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Craig Wynne
is a college professor in New Jersey.  His
hobbies could fill an entire novel, but for the abridged version,
he enjoys reading, writing, playing guitar, hiking, and
snowboarding.

 




was saying the message I
was supposed to say.

“The bottom line is that I
don’t have confidence in you!” Gary said. “And if you can’t do the
job I hired you to do, then I’m going to have to take further
action, including and up to termination.”

His toxic words spiraled
their way through my brain like a runaway locomotive, causing my
breathing to get heavier and heavier and the gritting of my teeth
to become forceful. I had worked until nine, ten, eleven at night
trying to perfect his correspondence with investors and colleagues.
I had sacrificed weekends preparing presentations so that he could
obtain new business. He could never obtain new business because he
was so insistent on getting his way with clients, and somehow, I
was to blame for everything. I thought about the late-night text
messages, the weekend phone calls with screams. “Where’s that ad
for Forbes!” he yelled one Saturday morning, only to find it two
seconds later in one of his file folders.

I looked at his bald head.
His gapped teeth. The massive stomach that could only have been
developed through years of nonstop inhalation of Twinkies and Fruit
Pies. He obviously didn’t have much of a life. I mean, who sends
lengthy e-mails about what’s wrong with a little print
advertisement on Friday nights at 11:48 at night? No wedding ring.
Never talked about his life (or probable lack thereof) outside of
work. The guy was a loser. The only happiness this bald, fat, and
(probably) virginal 60-something seemed to obtain was from the
little power he derived from his position as a Director of
Marketing for a trade magazine.

I had all this on my mind,
but the only thing that managed to come out of my mouth was
“Okay.”

“That’s all. Thanks, Eric,”
he said as he went back to an important-looking report that lay on
his desk.

I stomped back to my
cubicle to look at the piles of copy that needed to be edited and
went through one brochure with the green Sharpie I always used to
mark changes. But I just couldn’t concentrate. All I could think
about was that bald head. Those gapped teeth. That grating,
high-pitched voice. I needed to get some decaf tea. It would clear
my head.

I struggled through
drafting the final page of a brochure to be sent to law firms,
urging them to advertise with our magazine. As I walked into his
“area,” I heard him on the phone. “A new copywriter,” he said.
“Yeah, there’s just no talking to him.”

 


 


 


I was the copywriter! It sounded like he was planning on firing
me! How dare he! After all the hard work I did for him, and those late
nights I stayed at
the office for him! The yelling, the screaming I had endured. And
he was just willing to throw me out on the street. There was no way
I could get a reference from him! I could never tell potential
interviewers that my boss and I didn’t get along. I’d never be able
to get another job!

My whole evening consisted
of me listing the ways in which I was better than him. I had a
social life. I had friends. I wasn’t currently with a woman, but I
had been with several. I may even have kids that I don’t know of. I
know how to write. His e-mails contained misspellings, missed
words, and all types of grammatical errors. If he didn’t have me to
proofread his external e-mails and correspondence for him, he’d
never do any business and he might not even be able to keep his
job. And this was how the little bastard showed his appreciation:
through yelling and berating and saying those words, “I don’t have
confidence in you,” and planning my demise behind my back. I laid
in the fetal position repeating that phrase to myself as I tried to
sleep that night.

The next morning, I woke
up in that groggy, half-asleep state where there’s a giant pain in
the back of your head and keeping your eyes open is a challenge and
you’re afraid that if you get behind the wheel, you might black out
and collide head-on with a school bus, injuring 20 kids and having
your name slammed all over the news. I breathed heavily as that
phrase kept echoing. But with the help of coffee, I managed to move
into that state of “artificially awake,” and lumbered into the
office. On my way to my desk, I passed by Gary’s office, and sure
enough, Gary was there, probably since 6 or 7 in the morning. He
glowered over his computer screen, eyes furrowed at it as if he
were hunting for ducks and fingers pounding on the keyboard like
those Whack-a-Moles. Man, he was tense. He needed to get laid more
than anyone I had ever met. No engagement ring. No pictures or any
type of decorations in his office that didn’t have anything to do
with work. No apparent existence outside of the office.

Through the corner of my
eye, I noticed a pair of scissors lying on his metallic gray filing
cabinet. And then I remembered those scissors were always placed on
that cabinet. I glanced at them, and then at the top of his bald
head. It was so shiny I could almost see my reflection. My
grogginess disappeared, and I felt a murderous rage take over that
I had never felt. Scissors. Bald head. Scissors.


Bald head. Scissors! Bald
head! Scissors! Scissors! Right through bald head!

