
Calypso

 I had no business taking a lover.
 He was handsome, successful, adoring. And I was tired. Before I fully roused from the 
fog I’d entered upon arriving in town, I settled into his bed. I watched it all happen from a 
distance, a blur of bodies moving too fast for the faces to come into focus. A few months later, I 
finally woke to find myself in a tight embrace, staring at a familiar stranger. 
 
 The night we met, I was half-drowned in cheap gin. I’d stayed late at the poorly-lit bar at 
the back of the seafood chain where I’d been working for a month, saving all the money I didn’t 
spend on the motel room I rented to repair the ancient Toyota that had left me stranded in this 
dying town on the coast of Maryland. That night, I was trying to calculate how many plates of 
fried shrimp I’d have to serve before I could afford a new engine. It wasn’t looking good.
 I was five drinks in when I needed to vomit. I must have passed him as I staggered 
toward the bathroom, because he caught my arm on my way back.
 “You feeling alright?” he asked, and as I started to nod, I felt another wave rise up my 
throat and barely made it to the toilet in time. He was waiting outside the bathroom door with the 
tattered raincoat I’d left at my stool. “Let’s get you home,” he said, holding the coat out to me. 
 “But that’s in Charleston,” I moaned. Leaning against him, my legs went limp.
 “Well,” he chuckled, “I guess we’ll have to make due with my place. I’m Caleb, by the 
way.” He took me back to his apartment, let me have the bed, and took the couch for himself.
 He came to the restaurant for the next few nights to watch me wait tables while he ate an 
appetizer and sipped a Heineken. The third evening, he asked me to join him on my way out. I 
ignored a prickle on my neck as I slid into the booth across from him. He ordered me a beer.
 “You must live around here,” he said after my drink arrived. “So what’s in Charleston?”
 I took another few sips. “A man I left,” I answered, keeping my eyes fixed on my soggy 
coaster. He probed, and I told him about quitting my job in New York to go back, losing my car, 
living in the motel. I even told him about how I didn’t let Pete know I was coming back, hadn’t 
talked to him since I’d left home almost two years ago, didn’t even know if he were single or 
married or what. It was the thousandth time I’d mused over the utter ridiculousness of my 
scenario, though this was the first time I’d shared it with someone else. I sighed and tried to 
smile, feeling the tears rise as I did so. “It’s been hell.”
 He was silent for a while. “I’m sorry you’re so sad,” he finally said, leaning across the 
table and touching the tips of my fingers. “But I’m glad you wound up here.”
 I went home with him again.

 Logistics are simple when you’re living in a motel and don’t know anyone else nearby. It 
didn’t make sense to pay for a muggy room I didn’t sleep in anymore, and Caleb was anxious for 
me to enjoy the fruits of his income as the sole attorney in town, which could buy an apartment 
on the water. The first time I took a moment to absorb the view from the balcony, I thought I 
must be hallucinating. The small patch of sand and sea looked exactly like the beach where Pete 
and I used to walk after dinner. I closed the curtains and kept them that way for weeks.
 Whenever Caleb suggested a stroll on the shore, I told him I preferred to stay in. He took 



this as an invitation to begin kissing my neck and lead me to the bed. I didn’t object. Back then, I 
clung to him while we slept. On nights when I couldn’t force my eyes to close, I clung tighter.

 Spring came, and the sun stayed out longer, its slow departure making the waves glisten 
on my walks home from work. I started venturing down to the shore in front of Caleb’s building 
before going in. I’d leave my shoes in the grass and dig my bare toes into the sand, letting my 
mind drift to muggy evenings in Charleston for as long as I could take the chilly Maryland 
breeze. Though it always brought tears, I kept up this ritual with religious devotion.
 One mild day, I stayed until the sun had dipped into the horizon. I entered the apartment, 
only lit by a few dawdling rays. Caleb leapt up from the couch with his phone in hand. “Where 
were you? I was getting worried,” he sighed as he pulled me into a crushing hug. 
 “I like to stop by the water on my way home,” I answered into his chest. “I just lost track 
of time.” He pulled back and held me by the shoulders, searching my face with eyes that flashed 
between tenderness and fear. He walked to the bedroom and returned holding a golden raincoat.
 “You should always have a jacket on hand if you’re going to be out long. We’re known 
for getting sudden showers in the spring.” He handed me the coat, and I felt the sturdy fabric 
between my fingers. “But I’d rather you weren’t out so late,” he continued.
 Smiling at the dim outline of his face, I put the coat on the couch. I pulled off my shirt as 
he muttered something about keeping me safe. I placed his hands on my hips, and he grew quiet.
 This became our routine. I watched the tide come in until the sun was nearly gone. Then I 
came home to lovemaking in the dark. Once, as I was trudging back through the sand, I saw him 
watching me from the window. But like him, I didn’t ask questions.

