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Welcome to the inaugural publication of the Buckham Arts  
Collective anthology, Dives, Diners, and Drive-ins by the 
Literary Artist Collaborators.

Founded in 1984, Buckham Fine Arts Project is committed to enriching 
the lives of its surrounding community by presenting a broad range of 
innovative contemporary art, both visual and non-visual, of the highest 
quality and standard. Our vision includes supporting and nurturing artists, 
building community and inclusivity, while challenging our audience to 
engage with and look at art in new ways.

After creating the Writer residency in 2021 to unite Buckham’s visual art 
programming and literary arts, while supporting Flint’s BIPOC writers, 
we recognized a need to intentionally invite writers to join Buckham Arts 
Collective as Artist Collaborators. With support from board members, we 
developed a more inclusive membership for writers in our growing artist-
family. This welcomes additional artists to share their unique points of  
view and strengthen our Collective. 

I owe much gratitude to Roy Richard for his hard work and community 
building with Buckham’s writers, as well to Buckham’s Chair Nic Custer, 
who supported our development of the membership for writers. For many 
years, Nic was the only writer in a collective of visual artists. We are pleased 
to now better support writers in the Collective.

Many thanks to Melodie Bolt, Bob Campbell, Connor Coyne, Nic Custer, 
Tim Lane, Roy Richard, and Jan Worth whose adventurous personalities led 
them to join this maiden voyage of writers in the Collective and shared their 
myriad of literary pursuits for inclusion in this anthology. Thanks as well to 
Buckham’s Board of Directors, Buckham Arts Collective, and Community 
Members, your support is appreciated!

Buckham is more than a place where we exhibit or perform creative artistic 
outputs, it’s where we share our passion & ideas, build relationships, and  
learn from artists new ways of seeing and engaging with the world. Through  
this passion we are fulfilling our mission to enrich the lives of our 
surrounding community, and just maybe ours too.

FOREWORD
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We are proud to be part of Flint’s art community and committed to 
expanding opportunities for others to engage with a range of serious 
contemporary art and cultural ideas. We are also determined to use our 
expanding programs and increasing reach to attract positive attention and 
cultural activity to Flint. Thank you to the individuals and organizations 
who support Buckham Fine Arts Project enabling us to grow, develop,  
and change.  

It is with delight that Buckham Fine Arts Project shares this inaugural 
publication, Dives, Diners, and Drive-ins.

Michele Leclaire 
Executive Director 
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Welcome to this, the first of hopefully many anthologies of 
the Buckham Artist Collective. The current Board of Directors  
have strived to fulfill the Buckham Mission, “It is the mission of Buckham 
Gallery to enrich the cultural life of its surrounding communities by 
presenting a broad range of innovative contemporary art, both visual  
and performance, of the highest quality and standard.”  To achieve this goal, 
this past year literary artists were added to the Collective.

Flint, as any ‘Flintoid’ knows, is a unique, ever surviving community.  
The lure of factory jobs drew in populace from not only around the world, 
but from throughout the United States. The talent that landed  
in this community along with the physical bodies of those migrating  
is nothing short of amazing.

The good paying jobs, livable wages and union negotiated benefits,  
provided means and time for many of these artists to pursue their craft.

The vision of former Flint Journal editor, Michael A Gorman and CS Mott, 
along with the legendary Calumet Club (Robert T. Robison, Robert T. 
Longway, F.A. “Dutch” Bower, Harlow H. Curtice and Enos A. DeWaters) 
was to provide higher education and cultural development to this growing 
community. The club later became the “Committee of Sponsors for the Flint 
College and Cultural Development.” From their leadership and guidance 
the College Cultural Center was born and helped to strengthen the growth 
of Mott Community College and the University of Michigan –– Flint.

All of this helped to grow and strengthen the artist community that  
Flint today can proudly boast of.

In these pages you will find words put to paper by some of the best writers 
living in this community today, (Melodie Bolt, Bob Campbell, Connor 
Coyne, Jan Worth, Tim Lane and Nic Custer to name a few). Enjoy and revel 
in the worlds they lay out and share for you.

INTRODUCTION



7

This work could not have happened without the work and support of 
Buckham’s staff (Michele Leclaire –– Executive Director and Katie Cotton –– 
Projects and Communications Coordinator) and its Board of Directors (Nic 
Custer –– Board President, Janice McCoy –– Vice President, Roy Richard –– 
Treasurer, Taylor Glenn –– Secretary, Carly Aldridge, Brandon Dotson, Babak 
Elahi, Alexander Floyd Glenn, Cliff Hughes, Matthew Osmon, Christine 
Waters, and Phillip Walker, II).

As a last note, Carly Aldridge must be thanked for her editing skills  
and help in the publication of this Anthology.

Roy Richard
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The Ballad  
of Uncle Bud

Roy Richard

 Now Uncle Bud was thought to be a ‘good man’, who knew his demons by 
their first names.
He occasionally fell prey to the temptations and call of Whiskey, Beer, 
Women and Dice.
 
He was considered to be a snazzy gentleman, with cigarettes rolled in the 
sleeve of his white cotton tee shirt.
His hair perfectly styled in a pompadour and held in place with a little 
Brylcreem, the scent of Old Spice on his skin.
 
He provided well for his family, food, shelter, clothing and mostly love.
The three women folks at home satisfied for the most part in their lives.
 
There were times, dark times, that demon would appear and call for Bud to 
follow,
He knew he must answer that call, his will power could not be victorious.
 
Fleeing into the smoke-filled rooms, where twangy music blared, and 
strange women could be found.
The drink quieted the demon that tormented his  mind and soul, the rest 
distractions from his sin.
 
Father was always elected, to be the one who visited the Beer Gardens in 
search of Bud.
Once found, his mind numb and quieted, happily home he returned.
 
Bud never caused trouble, that we know of. The Police or strange woman 
never came knocking.
He committed his ‘sins’ as needed and returned home after.
 
He fled the big city eventually, taking his wife, the children now grown.
Returning to ‘God’s Country’ in the southern show me state.
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Beer Gardens
Roy Richard

I once heard someone remark that Flint was a unique city. Their theory was, 
nowhere else could you find a Church, a Bank, a Coney Island and a Bar at 
each intersection. While maybe somewhat of an exaggeration, my hometown 
absolutely had its share of all four. The boom of the auto industry brought 
those seeking a good life to Flint and it put money in worker’s pockets. 
Overtime meant lots of money. That money was squirreled away into the 
many banks. Pocket change was spent on the cheap, greasy ‘coney’ food. 
Some was spent in the many watering holes found in the city. In addition, 
coins were tossed into one of the many churches offering pates in the  
form of tithes.

My father and his fellow cronies, who relocated to this industrial city of 
the north, called all bars, Beer Gardens. Not taverns or inns or juke joints. 
Never a Honky Tonk. I never thought to ask, why that term was used. Maybe 
it came from the men who fought oversees? Maybe that’s what they are 
called in the “Boot Heel” of Missouri? Father’s generation considered these 
establishments to be where one could drink, find loose women and engage 
in questionable habits. 

My father was married three times. The first ended quickly in divorce. The 
second in his wife’s death and the third go round was my mother. He kept 
close to his second wife’s people and they became to me and my mother as 
family. His second wife’s brother Bud and his wife Betty lived near us. Uncle 
Bud was a drinker, a heavy drinker. Looking back, he must have also been a 
womanizer. Topping this all off was his habit of shooting dice. 

Most days of the year Uncle Bud was a model citizen, loving father and 
caring husband. He attended the neighborhood church with his family 
each Sunday. A couple of brown bottles of Hams Beers each week, sufficed 
to quench his thirst. A few times each year though the voices in his head 
regained control and an exit from the normal world occurred. He headed 
for the debauchery that stilled those voices. This was found at the local Beer 
Gardens. Seemingly unlimited draft beer, shots of Old Grandad, the cheap 
perfume of the bar flies and the alure of mind-numbing experiences called 
to him and led him astray.
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Aunt Betty sitting at home, fretting about his where abouts and his health, 
worried about her man. She eventually dialed my Father, seeking his help. 
These calls happened after Bud had been gone for a few days. The calls 
seemed to come only at night. In those days no one called at night unless  
it was an emergency. Aunt Betty never looked for Bud in the daylight and  
I often wonder if that was because his location might be better found when 
the questionable establishments were open? Or was she afraid of where he 
might be found in the day time?

