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This issue marks two milestones for Barely South review; well, one mile-
stone for the journal, and one for me.

The first is, of course, our first non-blog format journal. When Barely South 
review put up its first issue in April 2010, we always intended to keep mov-
ing forward to a journal that, while perhaps not made of paper, still looked 
like a traditional magazine. What you are not holding in your hands right 
now is the first step towards an eventual e-reader version of Barely South 
review, downloadable to devices like Kindles and Nooks. The April 2012 is-
sue can be downloaded as a PDF, and even printed off if you’re so inclined. 
This issue is a bit super-sized, and includes the winners of the first annual 
Norton Girault Literary Prize, and the undergraduate and graduate winners 
and runners-up of the Old Dominion University College Poetry Prize 2012. 

This issue also marks my last as Managing Editor. I have enjoyed oversee-
ing the process of bringing Barely South review into the format you see 
here, instituting our now-annual ODU Literary Festival January issue, and 
working with some amazing staff editors, who are responsible for choos-
ing the incredible content in this issue. I am proud of the work we’ve done, 
and how far the journal has come in the past two years. I trust I leave it in 
capable hands, and look forward to reading Barely South review on my own 
e-reader for many years to come.

Valarie Clark, Managing Editor

EDITOR’S LETTER
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BILLIE R. TADROS

DENDROCHRONOLOGY

A bullet lodged
in the trunk of a sapling.

Bark blooms 
shoots around it.

A child sticks his finger in the open mouth 
of a hose the water rushes
radiates

circlebursts.

You are the finger I am
the water.

Or you are the bullet.

Either way, outripples, 
growth rings.   
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1.

At a community walk for suicide prevention 
the speaker who says time changes releases 
fifteen doves into the afternoon before ringing 
the starting bell. 

You understand flight and grip my open palm
like landing.

2.

My first lover crafted coin statuettes; loose 
change became steam engines, skyscrapers, penny 
nudes held together with superglue.  I show you my likeness
in quarters.  With half-wings.  

I keep it in an unlocked 
chest, tell you how she left 
it for me on the coffee table, sought 
lift somewhere else.

AIRFOILS, CROSS 
SECTIONS
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3.

That week my sister tries to fly from the rooftop.
Now she sits by the window on the ninth floor
in the behavioral unit of New York-Presbyterian and traces
the flight pattern tattooed over your scapula.  

We drink hospital coffee I know you won’t keep
down, and when you say I have the same heaviness
you see in her eyes, I know you are remembering waking
to screaming: I dreamed them placing the electrodes
against my skull.  You see her trajectory
could be my own.  

They pump you with potassium later that week, 
send you back to your life.  We do not talk 
about hospitals again.

4.

The first time I am inside you I take 
caution.  I move slowly like I am afraid 
I might break you.  

The last time I am inside you I do not 
know you will leave, though I map the jagged
scars of entrance and exit on your dying
wrists.  

5.

My first lover asks me if I like the angular way
your hollowing bones in their intersecting trusses 
jut from the slight of your back.  
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I wanted to be that for you, she says, preens
herself for her growing hunger and gags
into my open mouth.

6.

You seek me like fun house mirrors—
convex to your own concaving I make
you feel smaller, make you feel
closer.  I do not understand
distance.  

This is departure: the distorted image, the leaving
angle.

7.

I leave sugarwater on the roof, watch 
a single hummingbird hover above shingles.  I do not 
reach.  

Just watch the downstrokes and wait. 

8.

You draw widows’ peaks in pencil in the margins 
of your journal, call them gulls, but I know—
I brushed away the rubber pieces to reveal my name, pinked
in shreds over palimpsests and begged you not
to disappear.  

9.

Just outside the turnstile you flatten 
my shaking body against yours, form
your careful exit syllables—I feel them
smooth in your cheek against my cheek.
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I stand on the wooden bridge of the 242nd Street subway
station for several trains after you 
and consider the distance, I do not 
understand distance, to the street below.

10.

Sitting at the windows of sorry
cafés I study the emptiness of the insides
of my fists.  

I want to inhabit to the point of flight, fingers
like wingtips as they enter, displace
air.

Follow you in tapering.



b s r|18

HEATHER FRESE

AN OPEN LETTER 
WRITTEN TO PATRICIA 
BALLANCE

Evie Austin 
Dr. Garcia 
ENG 101 
9/29/09

An Open Letter Written to Patricia Ballance (and Her Stupid Fat-Headed 
Son Ronnie, Who I Know Will Read This Anyway Since He’s Such a Mama’s 
Boy) on this the Twenty-Ninth Day of September, Two Thousand and Nine, 
in Fulfillment of the Assignment to “Write a Letter to Someone Who Has 
Wronged You, Employing Ethos, Pathos and Logos”

To: Patricia Ballance, mother of Ronnie Ballance, the boy who broke up 
with me eight days before our high school graduation because you (Patri-
cia Ballance) didn’t want your son dating a girl with a reputation as bad as 
mine, even though you went to school with my parents and know my family 
is a good family, but still didn’t want Ronnie hanging around me because 
I’m that bad of a bad girl, or at least you think I’m that bad of a bad girl, 
even though I’m really not, as this letter will soon prove using astounding 
rhetorical means. 

From: Evelyn Ann Austin, who’s not really all that bad, as you will see, and 
even though I don’t want to date your stupid fat-headed son anymore, you’ll 
be sorry you broke us up because you could’ve ended up with me as your 
daughter-in-law one day instead of potentially getting that insipid Molly 
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Morgan who can’t even spell “insipid,” much less define it, and I know this 
by experience because we’re in English 101 together here at East Carolina 
University, and boy, is she ever dumb. 

RE: Badness

Dear Mrs. Patricia Ballance,

It’s not like I was the stinky kid. It’s not like, when Ronnie and I sat together 
at the Blue Table in Kindergarten, he would’ve come home and complained 
about me, and you would’ve had to call Ms. Fasunight and had Ronnie 
moved to the Yellow table so he didn’t have to smell my stinky bad-girl self 
all day. And it’s not like I wasn’t over at your kitchen eating Fruit Roll-Ups 
after school at least twice a week like all the rest of Ronnie’s friends from 
our class, and it’s not like Ronnie didn’t know that my mom was one of the 
safe Moms to get a ride home with if you happened to be working late one 
day at the Red and White or needed to run up to Nags Head for a new set 
of patio furniture or to have a cavity filled. It’s not like I was always the Bad 
Girl, but I can tell you how it all started, and it all started with Mike Tyson.

