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every day when i came home from 
school, my mother was sitting at the kitchen 
table with a cup of coffee and a cigarette. I 
never knew what to expect — she could be 
quite moody — but we often had long talks, 
sometimes with laughter, other times with 
anger or sadness or disappointment. And 
always with coffee and cigarettes.
     Once, she told me that she wished I 
smoked so we could sit and have a ciga-
rette together.
     My parents had six kids in seven years 
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and would have had more if my mother 
hadn’t been diagnosed with late-stage mel-
anoma at age thirty-three. The doctor told 
her she had about a year to live and ad-
vised her not to have any more children.
     I don’t think my mother and father 
knew what they were getting into when 
they became parents. As good Catholics, 
they didn’t have much choice. If not for us, 
they could have done so much more with 
their lives: my mother was artistic, and 
both my parents were readers and think-

ers. But there they were with a houseful 
of toddlers and grade-schoolers, and now 
she had cancer.
     My mother lived for seventeen years 
after her diagnosis — just long enough 
to raise us. In between spells of remission, 
when we could forget she had cancer, she 
endured brutal treatments. During her re-
missions, the eight of us went camping, rid-
ing all over the country in our VW Bus. 
     When her children were all in school, 
my mother finally had a chance to take 
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     “I’m not sure. Maybe it’s Adam’s new 
fish tank. They say the pump can eat a lot 
of electricity.”        
     “Those fish have got to go,” said Stu, 
looking as though his mind was made up.
     I quickly crouched beside him and 
whispered, “But Adam loves them!” 
     Adam had stopped playing and was 
studying his father as though he were a 
stranger: who was this man threatening 
his beloved fish? 
     “Can’t we talk about this later?” I 
pleaded.
     Stu’s face reddened with rage: I had 
questioned his authority. He picked up 
his mug of tea and smashed it down on 
the kitchen table. The ceramic mug shat-
tered against the formica surface, and a 
green chip flew into the air, past the salt 
and pepper shakers, past the pile of bills 
and the permanent brown coffee ring on 
the tabletop, and right into my son’s per-
fect right eye, lacerating the cornea, nick-
ing the pupil, delving deep into the lens, 
piercing the vitreous humor, and finally 
severing the optic nerve. 
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     My sweet Adam. He never saw it com-
ing, and his right eye never saw again.

Bernardine O.
East Northport, New York

MY THREE BROTHERS AND I GREW UP ON 
the edge of poverty. Our mother stayed 
home to raise us, and our father worked 
two jobs to pay the bills. Although I was 
never privy to the household finances, I 
always had an underlying sense that, once 
the evening meal was paid for each night, 
little or no money remained. 
     I was grateful for this meal, which we 
gathered around the table to eat. During 
the dark, dreary winter months, the heat 
from the oven, our bodies, and the food 
would often fog the kitchen windows, 
blocking the cold and darkness that 
loomed outside. Dinnertime was the only 
time of day our old house seemed amply 
warm, and the only time I appreciated 
what little we had. 
     Now I live in a beautiful new farmhouse 
on a hill, with two roaring fireplaces and 
a refrigerator full of food. And I struggle 

some art classes. One day I came home 
and found her artwork all over the kitchen 
table. 
     “What’s for dinner?” I asked. 
     “I don’t know,” she replied defiantly.
     She never quit smoking cigarettes and 
drinking coffee, even when she was no lon-
ger able to sit at the table to enjoy them. 
She took them in her reclining chair, then 
on the couch, then on her bed, and finally 
on the hospital bed we set up for her. She 
wanted to die at home, so we took care of 
her — especially my father, who tended 
to her night and day. The first thing we 
did each morning was prepare her medi-
cations and boil water for her coffee.
     The night after she died, I had a dream. 
She was sitting at the kitchen table, drink-
ing a cup of coffee and smoking a cigarette. 

“It’s gone,” she said, with a huge smile on 
her face. “The pain is all gone.”
     I woke up and went to the kitchen. My 
father was standing at the sink with a dish 
towel over his shoulder. The kitchen table 
was bare. I told him my dream. We both 
stood there, not knowing what to do with 
ourselves.

Sheila Griffin
Waukesha, Wisconsin

i realized my marriage was over one 
Saturday afternoon while having tea at 
the kitchen table.
     My son Adam, age three, was tod-
dling around, hopping on and off my lap, 
dunking a cookie into my cup of tea. As 
the gooey mess dripped down his chin, 
he broke into a contagious smile. Then 
my husband, Stu, came in from the yard, 
slamming the screen door behind him, and 
sat down at the head of the table, obvi-
ously tense. I hopped up and made him a 
mug of chamomile tea. When I returned, 
Adam had gone into the living room to 
get his favorite truck, and he “drove” it 
onto the kitchen table, grazing Stu’s mug 
of tea. Thankfully Adam didn’t see the 
annoyed look his father gave him. 
     Stu pulled out the stack of bills and 
grunted in dissatisfaction. He resented my 
cutting back to part time since Adam was 
born. It wasn’t the first time he’d stared 
at me over the bills as if to say, Earn your 
keep, woman.
     “Look at this,” he said. “Why is the 
electric bill so high this month?” 
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each day to recapture the feeling of grati-
tude I felt at my family’s kitchen table.