Never less, snuggled into my bed, cowboy pajamas on. The phone’s ringing 
surely slightly awakening me. Father’s voice whispering into the receiver as 
he answered the phone trying to calm Betty down. Eventually agreeing to 
go hunt Bud down.

Our means of transportation during that time, was a white, 1963 Chevrolet 
Biscayne, with two doors. It seemed like a behemoth of a machine. During 
the day, my seat was the back window, where lying prone, I could watch the 
traffic go by. On these late nights, the large vinyl covered back seat became 
my sanctuary. Dad started the car and while it warmed up, he wrapped me 
in a blanket and then placed me in the backseat of the car. 

As we traveled the streets of flint, myself half awake, the constant stream 
of lights invading the car gave a mystical feel to the journey. Watching 
the street lights and car headlights bounce around the interior was 
mesmerizing, hypnotizing,

Listening to my mother and father talk of Bud and his possible locations 
led to a feeling of love and security. There was no complaining about Betty, 
Bud or our mission, only concern for the pair and their two daughters.

My ears were assaulted with twangy Country and Western music, as Mother 
stopped at the curb in front of one of the stops. The music blared into the 
atmosphere each time the door swung open. Buck Owens, Johnny Cash, 
Patsy Cline. Hank Williams or even Jim Reeves filled the night. Underscored 
by the loud laughing and occasional arguments.

As the car rolled to a stop, the passenger door opened and Father exited the 
car and entered the Beer Garden to search for the wayward Uncle. Raising 
up to watch him enter the smoke-filled rooms, it seemed that they all looked 
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the same. Paint worn swinging doors with a fogged-out round window. The 
front of the building adorned with rows of glass block windows running 
across the front.

Most excursions took more than one stop to locate the runaway. How many 
Beer Gardens could Flint have had? North end? South side? East side? Our 
trips crossed through mythical realms as we searched. Bud though was 
always found and never seemed to put up a fight about being taken home  
to his wife and daughters.

When at last he was found, he became a temporary resident of my 
Vinyl Upholstered Kingdom. Smelling of stale beer and cigarettes, shirt 
misbuttoned, pompadour hair messed, he happily climbed into the car, 
more than ready to return to life. Sometimes, barley making it into the back 
seat before passing out, other times he pulled me into his lap, ruffling my 
hair and softly sang Johnny Cash songs to me.

After the children graduated from High School he and Aunt Betty returned 
to Missouri, seeking a  slower paced life. Driving truck for the various cotton 
farms around Sikeston Missouri, suited him.
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Cling Peaches
Jan Worth

Even tonight I am thinking about those peaches, gleaming in their little blue bowl 
and my mouth is watering at almost midnight and I’m thinking go ahead and want them again,  
but remember you had them this morning, sitting in a booth at the Olympic Grille with  
work-weary people shambling around, and when the server sat the blue bowl down, it was so  
miraculous, like those simple peaches were all that mattered, and I just looked at them first, what  
a marvel they were shining in their syrup, and then I sliced them into quarter moons and spooned  
them up slowly, forgetting everything else, and they tasted so good. 

So even though I want them again tonight I can’t feel too bad, no yearning or regret 
or muffle of unmet desire rustling at the end of the day, just the memory of those 
cling peaches, sliding into my mouth and joyfully into my body, how I took in 
the soft sweet gold, how perfect it was because I had them this morning at the Olympic Grille  
and how this was a good day all day because of what there is sometimes in  
the world, how this was a day I got to eat cling peaches from a little blue bowl.
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Dear Elutil
Connor Coyne

As soon as Shul thought “send,” he wished he had waited a moment longer.  
The translucent šipru gradually faded from view, too late to retract:

Thank you for telling me. Her soul is walking toward Irkalla but your 
burden is lifted. Smile for her and for yourself, for your struggles over 
her are done. I will be praying for you tonight.

His words had been heartfelt –– he’d agonized over every syllable –– but Shul 
realized with a jolt that they had come from the wrong part of his heart. In 
his eagerness to comfort and reassure he had substituted his calculations for 
Elutil’s feelings. And, crucially, he couldn’t truly know what it was she felt.

Elutil’s mother had died. This mother had abandoned Elutil as a child, but 
in recent years, succumbing to poverty and dementia, she had returned to 
her daughter. Elutil had cared for her mother for three years before the 
end came. It was a miserable, thankless job, as steeped in obligation and 
resentment as in love. Yes, one burden was lifted now, but what could Shul 
have known about Elutil’s new burden? His parents were healthy and living. 
Now he felt useless as a friend. If he couldn’t even grasp his friend’s trials 
in some sort of meaningful way, if he couldn’t listen and respond, then what 
was the point of writing at all?

The šipru had now faded entirely. Elutil would read it soon. Presumably, 
she was presently occupied with the funeral arrangements, but no worries: 
Shul’s patronizing message would chide her later on. He doubted she 
would complain; Elutil was kind and long suffering. But this only made it 
worse. She should be comforted today; not have to withhold for the comfort 
of others. Shul knew he must do better. He must provide positive comfort. 
Or at least convey his solidarity with her. He looked helplessly around his 
office. The blank, gray walls, the blanched white light offered him nothing. 
I could take her out for coffee? he thought. What a selfish solution! She 
won’t have time right now…  Then, reflecting: I need to write to her again. 
Write her something better.



14

Shul summoned another šipru but after staring at it for many minutes, it 
was still as blank as the walls. He simply didn’t have the words he needed. 
He tried: “This must be a very painful day.”  That’s no better than what I 
wrote before!  The šipru hovered, blankly. Somehow the thought of “coffee” 
clung to Shul’s thoughts. She doesn’t need a coffee, he thought. I need a 
coffee.  A coffee will give me words.  But the free coffee on the 12th floor 
was disgusting and more likely to bring indigestion than inspiration. Shul 
stretched. An assistant at the next desk watched him curiously, but he didn’t 
notice.  An idea was starting to form in his mind.  He needed to get away 
from here. He needed a real coffee, from a real restaurant. He needed to sit 
in a greasy booth and write on paper with ink.  He needed to go somewhere 
else. He needed to go to the Starlite.

Shul opened a drawer and pulled out a sheaf of recycled papyrus –– a gift 
from Elutil –– and the ebon fountain pen his mother had given him.  He put 
on his jacket and made his way toward the elevator.  As he waited for it to 
arrive he looked out the broad window over the vastness of New Flint. It 
stretched on for miles, though the view from here was interrupted by row 
after row of Gable-and-Casement and Neo-Brutalist skyscrapers. Somewhere 
within that tangled warren lay the Flint River, where the antique remnants 
of the state park was the only thing preventing the walls of commerce from 
marching straight up toward its bank. On a happier day, Shul might have 
taken a few sandwiches down to the park and sat under the shade of a maple 
and watched the fish rippling beneath the currents of its clear waters. But 
the Starlite wasn’t in the City Center.  He’d have to take the subway.

As the elevator carried Shul down to street level, his thoughts raced with 
possible openings, but these were all as futile as his initial missive: “First off: 
condolences. But second: It has to be hard.”  No.  “It has to be complicated.”  
No. “It has to be…”  The elevator opened. Shul briskly crossed the shining 
lobby, its coldly gleaming walls of prefabricated marble reflecting Shul’s 
frown a dozen times, and out onto the street.

Shul worked at a data conduit near the intersection of Dutcher and Lennon, 
at the margin of the Second Zone. On weekdays at ten he boarded a tram 
near his apartment in Durand and took the fifteen minute ride into town. He 
liked Durand; a few people there still lived in Postmodern Revival houses. 
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A few even owned cars, and he’d ridden in them from time to time. Today, 
however, he was headed in the opposite direction. The Starlite was miles 
away, with a hundred skyscrapers and a million people separating them.