Or maybe it started before that. 

Maybe it started one day in July on a sand dune at the National Seashore 
campground in Frisco, the summer Nate and I lived there with Aunt May be-
cause our parents were experiencing marital difficulties because my mother 
was screwing Bob the lighthouse-mover from Buffalo. That one day in July, 
a day that was so hot the heat was all mirage wave-y, like you could gather 
it up around you and make a chair out of it and sit down and lean back, that 
day I climbed up a sand dune and made friends with a girl from Ohio, a little 
tourist girl with a little tourist brother and the nicest little tourist family you 
ever did see. She was pretty. She had freckles and red-gold hair to match. 
No one ever told me specifically not to make friends with tourists, but I sort 
of got that implication, perhaps because they all go away at the end of the 
season and you’re left without them and all the hard work you did to make 
friends in the first place is wasted. So maybe I made friends with Charlotte 
because I felt like it was kind of frowned upon, which isn’t doing much to 
convince you that I’m not a bad girl. The point is we made friends, and later 
that same summer, maybe because of the aforementioned marital difficul-
ties that were then afflicting my parents, I was allowed to go home with Miss 
Charlotte McConnell of Windsor, Ohio, and stay there for two whole weeks. 

Now, you should understand this, Mrs. P. Ballance, when I tell you that, for 
a little Banker girl like me, two weeks away from the ocean and home could 
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have been quite the traumatic experience. I could have cried and cried every 
night because I felt so lonesome for the soft shushing sound of the waves. 
I could have tried to call my mother every two hours because I had a stom-
achache, not that my mother would have answered on account of her preoc-
cupation with Bob the Buffalo Man. I could have felt so claustrophobic up 
in all that grass and land that I died, just died so I could get back home. But 
I didn’t. I didn’t do any of those things because I had Mike Tyson.

Let me tell you about Charlotte’s pretty little town—it was like those color-
ing books, the ones with the Holly Hobbie girls in their gingham dresses, 
and they’re always standing in front of these pretty little white churches, 
or walking around in pretty pretty fields with pretty pretty horses running 
around. There are bricks for the sidewalks, and tall trees with green leaves, 
and a covered bridge to walk through, and everybody is nice to everybody 
else, and everybody says stuff like, “Oh, it is so nice to meet you, honey,” 
when you get introduced at the Golden Dawn grocery store in neighboring 
Jefferson. That’s the kind of pretty little town it was. And who do you think 
happened to live right next door to Miss Charlotte McConnell of Windsor, 
Ohio? Well, I’ll tell you. It was one Don King, boxing promoter extraordi-
naire. And who did Don King happen to manage, but the one and only Mr. 
Mike Tyson. 

Iron Mike. 

Kid Dynamite. 

The Baddest Man on the Planet. 

Every day Charlotte and I would gather up Charlotte’s friends Sarah N. and 
Sarah M. and we’d go play freeze-tag around the statues on Don King’s front 
lawn. We played with Don King’s grandchildren, too, so it wasn’t like we 
were trespassing. We wouldn’t have gotten shot or anything. We weren’t 
doing anything illegal. Mike Tyson and the other boxers—I know there were 
others but I don’t remember their names—trained in tents in the backyard, 
punching and jabbing and floating and stinging like birds or bees or whatev-
er. We made them stop to watch us do cartwheels. My cartwheels sucked. I 
never took gymnastics. Charlotte’s, of course, like everything else in her life, 
were perfect, and she always remembered to point her toes and make wings 
out of her hands when she finished and stood back upright. But the point is, 
Mike Tyson never failed to stop jib-jabbing to watch me and applaud, and 
so I thought he was a pretty nice guy. 
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When I got home and school started up, of course I told everyone that Mike 
Tyson was pretty much my best friend. I may have been slightly prone to 
exaggeration when I was younger. In the third grade, I told Jessica O’Neal 
that I had a bionic toe. She believed me for a whole year. Okay, so maybe the 
toe thing was less of an exaggeration and more of an outright lie, but you get 
the picture. Mike Tyson called me on the phone with his little-girl-voice and 
wished me happy birthday. Mike Tyson baked me a batch of fudge brownies 
with swirls of caramel. Mike Tyson won me a goldfish at the county fair. For 
a whole year, I was the coolest person in the fourth grade. I was practically 
famous. Not only had I gone off-island for two whole weeks by myself, but 
I came back best friends forever with a world-famous sports star. I swear, 
Misty Garber was on the verge of overlooking our five-year feud just so 
she could hear me talk about Mike Tyson. I would have forgiven her, too. I 
would have been just that magnanimous. 

And then, after one full year of basking in Mike Tyson’s glory, it ended. This 
was fifth grade, and I was still on a Tyson kick. I think what I was saying 
then was that Mike Tyson might visit me and we’d go out and eat Bubba’s 
ribs. But what I didn’t know was that earlier that summer, Mike Tyson had 
raped a girl. I didn’t know this at all. My classmates and I were at lunch and 
it was Thursday, pizza day, the first pizza day of the entire school year. And 
right there in the lunch line in front of everyone, Misty Garber busted out 
with what she’d been wanting to bust out with all through math, reading, 
and recess. It went like this: there I stood in my white ruffled skirt, neon 
pink leggings, and the fuchsia polka-dotted Keds my mother had let me get. 
She’d come back home by then but I think she still felt guilty about Bob the 
Buffalo Man. We’d gone all the way up to Sound Feet Shoes in Kitty Hawk 
and she let me pick out whichever new-school shoes I wanted, and even 
though she told me nothing would go with fuchsia polka-dots, she bought 
them for me nonetheless. I loved those shoes. 

You should’ve heard how jealous Charlotte got. That was before cell phones 
and I had to use my allowance to buy a phone card to call and tell her about 
them, but it was worth it to hear her just about scream because she had to 
get boring brown loafers and wasn’t even allowed to get the ones with pen-
nies in them. Of course, I knew deep-down that she was happy that I had the 
Best School Shoes in the Universe. 

