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See You Later, Alligator 
Brad Hagen 
There were no clouds in the sky the day my grandpa died. Just blues bleeding into pinks on the horizon. 
It was June 22nd, 2009. I remember it being hot that day, sweat over all my body making my clothes stick to my skin. I had just gotten done trying to chase down a stray dog with a friend from down the hall, and I was standing in my apartment trying to cool off. My phone buzzed in my pocket and I reached for it, but the wetness of my hand made it stick to the fabric of my pocket. I finally fished it out and flipped it open. It was my dad. 
“He’s gone, budd.” 
It had been such a normal day before then. I was just a couple of weeks into summer vacation, and I’d already begun staying up late and sleeping over at my friend’s apartment down the hall, beating video games on the Playstation 2 that we shared. I had been spending most of my days down at the school park or walking to the gas station, both within five minutes of our apartment complex. Each day was like the one before. 
I’m not sure how often we’re able to recognize the shifting moments in our lives. It usually happens in retrospect. We think of certain moments as “when everything changed.” Standing there in my apartment that day, I could sense a shift. I could feel the weight of the words envelope me, pressing down like the humidity of the day. 
My dad was still talking, but I don’t remember what he was saying. I wasn’t really listening. I stared at the wall in front of me, into the whiteness and through it, my eyes going out
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of focus. I was no longer in that little apartment. I was somewhere beyond it, everywhere and nowhere all at once. I felt that I was both deep inside myself and somewhere far away. I took the phone away from my face and looked at it, considering it like a foreign object, before throwing it at the wall in front of me. I’m still not sure why I did that. I felt no anger in that moment. No passion fueled my arm as it launched my phone into the wall. Whatever I felt, it was less than nothing, like a tangible emptiness. 
The only thing I feel when I look back at that moment is shame. It serves as a reminder in my memory that I don’t just come from my mom, but from my dad too, and his violence. Life had backed me into a corner that I hadn’t yet been in, and I’d reacted the only way I’d seen how. When my dad was brought to discomfort in any way, the first thing he turned to was destruction as a means to deal with his emotions. Almost always, his first reaction was a hole in the wall, a slammed door, a black eye. And when I look back and see the metal and plastic exploding against the wall, I’m reminded of that which lives within me. 
I left my apartment and walked down the steps that led outside. I opened the door and looked around. Was this the same world that I’d just left? I’d expected it to feel different, like gravity to stop working or the sun to stop shining, but it was all still there, the pavement of the parking lot, the long row of garages that ran parallel to the apartments, the sky. I walked to the end of the garages and sat down on the concrete edging at the end of them and looked west toward the setting sun. 
The sky glowed like embers at the bottom of a fire. Each color seamlessly melted into the next, blue to white to pink to orange. There were no clouds in the sky to interrupt the spectrum. As I sat there looking at the horizon, something in me knew I needed to remember this moment, that I needed to let this sunset burn itself into my memory.
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I wasn’t sure where I was supposed to go from there. I was staring off into the west, toward the rest of my life, and I was trying to imagine what that was going to be like without him. M’boy, I kept hearing him say. M’boy. Whose boy was I now? I was alone in that moment on that ledge and in life. Yet still, I felt no sadness. I shed no tears. Perhaps the most fitting word for what I was feeling would be confusion. I felt about the same as if I were trying to solve for x in an algebra problem. It all felt abstract, external. 
I’m not sure how long I sat there. I know the sky went from a bright pink to a dark orange before a car pulled up next to me. It was Crissy. 
She rolled down her window. “You’re mom told me to come get you. You okay?” “Yeah,” I said. 
I got into the passenger seat and we drove off. It was only a five minute drive from Blaine to Spring Lake Park, so there wasn’t much time for talking. 
“So you heard about Grandpa, then?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Hmm,” she said, never looking away from the road. I’m sure she had no idea what to say to me. She was twenty three years old and her dad had just died. Perhaps she thought she had no words of wisdom to offer an eleven year old. 
I still felt this incessant need to remember everything, to record it all in my mind, so I looked out at the suburban landscape going by. We passed a city park and playground that rested at the bottom of a water tower decorated with the American flag. There were two children on the monkey bars and three spinning on the carousel. I wanted to remember this moment every time I saw that playground, and ones like it.
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During the short drive, the sun had sunk beneath the horizon line, so when my aunt parked in the driveway, I opened my door and was greeted by the inky blue of the night sky. There were a couple of other cars there, but I didn’t know who they belonged to. The house still had the same porch light, same lights above the garage, same trees and bushes in the front yard. But there was something intangible that felt different. A feeling radiated from inside the house, a pressure that increased with each step I took forward. Or perhaps the feeling was coming from within myself. 
Crissy and I walked toward the front door, and we got halfway there before I stopped. She turned around. “You gonna be alright in there?” 