It was incredible to think that Flint had once been considered one of the 
poorest cities in the U.S. –– the victim of deindustrialization in the 20th 
century –– and a shell  of an even earlier glorious past. But then the west  
had burned and dried out. Then Louisiana and Florida had drowned. The 
Years of Havoc followed. By the time the North American Republic had 
found its footing, designers, developers, and tribunes were all clamoring 
for Great Lakes land. Flint became New Flint, and its nerve centers ran 
east, south, and west to Toronto, Detroit, and the capital of Chicago. The 
Great Lakes basin had become the cradle of a new civilization. By now the 
surge had mostly eased but still, more buildings were going up than coming 
down.  The new regime had plenty of its own flaws, but the species had 
survived, so…

The sky had clouded over during the morning and now a misty rain fell 
upon the busy streets. A light fog rose from the sidewalks. Dodging both 
pigeons and other pedestrians, Shul walked a block south to the nearest 
subway and caught the Šubur Line toward downtown. This was a local 
transit –– standing room only at 1 pm –– making stops at Inter State, Corunna, 
Ballenger, Chevrolet, and Grand Traverse.  At the last of these, Shul was able 
to catch a transfer to an express train on the Uru Line, and East Burton was 
the second stop from the City Center.  He stepped out into another bevy 
of skyscrapers, older and more water-stained than those to the west.  They 
almost blocked out the view of the sky entirely, but in their crowded midst, 
he made out a small, one-storey building, older than anything else within  
a square mile: The Starlite.

* * * * *
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The modest size and defiant horizontality of the restaurant seemed to 
repudiate the surrounding towering grandeur. A white block exterior, 
gridded with a red checker pattern and massive windows, featured an 
uncomplicated mural of a waitress holding a try with a burger and shake. 
She wore a doubtful smile and a painted-on white apron. She appeared 
again on the fiberglass sign, star-topped with glittering incandescent lights, 
its antique words flickering faintly over the damp afternoon:

Sta���t�
OPEN 24 HOURS
CONEY ISLAND &

DINER
Famous BURGERS & CONEYS
✰ Breakfast Anytime✰
FAMILY OWNED SINCE 1966

DRIVE-UP WINDOW

Inside the sound of forks and spoons on dishes, talk and laughter, and a 
clatter from the kitchen far surpassed the sounds of the trams outside. The 
place was in its full lunchtime crush, but Shul spotted a couple of empty 
tables near the back.

“Grab a seat wherever, hon,” said a waitress.

Shul made his way back  to a small booth under the smiling gaze of another 
picture –– this time a black-and-white photograph –– of patrons (of an earlier 
Starlite?) seated at a bar in old mid-20th century attire, while an attentive 
cook in chef’s hat presided over a bevy of eager teenage waitresses.

Shul knew that archeologists had painstakingly restored  the Starlite for 
years, scouring old photographs and auction records for any information on 
how the place had looked in its new-millennium heyday. He was impressed 
by the murals and marquee, but what really marveled Shul was the sacred 
age of the place.  It felt like it had come out of a completely different time. 
Shul’s feet slipped and slid on a tile floor scrubbed and sealed beneath a 



17

thousand layers of soap and grease. The fluorescent panels, spaced overhead 
in no discernable pattern, seemed to almost strobe, softly, like rainfall. The 
cushions of the booth, a vinyl ‘X’ of red and white made a comforting pillow 
for Shul to fall into his memories. Shul had come to the diner often since 
he was a child. He knew the Starlite. The Starlite knew him.

“Would you like a coffee?” a waitress had asked him once.

“Yes, please,” he had said.

“Any food?”

“Just coffee.”

“Aren’t you hungry?”

“Yeah. But I’m almost broke.”

“I know how that goes, hon. I’m in that beat, too. Let me see if maybe I can 
scare you up a hot dog and some fries. It’s on me.”

Her name was Elutil and they became friends. She became his friend at a 
time when he was friendless, and her presence seemed to confirm that he 
had been right: that the Starlite really had seen him all these years.

* * * * *

“Dear Elutil,

I am writing this at the Starlite.

Nobody knows what you are going through today, and no words are enough 
to heal. 

You brought your mother comfort and peace at the end of her life.

I am in awe at your kindness and devotion.

Know that you carry my love with you wherever you go.

Your friend always,

Shul.”
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Last Day of Summer in  
the Torch Bar and Grille

Jan Worth

The back door of the bar thrown open,

you could smoke in here all day and never

go home embarrassed by the smell

on your hair. That much fresh air.

The sun’s unctuous and warm,

spreading gold on the rough bar

like Sutter’s dust on a man’s hand.

Say this is all normal, a Monday

afternoon. I am here waiting

for something, nothing more

than a meeting in a bar to talk

business, but the sun puts its sleazy

arm around me - not like a whore,

like a proselytizer, a guy

selling Dale Carnegie,

like Sally Struthers trying

to get me to adopt some kid for

30 cents a day. Whatever, it papers me

with bright sorrow. The evening

will not threaten or lurk,

just happen again as always.

I am safe, and empty as a keg.

Previously published in QUA Winter 1994
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Breaking up with Nigel during a blizzard at Thoma’s Coney Island makes 
perfect sense to me. After all, we’ve spent a lot of time here, although I 
didn’t grow up in Flint and had some catching up to do.

	 So, please let it be catalogued, along with the smudged chrome, walnut 
paneling, cracked upholstery and heavy aroma of chopped onions at 
Thoma’s, that I am not from Flint. Allow me to establish very quickly that I 
was not born and raised in Flint. Have I mentioned that I didn’t grow up in 
Flint?

	 Sheesh.

	 When I’m at a GMI fraternity party, or downtown at El Oasis on New 
Music Night, or shooting pool at the Rusty Nail, and I’m introduced to 
somebody who eventually asks where I’m from, because the night is just so 
pathetic and lame, my unequivocal response is always, “Grand Blanc, you 
know, where the Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan lives?”

	 It’s sort of a litmus test.

	 Look, it’s simple: People from Flint flush out poseurs like a police dog 
sniffs out a bag of cocaine in the glovebox of a Chevy Monte Carlo. They 
can’t help it. They’ve been groomed to protect their turf.

	 The first thing Stuart did when he met my housemate, Gina, was to run 
her through the wringer. Stu is one of my damaged Flint boys who has 
christened himself an authenticity cop.

	 “So where ya from?”

	 Of course, she just had to say, “Flint.”

	 Stuart grilled her like a Koegel Vienna, the only brand of hot dog Thoma’s 
serves. The final word on the subject: “Uh, I hate to tell ya, but Fenton is a 
far cry from Flint, sweetheart.” Fenton is an affluent village twenty minutes 
south. “You’re not actually from Flint.”

	 He was actually talking to Gina, but he was also talking to me.

Last Pages
Tim Lane
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	 I come from a family of gentle men who have studied engineering at 
Flint’s prestigious General Motors Institute. GMI’s campus is a cluster 
of brick buildings and a stretch of tennis courts on a bend of the Flint 
River which is how I came to find myself within the city limits. My father 
laid down the law. He was more than happy to finance a practical GMI 
education, and therefore by extension, a solid career with General Motors. 
“If you have other ideas,” he said, “then by all means, let me step out of your 
way so you can get to work on that.”

	 At GMI, students alternate semesters between the classroom and an 
internship. The internships are sponsored by the flagship companies of 
Generous Motors. I was very fortunate to be chosen by Buick early on. My 
college plans were settled long before most of my high school friends began 
filling out college applications. Could my esteemed suburban lineage have 
had something to do with it? Basically, I’m a legacy. I’m just happy that I 
wasn’t the last kid on the playground picked for kickball for once.

	 For me, the transition of high school to college was little more than 
driving over a speed bump at the Dort Drive-In, out on Dort Highway, 
where we used to smuggle each other past the entrance in the trunks of our 
cars.

	 To finish the picture: At GMI you start your program in the summer, 
almost immediately after high school ends. I basically just kept being a 
student. There wasn’t time to think about it. I just kept going through the 
motions, and I have yet to quit.

	 This morning when I looked at Nigel, sprawled across all four corners of 
my twin bed in my student-shared house on Chevrolet Avenue, I shivered, 
which is odd because the heat is jacked up to eighty degrees in this place. 
I certainly couldn’t have known, standing in my bedroom doorway, staring 
at his ass, that today might be the day I acquired that one good story which 
enables a person to settle into the legitimacy of being from Flint.

	 I have heard Nigel say to Stuart, “If I can’t tell a good story, then why am I 
still here?”

	 At Thoma’s, our waitress is watching me like a crow. She probably thinks 
I’m going to steal another ashtray. Who needs another one of these cheap 
ashtrays?