So there I was, all decked out and feeling pretty grand about life in general 
and pizza day in particular. This was before I cut my own hair off so it was 
sticking at the back of my neck because I was sweating a little in the pizza-
smelling cafeteria. That was back in the day before they put air conditioning 
in the schools. Misty Garber sauntered up to me and cut in line, and said to 
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Stephen Oden who was standing next to me picking at a scab on his fore-
arm, “Did you know that Evie’s best friend Mike Tyson is a rapist?” 

And if you think kids don’t know what that word means, you’d be wrong.

I mean, you wouldn’t be exactly wrong. Little kids might not know precisely 
what it means, but they know enough, and they know that it is B.A.D.

But Stephen Oden stood up for me, and for a second I wasn’t yet BAD. 
“What do you know?” he asked Misty. “Did you meet him?” And he punch-
punched at her a little.

Boy, did that ever make Misty mad. Her face got all red under that stupid 
puffed-up hair of hers, and she sort of stamped her foot a little, because 
she is exactly the kind of girl who saunters and stamps her foot, and she 
said, “My mom saw it in the newspaper, and that means it’s true. He was in 
prison and everything. He’s probably going back to prison soon.”

Stephen Oden considered this. Then he just shrugged and went back to 
picking at his scab. 

That could have been the end of it, but Misty didn’t stop. She kept on tell-
ing everyone that Mike Tyson was a rapist, and she’d sort of hiss the word 
“rapist” so it went “ray-pisssed.” And she said it loud, too. Ray-PISSSED. So 
by the time I got to the front of the line and the lunch lady put my pizza and 
corn and chocolate milk on my tray, everybody knew. I wanted to wilt down 
into my fuchsia polka-dotted Keds. 

The worst part of it was that I didn’t really even know what ray-pisssed 
meant, so I defended my friend Mike Tyson. I said to Misty, “So what if he’s 
a rapist? I bet your dad is a rapist, too.” I said this right into Misty Garber’s 
face. You can bet that did nothing to patch up our feud. “Maybe everyone 
is a rapist from time to time,” I said, all explanatory-like, to Stephen Oden, 
who was getting his lunch card punched for Thursday, pizza day. “Maybe I 
like my friends to be rapists,” I said to Ronnie, your very own Ronnie Bal-
lance, as he requested chocolate milk instead of plain even though he had 
chocolate allergies. (I bet you didn’t know that about him, but it’s true.) I 
said stuff like that to everyone. I was tired of feeling like wilting down into 
my Keds. I really was.

What happened next was that Misty went and got a dictionary after lunch, 
and she looked up “rapist,” only she couldn’t find it in there, but she sure 
found “rape,” and she read the definition out loud to the whole class. It was 
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right before Mr. Fink came back into the room to teach us about the ancient 
city of Ur. This is what Misty read, her mouth moving all sanctimonious-
like under that stupid puffed-up hair: “Rape,” she said, clearing her throat 
a little. 

I squirmed in my hard yellow seat and lifted the lid of my desk up and down, 
up and down. “Nobody cares what you read,” I said. I knew I was lying but I 
said it anyway. I guess in a way that was bad.

Misty cleared her throat again. “N. One.” She said it just like that, too, I’ll 
never forget. She didn’t make it “noun” or anything. Just “N. One.” She 
wasn’t the brightest bulb in the pack. Then she went, “Forcible seizing and 
violation; ravishing.” Everybody (because everybody really did care what 
she was reading) went “oooh” when she said “ravishing.” She made it sound 
real bad, probably worse than the word really means. RAVishing. Then she 
said, “Two. Carrying off by force.” That one was kind of boring so people 
stopped paying quite as much attention and I slammed my desk down hard 
to make everyone look at me and giggle instead of listening to Misty. But 
then, loud as all hell, louder than the rumble of twenty kids talking after 
pizza-Thursday lunch and before they got down to the most serious busi-
ness of studying the ancient city of Ur, she said, “Force to have sexual inter-
course.” And she closed the book with a smack and put it back on the shelf, 
smug as all get-out. 

I think she must have been skipping around to find the most awful of 
definitions of that word, because I’ve since looked it up and found there’s 
one in there about a plant grown for fodder and oil, but Misty never once 
mentioned that, because she knew she was losing her audience. She went 
straight for the “force to have sexual intercourse.” 

That was the turning point. That’s how I got to be BAD. I thought a bad man 
was a good man, and I bragged about it to everyone on the planet. Kids don’t 
let you forget things like being best friends with a rapist. 

And when you’re best friends with a ray-pisssed, people make out like fuch-
sia polka-dotted Keds are the worst thing in the world, even though the day 
before they were positively coveting them. 

I walked from my Aunt May’s all the way to the Frisco Rod-n-Gun that night 
to buy a new phone card to call Charlotte and tell her about my utter humili-
ation, but instead I ended up talking about other things, Ur mostly, except 
that I was really too upset to learn anything of value about Ur, so what I did 
was say, “Ur,” a lot, like I was thinking about what to say next, and Charlotte 
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would say, “What did you study today?” and I would say, “Ur, Ur, Ur . . . oh 
yeah, Ur!” And I bragged about my shoes a little bit more. The thing was, 
Charlotte didn’t know I was now the bad kid, and I wanted to keep it that 
way. She still, to this very day, nearly nine years later, thinks I’m a nice girl 
and I’m quite content to just let her think it.

The next thing that happened to make me bad happened in the ninth grade. 
As you’ll see, this also took place because of Mike Tyson. I swear, that eff-
ing Mike Tyson just about ruined my life. Imagine high school. By this time 
I’d cut my hair and grown it out about ten times, but in ninth grade it was 
shoulder-length and shaggy and cut like Jennifer Aniston’s. I loved it even 
though it never stayed the way it was supposed to. I was about the same size 
I was in fifth grade, the same size I am now, which is: small. But I had some 
knockers at that point. Those I did have, and they were bigger than Char-
lotte’s. She hadn’t had any come in yet back then and was super-jealous of 
mine. Most girls were, I have to admit. 