She wasn’t always like that. Protective. Three years prior, she’d given birth to her first born, Dakota. Before that, she was like my stereotypical big sister-- never wanted me in her room, always found whatever I was doing annoying. When she became pregnant, her old demeanor toward me changed. I remember one day, when she was maybe in her third or fourth month, she picked me up from my apartment out of the blue and took us to Burger King for lunch. Before this, we’d never had an actual conversation. But that day, she talked to me like I wasn’t some annoying kid. I asked my grandpa about it a couple weeks later and he said she was practicing, testing out what it was going to be like to have a child. 
“I’ll be in in a few minutes,” I said. 
She nodded and walked in. I was left alone with the quiet of the night, my ears humming from the silence. I sat down on the steps. I knew once I walked in the door, things were going to change. It was all going to become real. Sitting there, I felt like I was still in between before and after. I wanted so badly to cling on to that familiar before, even if I could feel it fleeting.
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When I walked in, I saw my aunt Pat sitting on the couch next to my mom, whose head was on Pat’s shoulder. Pat had an arm wrapped around her. “It’s gonna be alright,” she kept saying quietly. My mom didn’t look up at me, but kept her face buried in Pat’s shoulder. Crissy had gone into her room and shut the door. I don’t know where my dad was. His car wasn’t parked out front. 
My grandma saw me walk in and stopped what she was doing in the kitchen to come over and hug me. She didn’t say anything, just held me for a moment. With my arms wrapped around her, I still felt no sadness, the only thing in me a dull lack of emotion. 
When she pulled away, she said, “You can go in and see him whenever you’re ready.” With that, she went and sat on the other side of my mom, resting her hand on my mom’s knee. Looking back, I realize I was going through the motions, going from step to step after I received that phone call from my dad. If Crissy hadn’t come to pick me up, I’m not sure how long I would’ve sat out there by the garages. So, not knowing what else to do, I went into my grandparents’ room where my grandpa was. 
The door was closed and as I wrapped my hand around the doorknob, I finally felt something in me stir, a small twinge of panic in my chest. I closed my eyes and opened the door. I was trying to delay the inevitable. 
Keeping them closed, I walked forward into a room I’d been in hundreds of times before, trailing my finger over the wall to help guide me. I felt the light switch and stopped. I knew the bed was directly in front of me and the reclining chair was to my right, where my grandpa lay. I turned and faced it and pointed my eyes at the floor. I opened them and saw the green carpeting that had alway been there. I could see the bottom of the chair, but I didn’t want to look any further.
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I stood there for a long time like that, a handful of seconds at the most, each one lasting a lifetime. I felt my heart beating inside me, in my ears, my stomach, my fingertips. My breath was mechanical, in out, in out, each one the same, short length. I figured it was like ripping off a band aid-- I should do it quick. I set my jaw, breathed in, and I looked up. 
His face was sunken in so much that he barely looked like him any longer. He hadn’t had any teeth for years, so lying back in the recliner like that meant gravity was fully affecting the folds of his face. The skin pressed against where his teeth should be, making it look like he was gaping. He was covered up to his neck in a blanket, leaving only his face visible. Luckily, his eyes were closed. 
I was only able to look for a brief moment, no longer than a second. I looked up, and instinctively snapped my neck in the other direction. It was as if his appearance physically affected me, like some kind of reflex was triggered. A noise escaped my mouth, something between a gasp and a sob. When I turned away, I found my grandma standing directly behind me. In one fluid motion, my body pivoted away and was wrapped up in my grandma’s arm. In that moment, I finally cried. Seeing him had made it real, more real than anything I’d ever seen up until then. 
“It’s alright,” she said, her voice soft and level. “He’s alright now. He’s not in any more pain. He’s okay.” 
We stood like that until I wasn’t crying anymore and she said I could stay in there with him for a little while if I wanted, and that she’d be in the other room if I needed anything. So I stood in there with him, not really sure what to do. This was the first dead body I’d ever been near. I felt like this was one of those big moments, and that I was supposed to do something, say something.
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“I miss you,” I whispered. And it was true. I’d already begun missing him, his jokes, his voice, his stories. We were now, quite literally, worlds apart. I didn’t yet realize how this was going to affect everything. I didn’t know how far down my mom was going to spiral. I didn’t know yet that my grandma would lose the house. I just knew that the shell of my best friend was lying in a chair in front of me. 
“See you later, alligator,” I said. I wanted him to say it back. I waited. If it were a movie or a storybook, some kind of magic would let him talk to me. Maybe his ghost would appear in the corner, looking like he did before, or maybe I’d hear an echoing voice in my head. But there was just silence. 
“See you later, alligator,” I said again. The shred of a child left in me was grasping at straws, waiting for some miracle to happen. He’d open his eyes for a moment, tell me not to worry, tell me that there was an afterlife and he’d be there waiting. But nothing. 
I went back to the living room and sat on the couch across from my mom and Pat. Crissy was still in her room and my grandma was mostly speaking with Pat, since my mom wasn’t saying much of anything. She told her that the hearse would be there soon. I’d heard of them before, but had never actually seen one in person. 