	 What I decided this bright winter morning while yawning and staring at 
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Nigel’s butt cheeks is that I’m done mothering him, or any other damaged 
Flint boy.

	 They don’t deserve me. But why, I ask, why? Why can’t they get their shit 
together and deserve me?

	 The thing about a place like Thoma’s is that it drags people out of their 
homes on hazardous icy mornings. The familiarity and worn honesty of 
it engender routines which are hard to break. The place gives people a 
reference point and a bit of hope.

	 “You’re ordering chocolate pie for breakfast? Awesome.”

	 “Whaaat?”

	 “Take a chill pill.”

	 I order a cup of coffee and a plate of fries with gravy. The waitress bellows 
the order over the hunched shoulders and bowed heads of everyone sitting 
at the counter, all bundled up because there is nowhere to put their coats 
and hats, as I finish reapplying long-lasting red lipstick to my mouth and 
snap the compact shut. There was a moment when I would have dropped 
out of GMI and moved to Washington, D.C., with all of its museums and 
fountains, despite whatever my father might have thought, to chase after 
Nigel who abruptly put Flint behind him one afternoon. In an attempt to 
gather relevant data——I am, after all, a marketing major——I traveled to D.C. 
to see what was up. But an invitation to stay was never extended. Since 
leaving Flint, my observation is that Nigel has been both relieved and 
tormented. He lives in a tiny apartment with his mother. When I visited, 
they were always in each other’s way or separated by closed doors.

	 He drinks harder, now, but secretly.

	 “Do you remember the first time we met?” I ask. “It was in the stacks at 
the GMI library. You were on your lunch break. I think you were hiding.” 
When I was a freshman, Nigel stamped return dates into books at the front 
desk of the GMI library. He was my scope.

	 “The stacks really were the perfect place to hide, weren’t they? God, that 
job sucked.”

	 “Do you remember what I said to you?”

	 “You’re kidding, right?”

	 “I said, ‘Wouldn’t it be hilarious if you got to the end of your book and 
discovered that someone had ripped out the last page?’ And then I smiled, 
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and walked away.”

	 “Yeah, that sounds about right. Damn, now that I think about it, that was 
a bold move. A flying squirrel move. And very coy. Damn you, Karen.”

	 “Coy, my ass. And then you ran with my idea and wrote that story.”

	 “You mean ‘Last Pages.’ I read it at the Nail at a poetry reading. Everybody 
liked it.”

	 “They loved it.” I have always wondered if Nigel realized he was in the 
perfect position to enact that story, if he had the balls. “You stole the idea 
from me.”

	 “That’s pretty funny coming from you.”

	 Nigel is one of the few people who knows about my shoplifting.

	 “Yeah, it is, isn’t it? Did you know that women are three times more 
likely to develop kleptomania than men? But I’m not a kleptomaniac. I’m a 
shoplifter.”

	 “Same difference.”

	 “No, that’s where you’re wrong. I’m not impulsive.”

	 “Ha. That’s like a murderer bragging he’s actually a nice guy.”

	 He has only flown in to defend his city chess title, nothing else. When his 
mother transferred to a new job in D.C., in the midst of Flint’s economic 
free fall, I should have known that it would only be a matter of time before 
Nigel followed suit. When I have tried to initiate conversations, he says 
things like, “I live in squalor with my mother. It ain’t pretty, Karen. You 
don’t wanna witness this.” This is an exaggeration. “I’ve hung my English 
degree from U of M-Flint in the bathroom above the toilet. My future’s 
being flushed down the tubes.” This is partially true, and Nigel is totally 
content with a long distance relationship. My favorite: “I found a job making 
photocopies in a downtown law firm. Now that they’ve discovered I can 
juggle, they’re sending me to circus school. I’m being trained to be a Xerox 
machine tamer. It’s a lot like being a lion tamer, only way more dangerous.”

	 As he works on my fries, I am conscious that our waitress has been 
eavesdropping. Her vacant gaze, however soft and unfocused, while she 
puffs on a cigarette, belies her behavior. She is a spy.
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	 “She probably thinks I’m gonna steal the goddamn silverware,” I mutter, 
inspecting my fork.

	 “Well, what do you expect?” Nigel says. “They’re on to you.”

	 “Oh, f that. I’m on to you.”

	 After mixing a batch of milkshakes and changing the filter of the coffee 
machine, she presses up to the counter in front of us, snubs out her 
cigarette in the ashtray that I have been thinking about swiping, winks at 
Nigel, flicks her hair aside, looks deep into my eyes and says, “C’mon, hon.”

	 And I stop breathing.

	 But she is undeterred in her resolve to have some sort of confrontation, 
even though when she gets to the end of the counter and starts to turn into 
the grubby passage leading to the fire exit, she looks back over her shoulder 
to discover that I haven’t budged.

	 “Jesus Christ,” I exhale into the wet faux fur collar of my coat.

	 “What? What did I do? What’s happening?”

	 “Nothing. You haven’t done anything. That’s the problem, goon boy,” I say, 
swiveling around on my stool to hop into the flow of traffic. The place is 
bustling. The windows are fogged. Despite a queasy feeling snowballing in 
the pit of my stomach fast, the waitress possesses a pure magnetism which 
seems to be scrambling my brainwaves. Why am I following this woman into 
a dark, cramped passage cluttered with stacks of milk crates and deliveries? 
Although it is true that I am curious about many aspects of human behavior, 
which is a requirement in my field, I have to say that I am not obsessed with 
violence. The thought of violence makes me nervous. Certainly, I am not a 
fighter. I am hardly a lover. Stuart, on the other hand, who boils everything 
down to sex and death, mythologizes the violence of Flint. There have been 
many nights when we have had to listen to the stories of the violence he 
claims to have witnessed growing up on the East Side of Flint in the 70s 
and 80s——all the disagreements settled by fights, the times he was jumped 
in high school, the crime, homicide and unemployment statistics, which he 
blames on Reagan. But I am smart enough to know that none of that shit 
directly affected me.

	 “Just keep your hands open and slap the shit out of ‘em,” he once 
instructed, during an unsolicited drunken tutorial on self defense, in a dark 
parking lot. “Pull the hair. Gouge the eyes. Spit if you have to.”

	 I quickly review what that looks like in my head. The waitress, whose 
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hands are square and chapped, is waiting for me in the passage. She is 
wearing what appears to be an engagement ring, most likely to keep the 
idiots and slobs at bay. Her heavy blouse has a light coffee stain near her 
right breast. Her polyester slacks are snug. Her neon pink, stacked plastic 
geometric-shaped earrings stand out well. She has lit another cigarette. 
The lighting here is poor but that’s a good thing because it hides the years 
of grime that a wet mop can no longer strip away. The thought, “If she 
takes me outside, I will finally have some legit street cred, if I don’t get 
pneumonia,” flaps through my mind.

	 “That guy’s not the drug dealer, is he?”

	 “What? The guy at the counter? Like, the guy I’m with right now? Nooo, 
good God, no.” My armpits are moist.

	 “That’s what I thought, but I wasn’t sure.”

	 “So, like, sorry to disappoint ya, but I don’t have any drugs——” I shrug 
apologetically.

	 “Girl, I don’t do drugs. What do I look like?”

	

	 It has never occurred to me that Thoma’s might maintain a lost and 
found, but it makes sense.

	 “I thought you were going to take me outside into the parking lot and 
kick my ass,” I confess. “I was prepared to run into traffic like a headless 
chicken.”

	 “And break these nails?”

	 She opens a utility closet and hands me a white pair of simple Swiss 
cotton jersey vintage gloves, each with a keyhole and bow at the wrist.

	 “Pretty sure these are yours, hon.” She has taken them from a cardboard 
box on a metal shelving unit. The cardboard has been chewed by mice.

	 I realize now that while she was eavesdropping, she was deciding 
whose side she was on, determining how much generosity I deserved as if 
calculating a tip.

	 “They do look familiar.”

	 “You left them in a booth one night, when you were with the drug dealer.”

	 “Ah, yes, the drug dealer.”

	 Sadly, she smiles and shakes her head, a sort of benediction or 
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indictment, shuts the closet and heads back out into the winter light 
pushing through the fogged windows before I can thank her.