So there I was, all Jennifer Aniston-ed out, walking down the hall on the 
very first day of school, walking a little bit bouncy so my new boobs jiggled, 
looking for my locker. Well, I found it, all right. Wouldn’t you know that 
someone had gotten there early and taped pictures from Mike Tyson’s ear-
biting fight with Evander Holyfield all over my locker? Blood and sweat and 
earlobes everywhere. I never did find out who did it, but I have my suspi-
cions. I mean, for crying out loud, the ear-biting happened in June, and it 
was now August. But like I said, kids don’t let you forget. Everybody in the 
hallway laughed at me, I’m not even exaggerating, especially the girls. Girls 
are so mean. I was still pretty upset about it at lunch, so I ate my sandwich 
real quick and then went out to the baseball dugout just to get away. It was 
a pretty day, still summer-warm but with a little bit of autumn poking at the 
air, saying, Let me in, I want to come in. That’s my favorite kind of weather 
of all time, and I just wanted to be outside in it. Apparently, so did Zack 
Gray, who was a junior and a Popular Boy. He was already in the baseball 
dugout, eating an apple and just looking out over the Pamlico. 

Now, you know that Zack Gray is a cute kid; I don’t have to tell you that, 
Patricia Ballance. And you also know that he and Abigail Krawchuck have 
been together since sixth grade. Everybody knows that. But you don’t know 
how Zack Gray looked at me that day in the baseball dugout. How his eyes 
lingered a second too long on my new boobs. 

“I hate this place,” I told him. I sat down and swung my Jennifer Aniston 
hair over my face. I might have leaned over a little bit and squeezed my arms 
together so as to create cleavage, but not in a way that was obvious.
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Zack Gray crunched down on his apple. He chewed slowly. “Why do you 
hate it?” he asked. A breeze answered the poking little bit of autumn and 
said It’s still summer, back off! It blew Zack Gray’s hair around and I found 
that too adorable.

I pushed my own hair back behind my ears, then realized this wasn’t the 
way it was supposed to look on TV, so I put it back and leaned my elbows on 
the bench seat. “People are so close-minded.” I said it like I was the oldest, 
wisest person in the world and the people here made me so tired with their 
stupid-ness and immaturity.

“I know what you mean,” Zack said. He finished his apple, stood up, and 
threw the core out of the dugout. It landed in some reeds and made a plish 
sound. He wiped his hands on the butt of his jeans (he had a really cute butt 
in those jeans) and smiled at me. “Do you know that Abigail thinks she can 
get pregnant by going to second base?”

“That’s ridiculous,” I said. I arched my back a little and sat up straight. “Peo-
ple don’t really think that anymore, do they?”

Zack walked over and sat down beside me. “Abigail does,” he said. He 
reached out his hand like he was making to touch my left boob. “Gonna get 
you pregnant,” he said.

I pretended to be scared and grasped my arms over my chest. This is an-
other move that causes cleavage if you position your arms right, and I po-
sitioned my arms right, let me tell you. I liked that Zack Gray. He was fun. 
“Oh, no, Zack,” I cried, all mock scared. “I’m not on birth control. You’ll 
have to put a condom on that hand.” 

We laughed and then it was quiet for a second. Then he reached out and 
really did touch my left boob. “You got pretty, Evie,” he said. He moved his 
hand all over my left boob. It felt good and I let him do it. 

“Thanks,” I said. My voice sounded funny in my own ears. 

Then he kissed me. I let him do that, too. We kissed until the lunch bell rang 
and we had to go inside. 

During school, Zack Gray pretended not to know me in the hallway. He 
walked around holding hands with old Abigail Krawchuck like he had never 
fondled my left boob at all. He never said hi or broke up with her or any-
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thing. He didn’t get to touch my right boob until the next day, when I went 
out to see if he would be sitting in the dugout again. He was. 

That’s when the girls started to look at me funny, as if they had heard things 
about me. I’d walk down the hall and see Misty Garber whispering some-
thing to Emma Midgett and they’d both stop talking when I came close and 
I just knew they were talking about me. I don’t know why people listened to 
old Misty Garber in the first place. She only moved here when she was four, 
whereas my family has been here since some goddamn shipwreck back in 
the Dark Ages. And even in high school she had that stupid puffed-up hair. I 
still am none too fond of Misty Garber, if you want to know the truth. I hope 
she’s having fun selling fishing lures and T-shirts to tourists.

 But I guess the point is I always thought Zack Gray’d break up with Abigail, 
and realize he wanted to date me. But he never did. By then other guys who 
had respectable girlfriends had heard I was easy, and sometimes I got lonely 
and let them make out with me, too. Charlotte said I was overcompensating 
for an insecurity complex, but I don’t know about that. All I know is that 
boys can be really nice when they want to make out with you. Sometimes, 
I’d make out with them because it was fun, and sometimes because I liked 
to see them get all horny, and sometimes because I hated their pretentious 
girlfriends who wouldn’t talk to me. Sometimes I liked them and hoped 
they would like me back. I never even had sex with all those other girls’ 
boyfriends. I just let them feel my boobs and sometimes, well, never mind. 
Which isn’t so bad if you consider it. And of course I stopped all that when 
I became a respectable girlfriend for a few weeks, before you made Ronnie 
stop talking to me. 

If you want to know the truth, Mrs. Patricia Ballance, I was just so sad when 
Ronnie stopped talking to me eight days before graduation. I remember 
when he started talking to me, I mean talking to me in a different way than 
before. You were there, you should probably remember, too, unless you 
were busy chaperoning. It was after the last performance of Carousel, in 
which you will recall that your Ronnie played Mr. Bascomb, and since I’d 
helped paint the sets, I was invited to the after-party at Rocco’s Pizza. I’d 
just tried a bite of anchovy pizza and decided it was disgusting and spit it 
into my napkin. Ronnie saw that and grinned at me. It was hot in there, es-
pecially with all of us crowded around, and Ronnie still had his stage make-
up on and it was sliding around his face because he was all kinds of sweaty. 
He looked ridiculous. 

“Fish don’t belong on pizza,” I said. 
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Ronnie scooted over closer to me. “What do you call a fish without an eye?” 
he asked.

I put down my pizza and pushed my hair behind my ears. “What?”

“Fsssshhhhh,” Ronnie said. Then he laughed. 

Then I started laughing because he was laughing and then I choked on my 
Diet Dr. Pepper and Ronnie banged on my back. I looked up after I wiped 
off my eyes and I saw you staring at me with a funny look around your 
mouth like maybe you’d have to sterilize Ronnie’s hand for cooties after he’d 
touched my back, but I didn’t really think anything of it. I was too excited 
because that was when Ronnie and I started dating. Not really, of course. 
But that’s when things changed. We started to talk at school, in homeroom 
and study hall, and then we sat together at lunch, and then he asked me to 
Prom.