I paused from my darting
and glared at those scissors. Gary was always so into his work that
the building could explode and he’d still be typing, typing, typing
away. I stood there grinding my teeth in anger, staring at him as
he typed away. Those scissors needed, just needed, to go through
his head. He needed to have them go through his head. I was doing
him and society a favor by putting him out of his and everyone
else’s misery. He stopped and looked at me. I was caught! “I was
gonna go get a cup of coffee from Starbucks,” I lied. “Do you want
anything?”

“Yes, a large coffee with
cream and two sugars,” he said as he took out his
wallet.

The coffee kept me awake
the rest of the day. But when I left, I decided I need to drink
something else. I needed to find a bar. Not some hot happy hour
spot with happy people who weren’t in danger of losing their jobs,
but a quiet place where I could wallow in misery without the
annoyance of others’ happiness. After about 90 seconds of
searching, I found a dusty-looking bar called Casey’s, the inside
of which resembled Moe’s Tavern from The
Simpsons. Two people sat at the bar: a
haggard-looking man who wore one a dirty blue flannel and a
trucker’s hat as he swigged from a mug of skunky-looking beer, and
an angry-eyed woman in her 40s who wore a gray sweatshirt that
looked like it had been retrieved from the Salvation Army bin. She
was drinking something that looked like bourbon. Something that
sounded like George Thurgood’s “I Drink Alone” echoed from the
jukebox. I pulled out a bar stool and sat two seats down from the
Salvation Army woman. The bartender, a tough-looking biker type
with a bandana, silver earring in the left ear, and tattoos
everywhere, approached me like he would another biker. “Whattaya
havin’?” he asked.

“Shot of Soco and an
Amstel Light,” he said.

He poured me my drinks,
and I gave him a 20. Six bucks back, I gave him a dollar
back.

“Thanks buddy,” he
said.

I downed the shot with
vigor and swigged my beer. What a
douchebag, I thought to myself. Fat, bald
sack of shit treats me like garbage for two years and just cuts me
like a piece of flab from his skin. Never once thanked me for all
the jams I got him out of, but was always quick to point out every
little thing I was doing wrong. He needed a beating. The thoughts
stirred slowly as I ordered another beer. And then another. And
another. The bar slowly packed with construction workers and other
blue-

 


collar types. I stood out
with my shirt and tie, but nobody seemed to care, least of all
me.

As I drank more and more,
and my surroundings became more distorted, I continued to stew
about the wrongs Gary had done. What if I went to his place in the
middle of the night and held him hostage, like Samuel L. Jackson
in The Negotiator? I could wear dark clothing, sneak into his house, kick him in
the ribs, kick him in the face till he was all cut up and bleeding.
He’d scream like a little girl, too. Yeah, he carried himself with
his fake authoritarian posture, standing upright, with his
three-piece suit and his head tilted upwards like he was better
than everyone else. But I could see through it. He was just a sad
old man. He’d go down easily. And he needed to pay.

He lived out in Jersey
City. I had seen his address on a pay stub he had left in my office
once. He never even thanked me for giving it back to him. I
remembered the address because I had had a date once at a bar right
down the street from his house. It was 7:30 now, much too busy for
me to do it inconspicuously. It had to be done late at night. I
could knock on his door at about 11. When he’d answer, I’d commence
pounding.

I spent the next few hours
getting drunker and drunker. Finally, at about 9, I paid for my
final drink, left the bar, bought a bottle of water at a newsstand,
and made my way to the PATH train. Everything seemed to go in
super-fast motion: suits, iPods, hot women in stiletto heels. My
rage seethed out through my nose as I grabbed the steel bar nearest
to the train entrance. The train was packed: plenty of people
working late, men in suits socializing, obviously having had a few
cocktails at happy hour, people who managed to be happy and sane in
their lives without ever having murderous fantasies about the
people who fucked them over. It was unjust.

“Grove Street,” came the
muffled announcement over the loudspeaker. I stormed out of the
train, murderous glare on my face, fists ready to do some serious
damage. 9:35. Fifty-five minutes until he’d probably be back at his
building. I had alcohol munchies. I craved a greasy chicken
sandwich doused in ranch sauce, accompanied by some waffle fries.
And water. I needed something like a gallon of water. There had to
be a place where I could get something like that. A diner or a
sports pub or something like that.