	 When I return to the counter, Nigel says, “What was that all about?”

	 I show him the gloves. “I think I’ve just been pigeonholed by the women 
of Flint,” I say.

	 He has finished my fries.

	 I straddle the stool and adjust my winter coat and wait for the waitress 
to refill our coffee cups, wondering if we stand in solidarity now, like auto 
workers, or if she thinks I’m just another poseur. I glance at my coat. A 
thrift shop special. Same as my boots.

	 “Jesus Christ, my head’s killing me,” Nigel whines, hungover. “What 
would the Surrealist poets do in this situation?”

	 I am silent.

	 Graduation is right around the corner.

	 Several years ago, my father had plans to send me to the General Motors 
Institute, and his plan worked to perfection. He would have preferred that I 
live at home, which is why he bought me a car, but that part of the scheme 
backfired. Now, it was Buick’s turn.

	 When I tell Nigel that the hot shots at Buick are sending me to Houston, 
Texas, after graduation, I get no response. So I pull on the gloves, pay the 
bill, tip the waitress more than usual and dump Nigel’s ass before he can 
finish a second slice of chocolate pie.
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Saturday Afternoon 
in 1981

Melodie Bolt

My mom and I go shopping at the Genesee Valley Mall

looking for a new purse. She’s telling me about grandma, 

how she showed up to Cousin Steve’s wedding 

(which I missed ‘cuz I worked a shift at the shop). 

“Grandma’s losing it,” she says, “she wore a gold lamé dress

like she’s the Queen of Sheba.” My mother cracks her gum 

and picks out a silver purse large enough to hold Detroit.

“That’s something,” I say 

and run my fingertips over the Italian leather.

But I’m thinking about Tony’s knees 

brushing mine under the table at the diner

as I ate my runny eggs, and he ate his coney dog.

Later he reached into his pocket, handed me a couple a quarters

to slip into the jukebox, and when I dropped them in,

they were still warm.
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A Night at Time Square
Bob Campbell

It was a Saturday night, and the parquet dance floor was empty, but  
the music beckoned. So, a well-attired young couple took to the floor and 
began to move to and fro in rhythm with the soulful, melodic beat. Looking 
as though they had just left a wedding reception or, perhaps, a garden party, 
she was dressed in a floral summer dress that hit just above the knee with 
matching pumps; he sported an olive-green summer suit and brown cap  
toe shoes. 

The floor was theirs and theirs alone until they were joined by a lone, 
slender man who moved easily onto the floor in the groove, smiling slyly 
the whole time as he approached. The man circled about the space casually, 
like a shark sizing up its prey. The dancing couple took wary note of the 
stranger’s sudden presence, the gentleman giving the recent arrival a 
clipped, stoned-face nod of acknowledgement.

Other patrons, most seated at small square cocktail tables that ringed the 
dance floor, observed the trio’s movements happening in the center of the 
room. They seemed content to watch the minor spectacle while waiting for 
the real fun to start at Time Square.

After a few more beats of the song, the gentleman raised his right hand and, 
with two fingers—the index and middle—summoned the solo man with a 
non-verbal “C’mere.” 

***

Today, the marquee sign for the small establishment on the Northside still 
reads TIME SQUARE…FLINT’S FUN NIGHTSPOT. I don’t know if that  
is still true in 2024; the jumbled letters and numbers that populate the sign’s 
yellow display area between the club’s name and tagline suggest otherwise. 
Moreover, the sandbags stacked at the base of the side-door entrance seem 
to indicate the building isn’t open for business.

Three decades ago, however, there was a strong case to be made for the 
tagline, FLINT’S FUN NIGHTSPOT. Of course, calling Time Square a 
“dive” wasn’t part of the vernacular for those of us who frequented the 
place back in the day. “After hours club” was the preferred and more apt 
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description. Though the party typically began during normal nightclub 
hours—somewhere around 10 p.m.—things didn’t really get poppin’ until 
the after-hours, past 2 a.m., when most places closed and legal liquor sales 
stopped. And your beverage of choice—be it a beer, rum and Coke, 7-and-7, 
shot of Hennessy, Seagram’s wine cooler, or whatever you were drinking—
was readily available and served up by a pretty young thing behind the bar.

Located on north Saginaw Street, just south of Wager Avenue, Time Square 
is a narrow, shotgun-style building with a faux fieldstone facade facing 
the street. The building shares the block with a former and long-closed 
Hamady Bros. grocery store along a wanting stretch of the thoroughfare. In 
a previous use, the property might have been a shop of some sort or maybe 
a neighborhood bar. The building’s north facade is adorned with a cityscape 
mural of silhouetted skyscrapers that is indicative of a much larger city—the 
Big Apple, perhaps, home to the iconic destination from which the Flint 
club likely takes its name. The main entrance just off the small parking lot 
on the building’s north side reinforces the speakeasy vibe with a stylized 
painting on the door of a dapper gentleman wearing a fedora leaning 
against the front-end of a 1920s era car.

The dress code was elegance, however, one chose to define it for themselves. 
The only stipulations were “no gym shoes,” “no ball caps,” and “no blue 
jeans.” Of course, the “no blue jeans” rule applied only to men. After 
all, who can say no to a pretty woman in heels and a blazer-and-blouse 
combination, with her hair stylish and makeup hitting just right, fragrant 
with the scent of sweet perfume, and strutting her stuff in a pair of well-
fitting blue jeans? 

The stocky doorman was usually friendly and personable, as he patted you 
down for weapons before allowing entry into the club. Once inside and 
after paying the cover, the windowless club had the ambiance of a party 
in somebody’s basement. You passed through a dimly lit, wood-paneled 
hallway with a low drop ceiling into the main room with the dance floor, 
cocktail tables, and the long, red-countertop bar with a mirrored backdrop. 

Seated around the tables and on the barstools, you would encounter a 
variety of patrons from across the socioeconomic spectrum of Flint’s Black 
community—white-collar and blue-collar alike—from professionals and 
other office workers to skilled tradespeople and shoprats.

Thirty-five years ago, the closure and eventual demolition of Buick City, just 
a mile or so east, were still nearly a decade away. Comparatively speaking, it 
was the halcyon days, before the bottom fell out. 
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In 1989, J.D. Power and Associates named Buick City No. 1 in North America 
and No. 2 in the world in quality rankings. That same year, the Buick LeSabre 
was ranked No. 1 in North America and No. 2 in the world among 154 domestic 
and import models. Two years later, in 1991, Buick led all automakers in 
market-share improvement and sales volume in the U.S. market.

AC Rochester (formed in 1988 from the merger of AC Spark Plug and 
Rochester Products Division) remained headquartered in Flint with its  
half-dozen factories, as well as engineering and administration buildings  
on the east side of town.

Elsewhere, NBD, which acquired Genesee Bank in 1985, was still doing 
business in Genesee Towers downtown on First Street, and the weather 
ball was still lighting up the night sky atop the Citizens Bank headquarters 
on Saginaw Street. (Although the weather ball remains, Citizens Bank does 
not, and the bank it became doesn’t have the same number of employees  
as before.)

Three decades ago, a night at Time Square often began somewhere else. 
One such spot was Spirits. Located on the mezzanine level of the Hyatt 
Regency Hotel on Saginaw Street at the Flint River, Spirits was the  
site of the Friday “Wind Down” hosted by WDZZ (92.7 FM). The well-
attended happy hour gathering was a favorite for Flint’s Black working-
class, regardless of whether their collars were white or blue. After the 
“Wind Down,” and a pit stop at home to freshen up or maybe a bite  
to eat somewhere, Time Square was a place to keep the party going.

***

Back inside the after-hours club that night, 32 years ago, the solo man, after 
being called upon, approached the gentleman, who then leaned in to utter 
something into his ear. Whatever was said remained a mystery to all but the 
three of them. Nevertheless, the solo dancer got the message—that perhaps 
“this ain’t that kinda party”—and promptly left the dance floor as though 
dismissed.

Afterwards, the party continued uninterrupted and got livelier, in fact,  
as more patrons entered the establishment and more dancers eventually 
took to the floor as the night at Time Square stretched into the wee hours 
of the morning. 
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“Don’t answer it,” I said.  It was 4 a.m. and there would be only one person 
on the other end of the line.