I should have known something big and bad was impending when I showed 
up at your house to take pictures and you opened the door and said, “Hello, 
Evie. That’s an interesting dress.” And you got that same funny-mouth look 
again, like my dress was a total harlot outfit, when in reality it was only 
a very short red gown and not trashy at all. Charlotte said I should get it 
because red is always classy and will never go out of style, but then again, 
she’s the kind of girl who can wear a very short red gown and not get looked 
at like she’s wearing a total harlot outfit because she’s a good girl and has 
never been bad. 

Anyway, I was wearing heels, so I was standing up extra tall, and I just said, 
“Thank you, I got it at that little place up in Buxton,” to you and walked 
right into the house like I had been invited. Ronnie and I stood by the fire-
place and had our pictures taken, and for a while your mouth relaxed and 
got normal and so I thought everything was okay. Ronnie and I had such a 
good time at the Prom and he was a real gentleman and got me punch. We 
danced and he was a good dancer and he looked sharp in his tuxedo. All in 
all, it was A Night to Remember, as our theme foretold. I won’t tell you all 
about what happened afterwards at the bonfire on the beach, but I’ll just say 
that we had a good time. Not too good of time, though, if you know what I 
mean. And he gave me his ring and we decided to go steady. Even though 
Ronnie was just a drama geek, somehow the fact that such a nice boy as 
Ronnie Ballance liked me turned me into a Very Respectable Woman. And 
that made me happy.
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So when Ronnie stopped talking to me, and I didn’t have that anymore, 
do you know what I did? I started taking quizzes online. I found out that 
maybe the reason he didn’t call me back was because I wasn’t interesting or 
feisty enough. I started reading articles like, “Living Alone and Loving It.” I 
started imagining reasons why Ronnie stopped talking to me—that maybe 
he saw me biting up baby carrots and spitting them out to put on my salad 
instead of getting out a knife and cutting board. It sounds disgusting, but 
let me tell you, it’s effective. Or that maybe he suddenly decided that I had 
insufferable halitosis of the breath and smelling me talk was far too painful 
for him.

It was a day like any other day when Ronnie stopped talking to me. An 
almost-graduation day. A have-an-assembly-in-the-gym-about-caps-and-
gowns day, so maybe a little less than ordinary, but sunshine-y and hope-
full and nice all the same. All of us who were starting up at ECU in the fall 
decided to sit together, me and Jessica O’Neal and Stephen Oden (I think 
that Stephen Oden grew up to be quite cute, and ever since we’ve been here 
at college, he hasn’t been nearly as jerky as he was in high school. In fact, he 
just now poked his head into my room and said hi, exactly like we were old 
friends. It wasn’t all his fault he was jerky in high school—that’s what being 
a popular kid’ll do to you, in my opinion. There’s a good chance it’ll make 
you jerky, which is why I’m kind of glad I wasn’t a popular kid after all) and 
Joe Meekins and Sam Gillikin, but not Ronnie, no Ronnie, no Ronnie at all. 
We’d been going steady for five and a half weeks at that point and I wanted 
to sit next to Ronnie so I went all around looking for him and when I found 
him he was sitting with a whole other group of people, ones who were not 
bound for East Carolina University, ones who were destined to be Tar Heels 
or Wolfpack-ers or whatever, but certainly not Pirates.

“We’re sitting over there,” I said to him. I was wearing my Gap blue jeans 
I’d mail-ordered and that Mom had hemmed up for me because I can never 
find jeans that are short enough, but they were my favorites and I was wear-
ing them and red flip-flops and a little red T-shirt that said, “I Hate Myself 
and Want to Die” over a happy rainbow and some cartoon-y hearts. That 
shirt cracked me up. I still wear it all the time. So anyway, Ronnie just acted 
like he didn’t hear me. I said louder, “Come sit with us,” and poked him 
in the arm. Ronnie looked at me and his face was all funny and he sort of 
glanced away like he never heard me either time I said anything, so I gave 
up and walked back to my spot on the bleachers, but my stomach was all 
wrong and the inside of my mouth felt like I’d just sucked on a great big wad 
of smashed-up cotton balls.
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All through the assembly I couldn’t pay attention, and wouldn’t you know, 
I got a too-long gown only I didn’t realize it until the last minute and so 
my mom didn’t have time to take it up. So I duck-taped it and that’s how I 
graduated from Cape Hatteras Secondary School, Home of the Hurricanes. 
With a duck-taped gown. But at least my hair looked good. I flat-ironed it 
twice on account of the humidity. Not that Ronnie even noticed, since by 
then he hadn’t talked to me for eight and a half days straight. It wasn’t like 
he was just busy, either, because we were doing the same things, graduating 
from high school and all. He was very definitely ignoring me. 

This is what I did next: after we were all graduated and our caps were 
thrown into the air, I walked right over to Ronnie Ballance and I said, “Why 
aren’t you talking to me?” I was quite confrontational.

He looked very uncomfortable, maybe because I’d asked him this every day 
for the past seven days now and he knew he’d have to answer me pretty 
soon. “I’m sorry, Evie,” he said. He gave a little sigh and I wanted to punch 
him. “My mom said I had to break up with you.”

“Your mom?” I said, as incredulous as can be. “Why on earth does your 
mom care who you date, and furthermore, why would you listen to her?” 
(That’s right; I was trying to usurp your influence, Mrs. B.) 

“She didn’t want me to get a reputation,” Ronnie said. A gust of wind came 
along and blew his hair all around his head and for the first time, I didn’t 
think he looked cute. So I just walked away, but I was steaming mad. 

The worst part of it was when I called Charlotte about it (by this point I had 
a cell phone so it was easier), she didn’t really care, and I can’t say as I blame 
her, because her dad was very sick and in fact just died this August, and how 
does a boy not talking to me even begin to compare to that? It can’t. So I felt 
even more all alone. 

