was cool, like she was above me.  Maybe that’s how she felt now.  There was no doubt she knew 
exactly what I did for a living these days.  Everyone in Gulf Point surely did.  If normal news travels fast in 
small towns, naked news moves at supersonic speeds.  Maybe she disapproved.  Maybe it freaked her out.  
Maybe she was just a normal teenage girl.  I certainly couldn’t fault her for that.   
 
I almost stood up and left her to that unbearably yummy smelling pretzel.  I wouldn’t have had to invent a 
reason; I had numbers of them, large blinking digits swirling through my head right now.  Just as I readied 
myself to stand and abandon her, count my way to the car, that indifferent expression dissolved into a mess of 
tears. 
 
“I’m sorry.  I’ve been trying to find a job all day, and no luck.  I have to leave home.  Dropping out.” was all 
she managed. 
 
People cluttered the tables around us.  Aster seemed suddenly aware of her surroundings, embarrassed to be 
having what appeared to be a full-on breakdown in the middle of a packed food court.  I struggled to think of 
something normal and funny to distract her and calm her down a bit.   
 
“Interesting reading for a girl your age,” I was commenting on the copy of  Lolita that was on the table in 
front of us. 
 
“You’ve read it?” 

I should have been offended.  She might as well have said, “Oh, you read books?” Stung like the cruelest of 
backhanded compliments delivered by a catty competitor in the dressing room before you walked on stage.  
Except she wasn’t my competitor, and I don’t think she meant it as a weapon, just an honest opinion of me 
that wasn’t really wrong.  I hadn’t read the book.  Only seen the movie.   



 
If I wanted her to let down her defenses, I guess I had to be willing to let down my own.  This is what it was 
like making friends with a girl.  I was just out of practice.    
 
“Have I read it?  Girl, I’ve lived it.”  We both laughed.  Felt easier, like a different time, like when I knew 
her before, practicing choreography on a football field, turning cartwheels and being free. 
 
I kept talking. 

“I have a customer at Frank’s who drives over from Mobile, owns a video store.  He brought me a copy of the 
movie because he says it reminds him of me, Stanley Kubrick.  Have you seen it?” 
 
When she smiled, her face lit up.  A smile made her instantly stunning, not wearing a stitch of makeup. 
 
“No, I haven’t.” 

“Want to?” 

“Like now?” 

I was so raw and unpolished in the friend-making department.  Throwing myself at her -- come to my house 
immediately.  Single White Female much?  Not like I had a bunch of things on my to-do list that would 
obviously go unaccomplished and throw my whole livelihood into jeopardy.  What was I even thinking?  
Desperate dorky Daphne. 
 
Yet, it wasn’t so simple.  Here she sat, fate, really, I’d stumbled upon her, skipping school, emotional, 
looking for work, obviously in trouble.  Here I was, in the position to be that key person for somebody else, 
someone like me. I had been her after all.  A high school dropout in pigtails and kneesocks shelving 
videotapes at the Gulf Point Blockbuster, sleeping with Derek, my 32-year-old manager, who let me move in 
after he caught me crying in the breakroom.   
 
Made me tell him the truth about my drunken father stalking my bedroom, hand on his actual dick. 
Working up his courage, while I pretended to sleep, actually praying this was as sick as it would get.  
Worked double shifts, holing away every dollar, with the simple dream of owning my own place, my own bed, 
my own door with my own lock, being inaccessible and uncontrolled by anyone and everyone except little old 
me.   
 
And then one incredibly dead Thursday night, Terence Wilks came to my counter and asked for a movie 
suggestion, a movie to watch with a girl.  He had a bodybuilder's physique with the swagger and suit of a 
businessman or a lawyer (a successful one, not like my loser lech daddy).  Finally, the chick flick he’d 
requested in hand (Hannah and Her Sisters) and his excuse for conversation gone, he’d finally asked my age.  
I said 18, sure he was about to ask me out, even as we’d just picked a movie out for some other girl.   
 
But he didn’t.  He’d touched my black hair bow and said, “I’m going to give you my card.  I want to put you 
on a stage.  When you’re ready, call.”  Took me less than 24 hours to make that call to Frank’s.  Moved 
out from Derek's to my own place two weeks later.   
 
For an entire year, I’d live on my own terms. Now I was finally able to help some other girl the way Terence 



Wilkes helped me.  Errands seemed secondary. I saw and heard not a single number in my schoolgirl brain.  
Maybe it was true what they said, when you helped others, you helped yourself.  My heads emptied of all 
thoughts besides videotape and popcorn and the possibility of friendship. 
 
I looked at my watch.  

“It’s 11:20.  Now, I’ll have to drop you off no later than 6:00 to get to work on time.  But, yes, I’ve got 
time for a movie, if you’re game.” 
 
“Absolutely.  Let’s go.” 