I knew he would.  He could see the name on the screen. 

He didn’t have time to say a weary hello before the other voice  
screeched out.

“When you die, old man, I’m going to piss on your grave,” his son said.  
“I hope it’s soon.”

“What is wrong with you?” my husband answered and hung up.

As usual getting back to sleep was out of the question. 

“Let’s just get up,” he said despairingly.   “Let’s just go get breakfast.”

We were the only customers there when we staggered in.  Sarah and 
Fareed, the waitstaff we knew because we went there every day, were already 
on duty –– Sarah leisurely wiping down the red counter and Fareed peeking 
out from the kitchen.  Coming in from the lingering darkness, we squinted 
in the bright diner florescence.  

“You’re here so early,” Sarah said.  “You both okay?”

“Yeah,” he said.  “Couldn’t sleep.”

“Two black coffees, stat,” I said.

They love us.  My husband always says “No change” when he pays, often 
offering way more than the bill.  I love his simple reliable generosity.  He is 
my beloved, my late life accomplishment, second time around.  As usual, my 
quandary: How could his own son wish him dead?   I know what I know.   

“Take the corner booth,” Sarah said, “It’s yours.” 

‘Opa
Jan Worth
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That was a luxury.  Only the two of us, we never got that premier spot. We 
slid onto the fake leather benches, where we could spread our depression 
out in a curved space big enough for six.  Still, we snuggled into the middle, 
pressing together as if to shelter ourselves from the world. Immediately 
Sarah was there with our coffees in comforting white mugs.  Fareed 
shouted from the kitchen.  

“Patty melt medium and a hummus appetizer?”  My husband ordered the 
same thing every day. 

“Yeah,” my husband said.

“And for you, oatmeal plain with a side of syrup.”

“It’s good to be known,” I said. 

“I’ve turned my phone off,” my husband said and plopped it onto the  
table, pushing it far enough away from us, face down, that we couldn’t  
easily reach it.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, his face a palette of weary sadness. 

I took my husband’s hand. He is old now:  81.   His son, 40-something. The 
phone calls had been going on for years, maybe one or two at holidays, but 
suddenly, more.  Sitting there in the diner, the late night revolving around 
us still far from dawn, it was more obvious than ever:  we did not know  
what to do. 

“Whatever happened back then, you can’t change it,” I murmured.  

Sarah brought our food and it tasted good.  At least there was that.  We took 
our time, appreciating every bite.

The son’s name was Seamus. 

They –– my husband and his first wife -- had named him Seamus after the 
cathedral they went to before they gave up being Catholics:  Saint Seamus. 

Didn’t they notice that “Seamus” sounds like “Shame Us” when they 
named him? I delicately wondered and wanted to ask –– but absolutely 
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didn’t --  after things went seriously downhill, after the staggeringly bad 
family therapist my husband visited out of desperation told him “Sir, you 
have created a monster.” That was after the shrink kicked Seamus out of 
his office for leaping across his desk, fists bared, shouting “You’re a fucking 
asshole.”  They called security and dragged him out.  That was that.

And now his son was middle-aged,  my husband old, and still they seem 
locked in a struggle that should have been fixed two decades ago, their 
history tangled with many unsolved snags.

No, my husband and his first wife did NOT think about shame when they 
named their first and only child. St. Seamus, in fact, was a breathtaking 
cathedral, the most beautiful building for miles around in a dreary mill 
town back east, where they had grown up. Its startling grandeur lorded 
over everything at the center of town, its masonry and marble and stained 
glass paid for by three generations of the hand-to-mouth Canucks, as my 
husband called them. They  scraped and sacrificed and only had a little left 
over for a pint or two at the end of the week, afterwards  going to confession 
in the claustrophobic black boxes with the half-drunk priests on the other 
side of the grate, getting muttered absolution.  Everybody had just enough 
left to get drunk at least once a week.

It seemed right that Saint Seamus was the patron saint of hangovers, the 
patron of poutine and pancakes on the morning after –– usually Sunday as 
it happened, with everybody, including the bedraggled priests, moaning 
their way through the Our Fathers and Mary Mother of God under the 
stunning marble arches.  Their pleas and chants drifted up weakly into 
the rose windows and around the stations of the cross. The huge crucifix 
loomed over them, that poor Christ dangling from it, the crown of thorns 
pushed down on his head.  His strained arm muscles stretched between 
the nails, in the throes of dying right there in front of the mill workers 24-7, 
the wound in his side always there, the pain, the marbled blood.  He was 
always hanging there agonizing, waiting for the next thing –– the big moment 
--which in the chilly, incense infused air of the cathedral never came. He 
was always up there, in extremis.  His mortification was a prod, reminding 
people not to fall asleep during the homily.  Not to forget what he’d been 
through.  As the priests admonished, perfunctory and also hungover, you 
were supposed to think about it.  Staring at it –– him –– up there interminably 
suffering –– that was enough to make you want some of the hair of the dog, 
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as they said, Saint Seamus also a canonized lover of canines, according  
to the myth. 

I went to see it once with my husband when we took a trip Back East.  
It was impressive.  My husband, proudly, assertively atheist by then, 
nonetheless fell silent when he walked the Stations.  It shook him up.  
Outside we sat side by side on the stone steps and he got choked up.

“I don’t know what’s happening” he said.  “I think they still have a hold  
on me.”

 By the time they ditched the church, ditched that agonized Jesus for the 
hippie life, my husband and his first wife already had baby Seamus. They 
began their treks around the country, and landed in the city not of saints 
but of angels.

 ****

The next call came a week later.  A storm howled outside, thunder,  
lightning, gusting wind, and we were already awake.  4 a.m. again,  
his favorite needling hour.

“Don’t answer it,” I said.  

But I knew he would.  The phone was face down; it jiggled on the bedside 
table like a pork chop sizzling in a frying pan.

“Send me $5,000,” Seamus said. 

My husband hadn’t even said hello.  Then, “What for?”

“How dare you ask.  I know what I need it for.  You should understand that  
I know what I’m asking and I don’t have to explain it to you.”

 “I think you do,” my husband said. 

“You owe me,” Seamus shouted.

My husband said, “The answer is no.”
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“You’re a terrible father,” Seamus shouted.  “You stupid hippie with your 
stupid ideas, You self-centered bastard.”  

He hung up.

We laid there in our rumpled bed, two old people perplexed by life.  My 
husband, after years in adorable utopian communes, believed in family 
meetings that Seamus came to hate. But that was then.  Could middle-aged 
Seamus still be stuck there?   Was it the flip charts on the dining room 
table, agreements spelled out in thick blue Magic Marker.  What bald naivete 
issued calls for consensus, when one of the negotiators was a six-year-old 
who cried if he didn’t get exactly the piece of cake he was promised.  Was 
this all a matter of too much cake? Or not enough?

“I’m too 20th  century, “my husband sighed.  “My history feels heavy… 
trying to do things better –– some experiments got it right.  Some, not very.”

That’s how bad it got: we started to wonder if the problem was a forty-year-
old goddamned flip chart or a stingy piece of fourth-grade cake.

As usual, we went to the diner.  The rain had let up but spikes of lightning 
buzzed around the car and thunder rattled the diner’s windows.   It felt 
right.  The power had gone out somewhere –– probably some old silver 
maple toppled into the wires.  A Consumers Energy crew was having 
breakfast in the corner booth. We were glad to let them have it. We  
settled into a regular booth, our knees touching under the table.

“Patty melt medium and a hummus appetizer?”  Fareed shouted from  
the kitchen.

“Yeah, plain oatmeal with a side of syrup.”

For a while we just sat there, taking morose bites of our breakfast. My 
husband told Sarah he wanted to pick up the Consumers Energy guys’ tab. 

 “I admire those guys,” my husband said.  “Something bad happens and 
then they just go out there and fix it.  That must feel good.”
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Gloom dug in deeper.

“It must be true:  I must have been a terrible father,” he said, his head 
bent disconsolately over the platter of hummus.  They loaded it up with 
cucumbers and red onions and black olives and he said he always liked it 
–– such delicious flavors to start the day.  When he forked into it he slightly 
cheered up. 