I’m not saying this is why I did what I did next. I’m not saying that at all. But 
maybe it was part of the reason. A girl doesn’t get so mad she spreads ru-
mors that Ronnie Ballance, all-American Good Boy, took advantage of her 
at a bonfire which forced her to then go have a secret abortion for no good 
reason at all. I suppose you’ve heard those rumors, but you didn’t know 
they came from me, and that I did it to make Ronnie seem bad. I guess I 
wouldn’t have gotten so upset if Ronnie hadn’t been the first boy to treat me 
like a person and not a total slut-bag. If he hadn’t given me a taste of what 
it felt like to be legitimate instead of the girl who makes out with other girls’ 
boyfriends in the dugout out behind the school. 
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Anyway, Mrs. Patricia Ballance, as you can clearly see, this badness reputa-
tion wasn’t all my fault. Mike Tyson had quite a lot to do with it, and the 
mean girls at school, and their stupid boyfriends who liked my boobs. It 
wasn’t all me. And, come on, it’s not like Ronnie’s a saint, either. Besides 
the whole drinking chocolate milk despite being allergic to chocolate thing, 
did you know he was pretty much always the one to get hold of beer to take 
to bonfires? Did you know he smoked weed? It’s true. I never did that, even 
though I know you won’t believe it. He also once told me that he was scared 
he wouldn’t get a good score on his SATs and was seriously contemplating 
cheating. I don’t think he did, though. But I never thought about cheating 
on my SATs. Those kinds of things don’t occur to me. 

Before I go, here are some things about me that you might like to know:

1.) I’m making a New Woman of myself here at college. This is kind of hard 
to do since half my high school also goes to college here, but I’m doing it. 
The other day, guess who came along and, all on his own accord, sat beside 
me in the dining hall? Stephen Oden, that’s who. I may have said it before, 
but he’s a Popular Boy. Not as much of a Popular Boy as Zack Gray was, but 
still pretty high up there. Anyway, we had a nice lunch of Cinnamon Life 
cereal and talked about home and our classes (his favorite is Sociology while 
mine is Biology) and then we each made a waffle. I think he might like me.

2.) Then, tonight, Stephen Oden came by my room and we took a walk. 
I thought to myself, things are looking up. If you much know, I’ve been 
homesick since I got here. I’ve missed the soft shushing of the waves. I’ve 
cried myself to sleep. I’ve called my mother every two hours. My mother 
hates it when I do that. She’s too busy to listen to me complain about being 
homesick. But Stephen Oden isn’t. He listened to me complain about be-
ing homesick for two whole hours straight tonight. We walked around and 
didn’t even hold hands or anything, just walked around under the trees and 
talked. And then Joe Meekins walked past and saw us, and he gave Stephen 
Oden a look, and I said, “Well, hell. Here we go again.” I said it right out 
loud.

Stephen looked over at me. He reached up and pulled some leaves off of a 
tree and then tossed them on the ground. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

I crossed my arms (but because I was mad, not to create cleavage). “Aren’t 
you ashamed to be seen with me?” I asked him.

Stephen just put his hands in his pockets and walked along. “You can’t let 
them get to you like that, Evie,” he said.
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At the time it kind of pissed me off, because what does he know, but I think 
he may be right. And he’s also very cute. I didn’t really answer him, just 
walked along and changed the subject to rhinoceroses, because in my opin-
ion, if you ever find yourself in a conversation going somewhere you don’t 
want it to go to, just bring up rhinoceroses.

And so then Stephen walked me back to the dorm and very nicely kissed me 
goodnight on the cheek.

I think I’m going to like college.

3.) In summation, my ethos is that I’m actually a nice girl who just got a raw 
deal on account of Mike Tyson, mean girls, and boobs. My pathos is to make 
you, Patricia Ballance, feel bad about telling Ronnie he had to break up with 
me. If I was a man and I made out with girls in the dugout, you wouldn’t 
have cared at all. It stinks that you’re a grown-up woman who should know 
how these things work and you’re the one perpetrating this myth that I’m 
bad. My logos is to show you the logical progression of Mike Tyson making 
me into a seemingly bad girl, and all the other stuff that went into my so-
called reputation.

4.) And just so you know, I was the only one in my school who could have 
pulled off that prom dress. And red never does go out of style.

5.) I have moved past all this now, and so should you.

Sincerely (and not badly) yours,

Evelyn Ann Austin
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JEFFERY BERG

ACCIDENT

From my office window, I watch a boy
running outside on this summer afternoon,
the sun on his blond hair, his turquoise shorts
clashing against the bright grass.
 
I believe someone said he’s Larry’s son.
Earlier this morning, Larry was found
unconscious after inhaling trichloroethylene fumes
from the Detrex Automatic Degreaser.
 
I watch the boy climb the side of the big hill
near the factory, his hands in the dirt,
scrambling on his knees to the top, where once there,
he spins with his arms out and his head thrown back.
 
Today, everyone in the company is edgy
about the accident investigation from OSHA.
Larry’s son is throwing his shoes off the hill
now, onto the bright grass, his mouth open—
 
shouting something maybe, singing
nonsense at the sky and the tips of pine trees
through these parted white, vinyl vertical blinds
and my palm pressed against the glass.
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Jenetta wants to know who the dead girl is.

It’s like I’m the one still missing, she says. 

I want to know who the dead girl is too but then I remind myself it is no 
longer my job to ask questions. Ten years is what I know. Ten years for what 
is the question I should be asking.

They thought she was me, Jenetta says. The police said, don’t think about it. 
Let it go. I can’t. She was me but wasn’t.

Ten years, I’m thinking, and bam, I’m out.

* * *

Until nine o’clock this morning I was a reporter at a daily newspaper. Then 
I got laid off an hour after I got to work. However, I couldn’t bring myself to 
cancel my interview with Jenetta although I sure as hell had a good reason. I 
thought about it, I did, but I could not yet accept I no longer had a job. That 
the person I had been for at least eight hours a day, five days a week for ten 
years, was no more, had never been.

I whispered to myself, a hand poised over the phone, Jenetta I’ve been laid 
off so there’s no point in us meeting. The story’s dead. But I couldn’t get 

J. MALCOLM GARCIA

IDENTITY THEFT
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past the laid off part without choking up. My hand dropped to my lap. I 
went outside, sat in my car, stared through the windshield. Watched people 
jostle passed one another on the sidewalk across the street totally unaware 
of what just had happened to me. Looking at them was the same as watch-
ing a foreign film without subtitles. Nothing made sense. After a while, I 
started the engine and drove to meet Jenetta. 