 As the nights grew warmer, I found it more impossible to sleep at night, only drifting off 
around the time Caleb got up for work and continuing to sleep late into the morning. Most 
nights, I waited until I could hear his breathing fall into a rhythm, then left the bed for the 
balcony. It was the same program as when I walked down to the water: stand, stare, cry a little. 
 One night I didn’t bother to close the door behind me. Caleb came to the threshold, 
stopping short when I jumped at his approach. There was no hiding my tears.
 “Did something wake you? You ok?” he ventured, the concern in his voice covered in 
caution. I nodded, watching him bristle as he noticed my wet cheeks. “Come back to bed, babe,” 
he urged, reaching for my arm. His hand stayed suspended in the space I didn’t move toward.
 “In a minute,” I promised, turning my face back to the ocean. I heard him take a step 
closer before going back inside. When I came back in at sunrise, he was still awake.

  I could see that all our lights were on as I approached the building. I entered to find 
Caleb on the couch, his hands folded like a child’s a bedtime prayers. We remained silent as I 
walked over to the chair opposite. I sat on the edge, my back straight. 
 “I had a dream last night,” he began, his eyes rambling over every part of the room but 
where I sat. “You were swimming in the bay during a storm. I swam out and reached you just as 
a wave was swallowing you. When we got back to the shore, you started crying. Every time I 
tried to touch you, you cried louder, like I was beating you.” He paused and met my gaze with 
red, swollen eyes. “Then I woke up, and you weren’t there. But I could hear you crying.”



 I didn’t speak but put my head in my hands. “How long have you wanted to leave?” he 
asked. I looked at him to make up for the words I couldn’t make myself say, a silent plea as his 
answer. He took a deep, shaky breath. “You should go back,” he said.
 I nodded slowly. “Ok.” We both studied the hardwood in silence.
 “What’s kept you here?” he finally asked, his voice so controlled that it made me shiver.
 I stayed quiet for a few moments, the question echoing in my skull. “I don’t have a car. 
Or a job there. Maybe not even him, for all I know.” The reasons were stumbling out in a panic. 
“I didn’t know if I could really go back. I didn’t know if I could leave.”
 He nodded, his lips folding tightly into one another. “So it wasn’t anything here, then.” 
He immediately rose from the bed and marched toward the door. Stopping short, he turned. “You 
thought I was making you stay?” he asked, his voice struggling around the words.He put his 
hand to his eyes. “Honey, I’ve known you were never in this thing, and I’m sorry I ignored that. 
But I have a heart. I wouldn’t make you stay.” With that, he left.

 When Caleb came back, I was putting the last of my things in the suitcase I’d brought. He 
sat two bottles of red wine on the kitchen island. “For God’s sake, wait until morning to leave,” 
he sighed. “Have a drink. A last hurrah.” He poured two generous glasses. 
 A bottle later, he leaned across the island. “What is it that you want exactly?” he asked, 
eyes squinted in his shining face. “You know damn well I’d up and marry you, but you never 
wanted to talk about that.” He downed the rest of his glass and began to pour another. “So what 
is it, babe?” he laughed. “What did I miss?” I didn’t answer. “You know,” he whispered, eyes 
now gentle, “you don’t have to go. It’s your choice.”
 “I know. But I need to,” I said, the firmness in my voice surprising me. “I can’t just let 
myself lose him. I’d rather lose everything else.”
 “It’s been two years! He might not even want to speak to you!” he shouted, gripping his 
glass. “Girl, if you knew what hell of a heartache you’re in for, you wouldn’t hurry out.”
 “Heartache’s nothing new” I said through gritted teeth. “Just put this on my tab.”
 Caleb put his head on the countertop, letting out a small cry that turned my bones soft. I 
began stroking his hair. “I’m sorry,” I whispered over and over as I kissed his face. For the first 
time in months, I was relieved to make love.

 The next morning, I grabbed my raincoat from its hook, paused, and started to return it. 
 “Just take it,” Caleb mumbled from the bed where he lay with his eyes closed. I yanked it 
back down and left before he could say anything else. The morning was humid, even for July, 
and I felt dew collect on my face as I walked to the bus station. It wasn’t until I was miles down 
the interstate that I realized I’d left the coat on the solitary bench outside where I’d waited. 
 I turned to look back through the window but couldn’t see much behind or ahead. It only 
showed me the coast as it was passing, waves turbulent under a sky too dark for midmorning. A 
few raindrops spit onto the glass, and I leaned back into my seat. Closing my eyes, I listened to 
the taps on the hood grow louder and louder.