“I’ve been thinking about St. Seamus,” my husband said.  “That Jesus up 
on the cross, endlessly suffering.  Really?  What’s with that?  Is that the 
way it’s supposed to be, to be a good person?  To be constantly suffering? 
Hanging up there dying while people torture you?” He dipped a thick slice 
of cucumber into his hummus and took a bite, chewing it as if it helped  
him think.

“I don’t like that he never gets off the cross,” I said.  “It’s macabre.  
Maybe I just don’t get it, but It doesn’t really tell you how to live.   
It’s all about dying.”

“Sacrifice, oh lord Jesus, is the name of the game,” my husband said.  
“Maybe that was my fault –– I didn’t sacrifice enough…I confess…I did what 
I had to, but I goddamned didn’t like it.  Seamus probably knew it, too.”

“You did the best you could,” I said.  But what did I know, me with no kids 
myself, me with nobody railing about me to any therapist I know of, nobody 
telling me my hippie ideas are dumb.  I wasn’t into sacrifice.  And though 
God knows there has been a lot to work with, there has been nobody except 
myself ashamed of me.

This Seamus doesn’t seem to understand or care about all that he is named 
for.  Is that “shame” in the lurking sound of his name somehow a splinter, a 
constant scrape on his skin that nobody’s talking about?  Or was the whole 
flip chart gambit a power grab by his father he could not forgive?

This Seamus is not an East Coast boy, not the child of poor mill workers  
of the last century, whose father took off after the war and never came back.  
He’s not a kid raised by priests, a scholarship boy who once won a Bowie 
knife for best answers in the catechism class.  That would be Seamus’s 
father, my husband, who survived the path from the cathedral and the 
abandoned railroad trestles and swinging bridge over the Androscoggin 
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River to, eventually, my bed, where he cannot resist rolling over away  
from me to answer the phone from his furious son at 4 a.m.

No, Seamus is a West Coast kid who didn’t care much about his father’s 
history, a kid who grew up among surfers and yes, gang boys when the 
climate along the coast was still lovely, kind to the body month after month, 
the harbor sparkling just over the hill from his high school. His mom and 
dad didn’t have a lot of money, at least by rarefied coastal standards:  his 
mom an elementary school teacher, my eventual husband a social worker 
who turned into a minor entrepreneur, wholesaling hippie souvenirs on 
Hollywood Boulevard:  macrame, black light posters, bongs. There were 
no real riches in any of it, and Seamus, poor child, maybe felt deprived 
by parents who didn’t match the glitz surrounding them in million-dollar 
houses and Escalades and Teslas amid the wild peacocks in coastal alleys.  
There were a lot of promises in all that, but it seemed to him, maybe, not 
much of the promise landed on him.

Maybe, most of all, Seamus resented that he caught his mother kissing his 
soccer coach, and what that led to was a messy, painful divorce and how  
she told him she did it because she hated his father. She had a long list  
of grievances, lengthily shared with the boy.  The divorce left the man  
who would become my husband paralyzed and demoralized, barely making 
enough to keep a stash of StoveTop stuffing and ShakeNBake chicken on 
hand to feed Seamus when it was his turn.  The  business languished and 
there was a bankruptcy.  The kid had a hard time getting what he needed 
from his father:  attention, trust, praise…cake?  Maybe that was the crux of 
it:  the kid never got enough.  His father lost his taste for business and his 
enthusiasm. The kid wanted riches to inherit but there were none:  only 
debts.  As that bleak legacy became clear, Seamus seemed to metastasize, 
blame permeating everything like Agent Orange.

Eventually my husband got some spirit again and made some money.   
But when he met me online and eventually got to know me –– childless 
me, congenially divorced, in my Midwestern cornucopia of friends, green 
summers, winters that reminded him of his childhood, and friendly diners 
-- he moved 2000 miles to be with me.  Maybe that was the last straw for 
Seamus:  once again, the kid couldn’t get enough of whatever it was he 
wanted from the old man.
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But now Seamus was an unseemly middle-aged man, his outbursts 
increasingly embarrassing, outdated cri de coeurs coming from some 
ancient eight-year-old he was carrying around like a devil on his back.

****

Another week, another call.

“Don’t answer it,” I said. 4 a.m.  The ring like a tocsin from a doctor saying 
they found a lump.

“It’s her, isn’t it,” Seamus growled.  “She won’t let you do it, will she?  

“Hang up,” I pleaded.

“She’s a fucking bitch and I know it.  I know she’s listening. Your fucking 
wife:  that dried up cunt.”

That ugly word, aimed at me like a sharp splinter of flint. 

“For fuck’s sake,” I shouted from my side of the bed.  “You’re a grown man.  
Just fucking stop this.”

“How dare you insult my wife,” my husband said and finally slammed the 
phone flat to the bedside table.

 I was so pissed off I pounded the bed with both fists. . 

“Promise me you will never, ever, pick up the phone again if it’s Seamus,”  
I growled. 

“I am sorry,” he said.  “I am ashamed.  I’m ashamed of my son.  I’m ashamed 
this is happening because of me.”

He stuck to his promise. But over the next few days, Seamus left us a text, 
and then another one, and then another one.

He said he was going to burn our house down.  He said our house was 
evidence I had tricked his father into something, and I was a traitor to what 
belonged to Seamus. I had stolen from him and I was making my husband 
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do things to hurt Seamus.  He said my husband was a pussy letting a bitch 
cunt control him.  He said he would find a way to burn us out. 

 After the third text, I grabbed the Xanax bottle and swallowed one whole, 
counting the minutes until my fight or flight adrenaline subsided.

 We saved the texts and asked our neighbor, a sheriff, if there was anything 
we could do.  He said there wasn’t much…and anyway, they were probably 
empty threats:  he was 2,000 miles away.

But what I do know is that day it felt like it would never end. And my 
husband is old and Seamus is middle-aged, his miseries overwhelming,  
his ancient grievances seemingly untamed, and I did not know what to do. 

***

The last call did not come at 4 a.m., but rather at 7 a.m., which was 4 a.m. 
Seamus time.  

I was already out of bed, downstairs staring out the window.  Instead of 
the usual blue jays and doves, there was a possum under the feeder, its 
pointy snout rooting through the leavings. Momentary worry:  the possum’s 
nocturnal –– what’s he doing up, at our backyard diner?  I like the possums, 
how they play dead to save themselves. I wonder if he would run away safely 
from a house fire if Seamus burned everything up.  

He wouldn’t.  He couldn’t.

I heard the phone rasp but couldn’t make out my husband’s voice –– 
breaking his word that he wouldn’t answer.  My blood pressure surged with 
ire.  I heard the mumbling.  It went on for awhile:  long silences, then my 
husband’s voice sounded kind.  Finally I heard him say.  “I’m very sorry, 
Seamus.  It will all work out. You can work it out.”

Shit, I thought.  Why is he apologizing?  What will all work out?

My husband padded slowly down the stairs in his slippers.  He came to me 
at the window.  

“There’s a possum,” I pointed out.  “Not playing dead.”
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“His wife left him,” my husband said.  “She moved out a month ago.   
She got her own place and hired some fancy lawyer.”

“Jeezus,” I said.  “It serves him right.”

“He said he’s going to try counseling again.”

I sneered.  “I hope they have good security.”

“He said he’s sorry,” my husband said.  “He said it’s not my fault.”

A pause.  “He said you’re not a cunt.”

I winced.

“Fuck him,” I said.  “Fuck him very much.”  

I can’t believe this, but my husband smiled at me.  “I understand this will 
take a while,” he said.

“I’m not going to be nice right now,” I said. “Or ever. So sue me.”

“I’m not his mother.  I don’t have to love him,” I continued.

“Okay,” my husband said, “Okay.”  He put his arms around me and we  
stood at the window looking out together.  The possum was gone. Only  
a mourning dove bobbed and pecked at the seeds.

“Let’s go eat,” he said. 

 ****

At the diner the corner table was free, a sign from God.  We slid right in.  

By then it was mid-morning and the room bustled.   Sarah was navigating 
from table to table, doing her expert server ballet, and when she circled 
around to us it felt so good to see her again, in this beloved room with 
everybody who was hungry getting what they wanted.  I almost hugged her. 



40

“I know what I want,” I said.  “I’d like a saganaki.  Too early?”

“Not at all,” she said.  “For you, no problem. We love you both.”