“There’s that that Pointer spirit.” 

Aster smiled at the cheerleading reference.  I grabbed my packages, and she followed my lead through the 
growing crowd of food court patrons to the parking lot. Couldn’t help but count the pairs of male eyeballs 
checking out such an attractive set of schoolgirls -- even if one was just a pretender for money -- a blonde and a 
redhead sashaying toward the exit.  We were an irresistible sight.  My mind reeled with the possibilities.  

     

              ASTER PRICE, 1992 

 who I .was. She th change the ending. Make it happy. Turn death to lov 
Not every day you turn 18, so I had taken a break from upending my life to reflect – my head still spinning 
from champagne, my second drink of my entire life.  The first, last Thursday, white wine, in this very 
apartment, on the most comfortable gray velvet couch tickling the back of my neck, I’d paired with a joint – 
who am I -- watching Lolita with my old and new friend.  The alcohol carried me off somewhere above the 
lavender gray walls, the black and white figures on the screen.  I closed my eyes.     
 

Daphne's apartment, like her whole life, had a preternatural style and organization.  Every piece of 
furniture, every carefully mopped and dusted surface evidenced care and pride.  How did somebody as young 
and messed up as me end up in a carefully curated atmosphere such as this?  
 
This girl, only a year older than me, had a naked job and a meticulous, marvelous life.  Even this delicious 
wine, an obstacle for under-21’s like us, she acquired with ease.  I wanted to learn everything she was willing 
to teach. 
 
“How did you even buy this?  Do you have a fake ID?” 

“Oh, good Lord, no.”  She laughed at my naivety as she did, now, on a regular basis.  Apparently, I really 
did know very little about life.  “The manager at Sand Dune Liquors, Henry, he’s a customer of mine.  
Little out of the way, and if his silver Corvette isn’t in the parking lot, forget it.  But if he’s there, it’s no big 
deal.” 
 

Nothing ever seemed to be a “big deal” for Daphne.  She had answers at the ready for almost any problem in 
life, at least any I’d presented in the last few days.  And there had been more than a few of those, the logistics 



of maneuvering me into her world.  It was a plan we’d both agreed to at her apartment over Lolita and that 
first glass of wine. 
 
Tonight, before cupcakes and the champagne, we’d watched a movie (Wild Orchid 2: Two Shades of Blue) 
while we ate the salad of the day (Asian Chicken).  When the creepy madam explained to the naive new 
prostitute, “There are no witnesses here, only co-conspirators,” Daphne looked over to me and nodded her 
head. 
 
“Word,” she held out her glass for a second before I realized she was waiting to toast.  I clicked my glass and 
nodded my head and took a sip,  Kept my questions to myself.  
 
As soon as the movie finished, Daphne changed and left for the junior college track where she went on what 
she described as her “ritual non-work night run” (three miles).  I was supposed to join, an agreement outlined 
early on in our new business/living arrangement, but the champagne had taken its toll, and I begged for 
mercy.   
 
“If I run right now, I just know I’m gonna puke.  I’ve got a wicked headache.” 

She’d smiled and said, “TMI, okay.  I get it.  It’s your birthday.  Letting you slide.  Tomorrow that ass is 
mine though.” 
 
Remembered from cheerleading Daphne had always been like this, a workout tyrant.  It served her well then, 
as I’m sure it served her well in this new career.  Definitely wasn't looking to piss her off.  I promised I would 
comply tomorrow, and I meant it.  
 

Tonight, for the first time, I was finally, alone in my very own room, my very first apartment.  The bed was 
smaller and less comfortable.  Well decorated and clean, if far more cramped than my childhood home, it felt 
luxurious and strange. As if I was lying naked on a cashmere star, my lungs evolving with each breath to 
accommodate complex, foreign air.     
 
So much happened in the past week; the best way I can think to sum up my current existence is this: 

   

      Lessons Daphne Has Taught Me In the Last Week  

      (And Money Spent On Me So Far) 

   

 -       A 18 year old entry level worker at Waldenbooks is never going 
         to be able to have her own apartment — even if she could get  
              hired in the first place (which I obviously couldn’t).  Daphne  
         did the math in pink magic marker and a Hello Kitty notepad  
         to prove it, factoring in the crazy high costs of utilities  
         of which I previously had not a clue.  
 
 -      At Frank’s, where Daphne works, the lowest paid girl easily 



        affords all such costs.  And, as she put it, “You are ten times 
        hotter than most of these girls, and you have a brain which  
        is a rare and undervalued organ there as well.”  
 
 -      If I were to team up with Daphne, dance on stage together, I’d 
        automatically be working with one of the highest paid girls 
        with customers conditioned to spend.  Have my own place, 
        with my own car, in no time.   (She’d broken the news to 
        me already that unless I knew my name was on the title, I’d 
        have to leave the car behind.  She wasn’t going to deal with 
        a grand theft auto mess because my lunatic mother  
        decided to call the cops.  She had a great car, a Mustang I  
             could drive when I needed it. And I always had a ride to work.   
 