* * *

I had made this appointment with Jenetta just the day before. A parole of-
ficer I knew told me about her. She had been his client and he thought a 
feature story might help her overcome some bureaucratic hurdles that were 
preventing her from receiving disability.

For 17 months in 2007 a 39-year-old San Francisco prostitute, Jenetta 
Howell, is kept in a room in Mexico and raped, etc., my source wrote me in 
an email. Meanwhile, her jewelry was found by U.S. cops on the body of a 
girl chopped to pieces in Phoenix. This body is misidentified as the prosti-
tute and sent to the family and the family buries her. Later the prostitute 
shows up rescued. She has to learn to read and write again because of 
physical trauma to her head. Because of her criminal past she’s not eligible 
for disability and now lives with her father unable to work. How’s this 
sound?

It sounded pretty good but I soon learned the story had problems. I called 
the Phoenix P.D. but they had no reports of a body hacked to bits. I then 
called some Phoenix reporters and they had not heard of anything like that 
either. I contacted my source and told him no one knew anything about a 
dead woman chopped to pieces. She was likely tortured and killed by an 
associate of the drug dealing boyfriend, he told me. If the Phoenix P.D. say 
they don’t know about it, they either aren’t talking or the Feds are handling 
it, and then they really aren’t talking. You’re probably up against a brick 
wall. Too bad. Good story.

Yeah, I said.

I asked him for Jenetta’s phone number anyway and called her.

* * *

After I introduced myself, I told Jenetta I was interested in her story but 
could not promise anything since no one could confirm the existence of the 
dead girl. The story, I thought, hinged on that. Without a body, I would only 
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have a kidnapping story involving a prostitute, not the most sympathetic of 
victims to a readership defined by suburban focus groups. The dead girl lent 
an aura of mystery. Intrigue. Jenetta understood and agreed to meet me. 

* * *

It’s like a part of me was found in Phoenix but I’ve never been to Arizona, 
Jenetta says.

 We are sitting in the cafeteria of a small church off Guerro Avenue. Long empty 
rectangular tables reflect the bright lights from the ceiling. The gray tiled floor 
smells of watered down ammonia. Tree branches scratched the dirt-scarred 
windows leaving lines like those I see on road maps. The passing noise of 
traffic mixes with the groaning start-up of a bus leaving a nearby corner stop. 
 Jenetta turned tricks about a block from here. She would stick out an arm 
like she was hitchhiking to flag down a car between hits off her crack pipe. 
She held her breath, heart thumping prisms of euphoria that would ping-
pong inside her head, showering her mind with kaleidoscopic light spread-
ing neon from her outstretched hand. 

Today, she has been clean more than a year. Unlike some felons, she found 
God outside of prison and now volunteers at this church feeding homeless 
people. She looks forward to ascending a golden ladder to heaven when it 
comes her time to leave this world, pausing long enough to look down at all 
her tricks in hell and spit. 

In the Old Testament at least God is a vengeful deity so I see no reason a 
saved soul like Jenetta can’t follow in His wrathful footsteps. I’m not mock-
ing. God has his place as does divine vengeance. I prayed in my car after 
years of never praying. Oh, God what am I going to do without a job? and 
wished horrible things on the ungrateful editor who told me I was no more.

Do you have a card, Jenetta asks me?

I left them at the office. I say. 

Where at the office, I don’t tell her.

* * *

Where do you want to start? I ask Jenetta.
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She shrugs, won’t look directly at me and mumbles in an airless southern 
drawl words that become lost under her breath. Her braided brown hair 
hangs limp as a dog leash against her shoulders. She has tattoos of “Terry” 
and “Salina” on either side of her neck. Her white blouse looks about two 
sizes too big, and she tucks it into her jeans, shifts in her chair and starts 
picking at it and pulling at it until a fist-full of cloth is balled up in her lap 
for one hot minute before she jams it all back down into her pants again.

How do I know you’re really a reporter if you don’t have a card?

The managing editor had asked for my business cards after I turned in my 
press badge and photo ID. When I walked out of the office, I heard her swipe 
all of it into a trash can. Unfolding paper dolls of noise, pling, pling, pling, 
pllllinnnggggg.

Because why would I be meeting with you if I wasn’t a reporter? Who else 
would I be?

I guess you got a point, Jenetta says.

* * *

All of us working in the newsroom knew layoffs were coming.

Newspapers had been floundering financially for years. The 2008 reces-
sion made a bad situation worse. Since then, the paper had undergone five 
rounds of layoffs in six months. The sixth round was announced about four 
weeks ago. So we waited and waited and watched as editors dashed off to 
meetings with the publisher, returning to their desks an hour or so later, 
lips sealed, the color drained from their faces. Days of this. Weeks of this. 
Power rests among those with information. We had none until the day of 
reckoning.

This morning I had a feeling. When my phone rang I knew it was the man-
aging editor without knowing. I picked up the receiver. I have some bad 
news, she said. Would you follow me upstairs? The M.E. didn’t sit far from 
me. I watched her talking, drumming her fingers against a manila envelope. 
I tell her, Go ahead of me. I’ll meet you in the hall. 

I didn’t want us to walk out together with the whole newsroom watching. 
Watching me following her and her manila envelope. Everyone knowing I 
was no more.
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Jenetta pushes her own manila envelope toward me. Grease-stained and 
tattered at the edges, nothing like the clean sharp creases that had defined 
the envelope my managing editor handed to me after I walked behind her 
into an empty office. Manila envelopes like mine, stuffed with information 
about unemployment benefits, filled a box in the corner. This is not your 
fault, the managing editor said. This is not a reflection on your work. Thank 
you for your service. She behaved as if she did not know me. As if she had 
not seen me daily for the last ten years. As she spoke, I stared at the box in 
the corner and planned my escape. I would walk downstairs past the news-
room to the first floor. I’d go out the front door to the fountain, walk around 
the building to a side entrance and return to my desk through a back hall 
and get my coat and the few things I’d want to take with me. No one in the 
newsroom would see me. Then I remembered my appointment with Jen-
etta.

* * *

Open it, Jenetta says of her envelope.