I peeled off a little piece of napkin and wrote “Seamus” on it.  When she 
brought the saganaki, I slipped the paper into the cheese, and when Sarah 
lit up, it quickly caught fire and turned to ash right in the melting cheese. 

“Opa!!”  Sarah yelled.

Bring us another one,” I said, and when she did, my husband and I and 
Sarah all three yelled ‘Opa!’ again.

And then I said, “I want to buy saganaki for the house.” 

“Keep ‘em coming,” I said and she did, yelling “Opa” each time and serving 
saganaki to all the other people in the diner, and people were looking at us 
and laughing ––  until something was aflame on everybody’s table and the 
whole place was yelling “Opa” and for a few moments the heat of all our 
flaws, all our ragged fierce togetherness, was a sweet blue flare, rising up 
and dissipating all our shame.
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Poison Gardens
Nic Custer
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St. Angelo’s
Nic Custer

These jobs are a human sacrifice, a daily death, 
but the grills still greet you and sing like a choir. 

A rotund Macedonian in an apron  
scowls behind the counter upholding decades 
of proud tradition. Ghosts dance in the corners 
of his eyes like rocks through plate glass windows.

Neither heaven nor hell, the harsh fluorescents 
are comforting, the off switch 
uncaressed in a building built around  
the changing of the shift. 

This place never ages, laminate and stainless steel,  
glittering and greasy. The people, candles, slowly melting. 

Coney islands are a strange refuge at a quarter to three.  
A labyrinth of lives sharing sips from the same ceramic 
in separate conversations, purging their pockets of change 
and their shoulders of pressure’s diamonds.

Romanticizing being fed to the Lions, 
our feet find seats in an automatic motion. 
Ashtrays disappeared with neighboring smokestacks  
but we still haunt these booths, all fire and exhales. 
Looking for meaning in a steamed bun  
iced in onions and gilded mustard. The beef crumble  
of an offal and awesome god. Pray for us, 
we have been hungry for salvation  
in a paycheck, purified our brows in sweat.
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The security guard brandishes sharp looks  
from behind a thick vest, an actor typecast  
to sit and snarl for $15 an hour in a 
trainwreck of a city built around the trainwreck.  

An owl perched to encourage tips and protect, 
blessing your  
passage 
between  
life and 
the 
rest 
.
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Where I Learned to Drink
Roy Richard

Sugar and spice? Snips and snails? That’s what little boys and girls are 
made of? Not my generation, we came from something a little different.

Start with the rock music of Alice Cooper, Bob Seger, Foghat, BTO and 
more. Disco and its constant nagging, never changing beat.

Add some Mad Dog 2020, Boone’s Farm, Bartles and Jaymes, and legal 
drinking at 18.

Heat it with Camaros, Trans Ams, Novas, GTOs, just fast cars!

Just a pinch of Chinatown, The Godfather, The Exorcist, Jaws and American 
Graffiti on the big screens.

These are the things little boys and girls of the 70s were made of. We 
approached adulthood with no expectations and some cash in our pockets.

I learned to drink at the tutelage of a smokin’ hot Catholic girl. She was  
a college girl and was ‘legal’. I was still in high school and not of age.

Drinks of choice included Screwdrivers, Seven Sevens and Tequila 
Sunrises. We quickly leaned that Boone’s Farm wine was not a good choice.

While most of our generation was under the spell of Disco and Saturday  
Night Fever – “Staying Alive, Staying Alive”. We stayed true to Rock N Roll.

Contos, The Lamplighter and The Phonebooth were the main hangs. We 
occasionally found The Mikatam, The Foxfire, or The Aladin. But never The 
Embers and its upscale crowd.

She was so fine in her miniskirts, suntan colored Leggs hose and cork 
bottomed heels. While I approached a level of coolness in my leisure suits, 
bell bottoms and platform shoes.
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Loud music, cheap drinks, smokey interiors and sweaty nights, often led to 
hot make out sessions in the parking lot. Young and free, thinking we ruled 
the world.

All of those hangs are gone today. Disco died and Rock has changed. Jeans 
are just more comfortable. The Hot Catholic girl kept me and finished 
‘raising’ me.

No longer young, but still free, ruling our world and still living the dream.
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Melodie Bolt’s poetry has appeared in venues such as Prairie Schooner, 
Verse Wisconsin, Paper Dragon, and Qua. She loves writing imagist poetry 
based on places she’s lived such as New Jersey, Baltimore,  
Austin, Pittsburgh, and Flint. Her poetry has been nominated for  
a Dwarf Star Award. She earned an MFA in Writing from Pacific 
University in Portland, Oregon. She currently resides in Center  
Line, Michigan, with her partner, three dogs, and a kitty named Nyx.

Bob Campbell is a local writer whose debut novel, Motown Man,  
was published in November 2020. Bob was the 2022-2023 Writer In 
Residence (WIR) for the Buckham Fine Arts Project. His WIR essays 
were published in Observations, Volume 3.

Connor Coyne(he/him) is a writer living and working in Flint, 
Michigan. Connor has published several books including the magical 
serial novel Urbantasm, his novella Hollywood, and Atlas, a collection 
of short stories. His work has been featured in Vox.com, Belt Magazine, 
and elsewhere. He is the director of the Flint-based Gothic Funk Press 
and teaches writing at the Gloria Coles Flint Public Library and the 
Flint Institute of Arts. Connor is a graduate of the University of Chicago 
and holds an MFA in Creative Writing from the New School. Today, 
he lives with his wife and two daughters in Flint’s College Cultural 
Neighborhood (aka the East Village), less than a mile from the house 
where he grew up.

Nic Custer is a Flint poet whose work has been published by Rattle, 
Hypertext, East Village Magazine, Wax Poetry and Belt Publishing.

Tim Lane grew up in Flint, Michigan in the 70s and 80s. He lives in 
Lansing. For the past fifteen years, he’s held down gigs as an art gallery 
director, art festival assistant and athletic specialist all while writing, 
making art and curating playlists. Your Silent Face is his debut novel. 
His second novel is Phil’s Siren Song. Both are available at Amazon, 
yoursilentface.com or philssirensong.com.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS



47

Roy Richard is a retired Journeyman Die Maker. A lifelong resident 
of Genesee County, Michigan. Since retirement he has filled his time 
with grandchildren, his love of working with wood and writing. He has 
published a work of poetry, Always the Right Thing and a vampire novella, 
The Vixen.

Jan Worth for 43 years, has been arguing with herself:  is Flint her 
home? After the place has inspired dozens of her poems, columns, 
essays and a handful of short stories, to paraphrase Anne LaMott, “The 
evidence is in, and Flint is the verdict.  Her 2023 book That’s My Moon 
Over Court Street:  Dispatches from a Life in Flint captures much of  
that evidence. She taught writing at UM –– Flint for 23 years.  She  
lives in a big old house on a tree-lined street with her husband,  
Flint emigre Ted Nelson.

DESIGNER & EDITOR

Carly Aldridge is an Art Director, Designer, and Artist from Flint, 
Michigan. She works at a Lansing-based marketing agency, collaborating 
with a range of clients. Carly is also passionate about engaging in 
community projects, creating art, and maintaining a freelance practice.
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Buckham Fine Arts Project is supported in part by an award from the 
Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, and the Greater Flint Arts Council  
Share Art Genesee Grant. Program made possible by the Genesee County 
Arts Education and Cultural Enrichment Millage funds. Your tax dollars  
are at work!

Program made possible by the Genesee County Arts Education and 
Cultural Enrichment Millage funds. Your tax dollars are at work!

ABOUT BUCKHAM GALLERY
It is the mission of Buckham Gallery to enrich the cultural life of its 
surrounding communities by presenting a broad range of innovative 
contemporary art, both visual and performance, of the highest quality  
and standard. 

Buckham Gallery is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization located in downtown 
Flint, Michigan. The gallery has been an anchor of the Flint art community 
since its inception in 1984. ​Founded by a collective of area artists, arts 
professors, and arts professionals, gallery operations,  exhibitions, and 
programming continue to be led by artists and arts professionals.

For more information about Buckham Fine Arts Project, please visit  
www.buckhamgallery.org

121 W 2ND ST. FLINT MI 48502 (810) 239-6233
WWW.BUCKHAMGALLERY.ORG 