When it got there, two people in suits came to the front door. My grandma went back to Crissy’s room and said something to her that I couldn’t hear. I suppose she wanted her to take me on a walk around the block so I wouldn’t see them carry him out. 
“Come on, kiddo,” she said, and held the door open for me. 
The neighborhood didn’t have any street lights, so we walked on the curb guided by the light from the stars and the moon. We didn’t say anything for a while, just walked and looked at the sky. After some time, Crissy asked if I knew that it was hard to walk in a straight line while
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looking at the stars, so naturally, I had to try. I balanced myself on the curb, stuck my arms out like I was on a balance beam, and walked forward with my face pointed to the sky. I tripped, but kept trying, and eventually almost got the hang of it. 
When we got to the end of the block, we turned around and saw the hearse backing out of the driveway. We didn’t say anything at first, just watched it reverse slowly, probably due to the precious cargo in the back. 
“Bye, Dad,” Crissy said. 
“See you later, alligator,” I said quietly to myself, watching the taillights slip away around the corner, leaving us alone with the moonlight.
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Ciara: 
The pacing felt good, the length felt spot on, images and scene building felt intact. So many references to the sky, symbolic images throughout, liminality of being on the cusp of this moment, this one also feels close to being done to me-- pulled out of the story with the reflection with “call from dad” on pg 5-- see you later, alligator (prepared me for a way I didn’t want to be prepared for-- but in a collection, it would work-- personal choice)-- 
Emma: 
Felt like so many moments and description-- excellent job staying in the moment, deep with the characters even within this moment-- way able to write about the emotional presence of grief, detachment, affects our memory-- loved the phone getting thrown, walking in the room, felt the emotion of the moments-- had me with you on the page-- feels complete-- could still maybe talk about the phrasing, the moments of cancer and phrase, departed to talk about some of those things within the boundaries of the text, but don’t have to, found herself wondering how i envision that coming into play-- knowing that it’s coming, not too worried about it-- what’s here feels solid and well functioning entity within itself 
Danielle: 
Appreciated being walked through this moment-- wondering-- it got less feeling descriptive toward the end-- wanted more emotional content at that point-- wondering if there were emotional responses from the family, mindset of a child at that moment, scene with the phone, I felt like it was a quick dip talking about father, as the adult whose reflecting back, it could’ve maybe gone deeper, wanted more depth about feeling 
Olivia: 
Pacing is working, the zooming in and consistent delaying throughout the piece, watching the playground, delaying, lingering beautiful, flashforward on pg 7 works beautifully, is so close to perfect, what might potentially come before or after, abstract and external=beautiful, why was the dad the one to deliver the info to the speaker, wanting more of the father figure, either before 
or after, leading us, how im going to set this up as why whose boy isn’t the mother or father? Show us why that isn’t the obvious answer-- balancing pacing, most of these eight pages keep us tight on the speaker, two exceptions, compare with father, go to burger king, who gets these brief spot lights, how family members existed in the speakers grief, favorite thing written all semester 
Brooke: 
Moving, struck by the way time operates in this piece, book ended with the sky, grounding force contextualizing with father’s temper, and looking into the future, it felt important, curious to see overt meditation on what time feels like (prescriptive), hoping for a bit more on these characters (elsewhere) end was moving, 
Sandesh:
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Young protagonist throws the phone, how we carry within us our parents, that has big potential to expand upon, curious to know why the father was the one to inform him, somebody who has seen, the m’boy line from the previous pieces made that line hit home, 
Katie: 
Heard brad’s voice in my head as I was reading, produced a soothing effect, which was true here despite the fact that this was gut wrenching-- the moment on page two with the father and cell phone, the ways in which absence can be violence, we get the haunting of the father, interested in the father as a spector, windows saw this piece opening up, to what extent do we need to see the dark ocean part of the thing, in scene harder moments, what would that look like? Absence was powerful, crissy appreciating-- stuck on the burger king moment, wanted it more in scene-- ways in which aboutness is crytalizing in this submission-- masculinity, serve as polar opposites in terms of masculinity, father and grandfather, family systems and how grief and death opens up and sets off this entropy, pg 7 eludes to this-- reflection loved those moments, get both eleven year old reflection and present day reflection, how do I intentionally use those different modes, 
Kalia: 
An achievement that it’s an immersive experience, so happy I brought them in, give ourselves feel something through, to have something that appears sincere and true is achievement, the bravery of this child was not lost on her, the agony of the mother who doesn’t know that her child has come in, what you choose to reveal and what you don’t, suburban is too hollywood, to easy, give it fifteen minutes and generative-- being nitty gritty because it’s so good, don’t have to go back and re draft. What were the smells? The age needs to be firmly established in the beginning-- I should go to the funeral and carry the story out because I’m almost done with it-- it feels like an emotionally intelligent decision to-- all of the hard things are rendered simply and easy, which is masterful