       “You don’t even like that car, right?”  
 
 -       When I reminded her how I was a total klutz, not at all a good  
        dancer, she’d scoffed at me like a simpleton.  “I do less  
        choreography than middle school cheer.  Shake your  
        pigtails and an occasional split.  Please, Jesus, tell me you can  
        still do a split since you left to go full nerd on us?” 
        I’d made a skeptical face.  She went back into full cheer  
        captain mode, “Well, that’s nothing but stretching and practice.   
        We’ll work on that after our run."   
 
 -     To be a stripper in Escambia County, you have to get an 
       adult entertainer license at the police station.   It costs $30. 
       Insisted on paying that myself, as I was actually able  
       (deducted from the rapidly declining $225, my whole savings —  
       what a deluded little idiot I had been before I reunited with 
       Daphne Paugh.) She drove me straight to the police station  
       Tuesday, as soon as we left Gulf Point, my belongings  
       crammed into every open space in her car.  I was afraid of 
       a landslide when I opened the door.  
 
       She made time to stop and find a pay phone to call  
       Jerry at his office, her lawyer client.  Added an ominous  
       one-word whispered descriptor after she told me his name that 
       made me question my recent life choices:  mafia.   

  

       I must have looked afraid because she’d laughed at me and  
      made her familiar declaration, “It’s no big deal.  He’s excited to  
      meet you, bringing a friend, a client, to celebrate the occasion.” She said  
      we’d both rack up a lot of money, a fabulous start to my career, but  
      none of that could happen without my picture (and critical date of birth)  
      on an entertainer's license.  So sweaty in a tank top and messy pigtails in  

      my hair, I "smiled big" just like the bug-eyed middle aged man in  



      the creepy coke-bottle glasses and khakis told me, like it was a  
      driver's license photo, like it was any another day. 
 

      After a stop by her apartment to clutter her immaculate space  
      with the first wave of my debris, she’d made the declaration:  "I'm  
      going to need to get you some shoes."  We hopped back in the car,  
      and she drove me not to the mall, as I’d expected, but to the west  
      side of Pensacola, near the Navy base, where we pulled into a neon  
      lit concrete block building I knew immediately to be a sex shop,  
      though I'd never been inside one before.  I tried to act cool, but  
      I obviously failed because she closed her car door and leaned  
      down to see me through the window where I still lingered in my  
      seat, “Hello?  We're here.  Do you think they sell five inch  
      platforms at Wal-Mart?"  I hopped out and followed her inside. 
 
      Less than ten minutes and almost $200 later, we emerged each with       
      a pair of five-inch heels clear with pink trim and sweet little bows on  
      the top.  I had never stood in heels so tall, much less walked.   
      Almost fell over in the store and pouted, “How am I going to do this,  
      Daphne?”  
  
      "It's no big deal.  That's why I have tread tape on the bottoms  

                 of my shoes.  I'll fix yours up when we get home.    You'll see.   
      It's going to work out.  First, we need to stop and get  

      you some proper running shoes --  can't believe you don't own any.   
      We’re going to whip that lazy nerd body back into proper cheer  
           shape."  We found our way to the Foot Locker and  
           added another $75 to what was fast becoming, I feared,  
           a bottomless tab.  
 
     In the car on the way home, while we danced in our seats to Just Can’t Get  
     Enough.  (Depeche Mode was Daphne's favorite.) I decided to acknowledge the  
          emerald green elephant taking up an inordinate amount of space in my head  
          and this cramped, full car.  "I owe you so much money, Daphne.  It's  
          a little overwhelming." Waited for the "no big deal," but it never came.  She  
     leaned over and patted me on my bare leg. 
 

     "Been thinking about that, chickie.  Now, you've got shoes, and I have plenty  
                of socks and shirts and hair ribbons and a skirt you can start with Friday night.   
               Jared will buy you more skirts Friday from Kitti, the costume lady; I'll make sure.   
       He gets off on stuff like that.  You're basically set for work.  I'll throw in  
               my old Little Mermaid pull case so you can get all your stuff to the club.  It’s  
    perfect, and it'll go with your Ariel hair."  And then while you stay here,  
               you just give me the first $100 you make every week, and we’re even. 

  

         I couldn’t believe it when she said it.  She’d had a caveat though, and it hit me right  



    away that it might be a problem.  “Just help me keep the apartment neat, okay.  That's  
     real important.  You have no idea.  And, you know, I don't really deal with many  
         people, you know, here, in real life.  I can’t sleep with strangers here. 
 
    "Understood." 