Grove Street was lined with
bars and stores. And about fifty feet down the road, a
diner. Joe’s Diner – Open 24
Hours, the sign read. On the left side was
a counter, behind which steam emanated, as a Latino cook flipped a
greasy burger while a
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Ashleigh
Matkowski

“All I seem to do is talk
about myself yet I don’t really have anything of substance to say.
I don’t know who I am but I’m comfortable with that. It allows me
the flexibility to be someone different every day. I am a friend, a
sister, a daughter, a coworker, a lover, a rebel, and a saint but I
am a writer before all else.”

 






Grandma must have been too difficult for his little mouth to speak
and Gago came out
instead. He was undoubtedly her favorite, as he was the favorite of
her sister and brother-in-law as well. Brian got special presents
for being Brian, given to him for no reason, for no occasion other
than it just being an ordinary day. He’s two and a half years older
than I am, meaning that he had those two and a half extra years to
seize the hearts of family members while I spent my time trying to
catch up. They loved me, but loved him more. I was jealous as
jealous could get, mostly because he got the attention I strived
and failed to achieve but mostly because he had the luxury of
spending those extra years with Gago.

I fought with Brian as if it were
a pastime activity. He built Lego fortresses across the living room
floor, had G.I. Joe battles in front of the TV, and raced his
remote control cars around the house. I did my best to take up as
much space coloring with my box of 96 crayons or dragging out the
plastic bin of animal families and their tree house. If he tried to
grab or trip me as I walked by, I “accidentally” kicked him or
stepped on his toys.

Gago would hear our yelling from
upstairs in her half of the house. Sometimes she’d come down and
yell at us to stop our bickering. She’d say we were big kids now
and we were too old to fight over nonsense. Without Gago, Mommy and
Daddy would still yell at us, but it wouldn’t be the same.
 

I sat on a dusty chair in the
funeral parlor across the street from Mount Carmel church, the
Polish parish in Bayonne. Elderly people dressed in dark colors
filed in and out to pay their respects as Gago lay in an open
casket. Everyone kept telling me that they were sorry about my
Grandma. Why were they sorry though? It wasn’t their fault. She got
sick with pneumonia and her body was too weak. That’s what Mom told
me. She said it was her time and the angels came to bring her to
heaven. She said that heaven was the place where Grandmas and
Grandpas go when they get old and its God’s turn to spend time with
them. I felt cheated because I barely had six years of my short
lifetime with her. I feel guilty now at twenty-two because I can
barely remember those six years.

I had stood by her bed just weeks
before she died and played with the plastic Smurf figurines on the
nightstand that she kept inside of a tin that had Snow White and
the Seven Dwarves on it. That’s when she was still familiar to me.
I was scared to look in the casket at the funeral home. We didn’t
put the goldfish in a box when we flushed it. I leaned over the
sides of the smokey-blue coffin as Mom held my hand, tears hugging
the corners of her eyes. That day she looked like a stranger even
though Mom told the funeral director to dress Gago in one of her
favorite matching flowered blouse and skort sets. It was magenta
and orange. She wore it for my brother Brian’s Communion the
previous spring. She seemed happy every time she wore it, Mom said.
Mom wanted her to be happy in heaven too. It was the last time I
remember her healthy, one of the few moments I remember at
all.

I only recall bits and pieces. She
taught me to tie my shoes—two bunny ears. I remember smelling the
greasy food she cooked upstairs while I was downstairs—hamburgers
and fried onions. Pork chops or battered fish. I could imagine her
standing at the stove in a flowered house dress and slippers, a
wooden spoon in hand. I remember the pacemaker after her heart
attack and a machine that she attached that looked like an antique
telephone. I remember sitting at the kitchen table while she
painted her finger nails a pretty color like mauve or taupe. I
remember being told I couldn’t see her in the hospital when she got
sick the first time because I was too little. I remember the
sterile smell of rubbing alcohol and band-aids that lingered in her
room long after she was gone. I helped Mom go through her things.
Black and white photos of Gago and her sisters as children. Her
wedding photo. Gold earrings. The plastic figurines.

I remember the lessons I was
taught. She started to teach me Polish, words that I only
remembered to say and spell phonetically. I learned some of the
colors: czarny, różowy, czerwony.
I learned some of the body parts: nogi, buzia, oczny. I learned some miscellaneous
words: swinia, wojna, dobry.

But I never learned how to say
goodbye.


Elizabeth Vosk
is a twenty year old student studying English at
New Jersey City University. She currently works as a proofreader
for the Bayonne Community News. Future plans include attending
graduate school, hopefully at Brandeis University in
Massachusettes, and working as a copy editor for a publishing
company.

 


“Hate: A Love
Story”
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in sti gate: to urge,

provoke, encourage
* orpursuade to some

action or course.
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