Andrea Hayde
Asbury, New Jersey

WHEN I WAS A TEENAGER IN THE FIFTIES, I 
was always looking for different, more sat-
isfying ways to masturbate. In my quest, I 
discovered that the neck of a milk bottle 
was the perfect size to accommodate my 
erect penis. The only problem was how 
to keep the bottle stationary. Moving it 
up and down manually seemed point-
less; I might as well have used my hand. 
If I lay down on the bottle — even with 
pillows strategically positioned on both 
sides — I was afraid my weight might 
break the glass.
     The kitchen table offered a possible 
solution. I figured if I pulled the table leaves 
apart an inch or two, I could wedge the 
bottleneck between them, leaving the 
opening nearly level with the surface. 
     One Saturday night when my parents 
were out, I tested my idea. My experiment 
proved so successful that I wound up re-
peating it many times afterward. As dis-
gusted as I was with myself, I was helpless 
to control my urges. Sometimes my heart 
would race so fast that I worried I might 
drop dead of a heart attack. Worse than the 
fear of death was the thought of my par-
ents coming home and finding me naked 
on the table in the middle of the act. 

Richard E. Platt
New York, New York

my grandfather farmed the bleak 
red clay of northern Mississippi and spoke 
to the Lord on a daily basis. All day long, 
while plowing or picking, he kept up a 
running dialogue with Jesus. Even at dusk, 
when his work in the fields was done, his 
communion was not. Dead tired, he would 
look for a place to lie down, but my grand-
mother always refused to let him on the fur-
niture in his soiled clothes. So he would lie 
on the floor instead; and since floor space 
in their small farmhouse was scarce, my 
grandfather got in the habit of lying under-
neath the kitchen table. There he would 
continue his discourse with Christ. 
     This was how I came to know him: 
his dirty boots protruding from beneath 
the oilcloth-draped table and his cries of 
praise and supplication floating up to the 

ceiling. The family largely ignored this 
strange behavior, but I could not. Com-
pared to my little-boy fears, he was so sure; 
compared to my family’s middle-class sub-
urban decorum, he was so unabashed, so 
triumphant. I suspected he knew some-
thing, that some secret was hidden there 
under that table.

Bill Shippey
Tarzana, California

when i was growing up, my family ate 
dinner with the tv next to the table, tuned 
to the nightly news. Our seats at the table 
were assigned, and I sat to the left of my 
dad. At most meals, he would rub his leg 
or hand against my thigh, my foot — any-
thing he could reach. (I wish I could say 
that was the extent of his groping.) 
     During these moments, I would often 
stare at my mother, incredulous that she 
didn’t notice, couldn’t see, didn’t stop what 
was happening. When she did nothing, I 
would sit in silence, flushed and miserable, 
boring holes into Tom Brokaw’s face, pray-
ing that he would stop in midsentence 
and say, “Ken, take your goddamn hands 
off that girl’s thigh.” But Tom never said 
anything, and neither did I — at least, not 
until long after I stopped sitting at that 
table.

R.A.W.
New York, New York

i was a heterosexual female art stu-
dent living with two gay men in the early 
seventies, when free love was still safe and 
there was lots of money in the art world. 
Vincent, Neil, and I were all out on our own 
for the first time, and much happier than 
we had been at home or in the dormitories, 
where we’d felt like morose misfits. 
     One night the three of us picked up a 
handsome man at a dance, and after some 
confusion, he ended up in bed with Vincent. 
Another time, Vincent hung two super-8 
movie cameras from his neck so that they 
bounced on his knees as he walked. We 
thought the resulting ten-minute film was 
a masterpiece. I switched to a dance major, 
became anorexic, and got a cockatiel for 
my birthday, which I put in a big birdcage 
in the living room. Neil painted his room 
black (including the furniture) and wrote 
poems about our weekly dramas, which he 
left on the kitchen table for us to read. His 

poems brought order and meaning to the 
chaos of our lives.
     One day, I brought home a hungry stray 
cat. When I walked in the door, the bird-
cage was open, and my cockatiel flew out 
in terror. It circled the stove, where Vin-
cent was cooking chicken soup, and some-
how, in its panic, the bird fell into the pot. 
Vincent quickly pulled the bird out — still 
alive — and cradled it in his hands. 
     I put the cockatiel back in its cage, 
wrapped towels around the outside, and 
hitchhiked to the vet, crying the whole 
way. The doctor couldn’t do anything for 
the bird, and my bringing it out in the cold 
had probably only made matters worse. 
     Neil sat up all night, keeping the bird 
warm in a cardboard box with blankets 
and a light bulb. My cockatiel died the 
next day.
     That week, the poem on the kitchen 
table was titled “Bird Death in Soup.” 
     I wish I knew if Vincent and Neil have 
survived the aids epidemic. And I wish I 
had a copy of that poem.

Lori Salomon
Mill Valley, California

(end of excerpt)