     I wasn’t a psychologist, but I was beginning to see my new roommate had  
          some substantial issues.  In the two days, I lived here the phone never rang.  The  
          single phone call she had made had been to work — and the one from the pay  
          phone to Jerry.   
  
     “When you have to call a customer, do it from a pay phone only.  None of  
           these psychos gets any clues about your real life.”  It did make sense.  But it was  
           one more commandment on an increasing list of requirements to live in  
      Daphneland. 

 
                     There had been that revelatory moment I’d walk into my old room in  Gulf Point, Mom shrieking in the  
                     background, Daphne standing, holding a box, eyes closed, counting,   “17, 18, 19” — I don’t know for sure  
                    how far she got.  It seemed intensely personal and strange.  I’d backed out of my own room as fast as I could  
                    before she’d opened her eyes. 
  
                    So tired, I still had a little light reading before bed, a reminder of the past I snatched from the kitchen table at  
                   Mom's house, the Gulf Point Guardian Brooke Newton’s article Gulf Point Five Charged With Desertion.               
                   I knew nothing about them except the little I’d read of Brooke’s work, but I felt a little sorry for anybody as  
                  deluded about the UFO business as I had been –  

        

    “The penalties for desertion of a  
   military unit can range from  
   dishonorable discharge, forfeiture  

   of pay, imprisonment and in some  
   cases could include the death 

   penalty.” It was a thing she figured out in a hotel room while 
she waited 
I was dropping out of high school to work at a strip club.  These guys were going  to jail or worse.  It gave me 
perspective. Really couldn’t feel too sorry for myself when I thought about it. 

          

	

	 	 	 	 	 GEOFFREY CHASE, 2012  

On Monday, Avalon had Introduction to Philosophy.  I’d thought about her all day, what 
she might be doing, who she might be speaking to – was the professor Ms. Ferrell as good as 
her credentials suggested?  I’d googled all of the teachers just to get an idea of what they 
seemed like – well, unfortunately not English Composition as it had simply read STAFF.  
But that was Tuesday, and I tried not to worry too much until then. 



   

She’d phoned finally at 9:15. I’d carried my phone about, room to room, not wanting to miss 
her call.  Once it hit 9:00 I started to worry she might blow me off now that she had gotten 
what she wanted – college.  Tried to put it from my mind.  But thankfully, she did not keep 
me waiting long.  Fifteen minutes later, I was answering. 
 
“Well, hello college girl.”  

She giggled, sounded giddy.  

“It went great.  I don’t know if I’m completely over my head, but the teacher is so nice, and 
I’m gonna figure this class out, I promise.” 
 
“If you need help, we can get you a tutor.  No need to make that call now, but just putting it 
out there.  I’m here to make sure you succeed.  I’ll tutor you myself.”  
 
“Oh, really?  You going to come over to my house?” 
 
She was taunting me.  She had no idea, of course, the cause of my hesitation.  What would 
Aster Price think to see me walk into her house, invited, after all these years?   
 
“You could come to mine,” I quickly countered. 
 
“Where do you live in Gulf Point?” 
 
“Ha, I don’t.  I’m a migrant like you – Pensacola.” 
 
“You are?  Wow.  I live in East Hill.  You?” 
 
I smiled, thankfully unseen by my new friend, at the thought of how many nights I’d stood 
outside this house in East Hill she expected I knew nothing about. 
 
“I live at the marina downtown.” 
 
She laughed. 
 
“What?” 
 
“I live on a boat.” 
 
“Are you kidding me?” 
 
“I’m not, I’m afraid.” 
 
“That’s wild.  I’ve never been on a houseboat.” 
 
“Well, now there’s two reason you should come over.” 



 
The phone was quiet for a second, and I wondered if I’d pushed too far, too fast.  
 
“How can I not explore my first houseboat?” 
 
I was quiet now until I could be sure I didn’t sound too excited at this turn of events. 
 
“I mean, perhaps this weekend.  You could bring your philosophy work and we could go 
over it, Saturday?  If you don’t have plans.” 
 
God, I sounded like I was in high school again – before I got it together just for a week to 
woo and lose Aster Price.  What was happening to me?  Forced myself to stay quiet.  Close 
my eyes and clear the monkey mind.   
 
“That would be fine.  We can talk about it later in the week, make a time.” 
 
“Oh, good.”  There, I sounded far more normal. 
 
“I’m going to go take a shower and watch something before bed.  I’ll call tomorrow after 
English Composition, okay?” 
 
“Yes, please do.” 
 
I was a little worried about that STAFF.  I’d be worried until I heard from her and did a little 
due diligence online.  There were lots of shady characters at college – people who taught for 
the wrong reasons.  If I’d had any choice, I would not have taken this chance.  But we were 
behind schedule, and she needed the English credit.  Nothing to be done about it now.  I’d 
tried to put it from my mind for the moment.  I’d hear from her tomorrow night and go 
from there. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