I pry open the metal clasp and pull out a sheaf of papers. Police reports, 
hospital receipts, crudely typed pages that appear to be some sort of auto-
biography; 

There’s a lot in my mind and in my soul that will never ever leave me but 
every time I tell this I pray that someone will never do the shit I have did. A 
lot of stuff started from age 9 up when my mother left with a ex-husband. 
When she came back months later my lil brother wouldn’t go to her. He 
only knew me. At age 11 I went to a bar with my mother. It was getting 
late. As always Mom didn’t come home. She had a man give me a ride 
home and he rapped me. I called my mom and told her what happened and 
she told me I better never tell my dad. She hit me and threatened me when 
she came home. So I never told my dad until I was 36.

I sort through more papers to a police report;

In 2007, Howell traveled to Mexico with her boy friend, Angel Garcia for 
what she believed was going to be a brief vacation. She stayed in Mexico 
for 15 months and experienced significant physical and sexual trauma 
during that time by Garcia and his mother. Howell suffered significant 
head injuries to the left side of her head. She reported that she initially 
had difficulties remembering her date of birth and her children’s names. 
After 13 to 14 months, she recovered some of that knowledge, although she 
continues to have difficulties with memory and retrieving and pronounc-
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ing words and reading and focusing. There is no information about the 
whereabouts of Angel Garcia.

 I met Angel at a friend’s house, Jenetta says. He was real nice then, differ-
ent from all the other men. We went to the boats, gambled. He never hit me. 
Nothing like that. He was a big dope man. We’re not talking eight balls or 
ounces but kilos. I never had that kind of money. He’d sell me ounces.

My cell phone rings.

Excuse me, I tell Jenetta.

* * *

A friend is on the line. He heard I was laid off with about a dozen other 
employees. Our names apparently went up on some local news blog. Christ, 
eleven more after me in little more than an hour? What are you going to do? 
my friend asks. Have you told anyone? I can’t talk now, I say, I’m doing an 
interview. Interview? Are you working? I don’t answer, hang up. I put my 
phone on silent ring. 

I am not my job, I tell myself. 

But you are your job, I tell myself.

Sorry, I say to Jenetta shaking off the schizophrenic argument I’m having 
with myself. Go on.

* * *  

I went to Mexico to meet Angel’s family. El Carmen. Took two days to get 
there by bus. Dirt streets. Real small square houses. I met his mom and 
brothers. I thought I’d be coming back in ten days or so. 

About a week after I arrived there, a friend of Angel’s came down from San 
Francisco. He tells Angel a warrant is out for his arrest for dealing crack. 
They went back and forth talking in English then Spanish. His friend stayed 
two days. Then he was gone one morning when I woke up. Just disappeared. 
Ten days had gone by, by then. I told Angel, I got to go. I want to get back 
home.
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I nod. My phone buzzes in my pocket. More friends calling, I’m guessing. 
More people know. I’m a car wreck on the side of a road. Everyone slowing 
down to stare. 

Angel said you can’t go back home. Said I couldn’t go nowhere. I might tell 
police where he’s at. He starts hitting me. You’re in Mexico, what can they 
do to you here? I said. He didn’t listen but kept on hitting. Then he put me 
in a room and locked me in. His mother would bring me food every three 
or four days, slide a plate under the door. I never knew what I was eating. I 
would beg for help and he would come in and beat me. Then after about a 
year of being locked up by him, he came in and took me outside to a ditch. 
He started hitting me with a shovel in the head. I love you but you can’t go 
back, and I just started screaming. Hell of a love that shovel.

Jenetta pauses. Tears begin rising in her eyes. I let her cry. She doesn’t make 
a sound. I can’t fathom her story. Hers is a life outside anything I’ve experi-
enced. Only thing we have in common is that we’ve both been flattened. Our 
lives taken from us. But we’re not in this together. We’re in this alone and 
happen to be together. For this one moment. When we leave here, I go my 
way, she goes hers, we’re on our own by ourselves.

I’m okay, Jenetta says wiping her eyes.

No, I say to myself, we’re not.

* * *

A neighbor came running. He threw Angel off me and hit him and then 
took me to three different hospitals until he found one to take me. I hurt so 
bad my whole body and my head. I was in the hospital for five days. A doc-
tor said they couldn’t help me no more and I had to go back to the United 
States. I knew who my dad was but couldn’t remember his phone number. 
I remembered an uncle’s number and called him and he called my dad. My 
dad didn’t believe I was me. Then he heard me cry and knew it was me. The 
feds just six months before claimed my body was found in Phoenix cut up 
in little pieces, he told me. What? I said. Yes, Jenetta, yes. We thought you 
were gone. 

* * *

I look at Jenetta. She stares back at me and I know we’re finished. I turn 
my head to the sound of more tree branches scraping at the window. The 
wheeze of a bus drifts into the colorless sky.
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I don’t know, I say. No one can confirm the dead girl’s existence. She was 
you. But not you. And we can’t find anything to show she ever lived.

Whoever it was had all my jewelry, rings and everything, Jenetta says. I pray 
for her. I pray for me. I think about her. She don’t leave me. She had to be 
somebody. You don’t believe me? 

Yes. Of course, I believe you. 

Maybe she was one of Angel’s friends, when he had me locked up, took some 
of my jewelry, rings and bracelets, and went to Arizona and met her.

For what reason?

I don’t know.

And then he killed her? 

Maybe.

Why?

Jenetta doesn’t answer. I wish she’d keep talking to distract me from my 
own thoughts. She thinks I don’t understand but I do. I understand what I 
know, my life. Friends will sympathize with me, worse, some of them will 
feel sorry for me. Then they will step away afraid my bad luck might be con-
tagious. What will I say from now on? 

How do you do? My name is . . .

Nice to meet you No Name. And what is it you do? 

Well, I . . .

It’s like a part of me is gone, Jenetta says.

* * *

People like my grandmother, people I knew that had died, was with me 
when I was alone in that room, Jenetta says. Richard an old friend. Rex, 
another friend. Francine a neighborhood lady who’d say hello to me. I didn’t 
see them but their spirits was with me and kept me warm. Some of the spir-
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its I didn’t know. Maybe that dead girl was one of them. I don’t know their 
names. I try to talk to them now, but the spirits don’t talk to me no more. 

Maybe because you’re not in that room anymore. You didn’t need them.

I don’t remember a lot of stuff. I’ve lost about eleven, twelve years of memo-
ries. My grown daughter is still a little girl in my head. I can’t remember her 
past being eight-years-old. Like I am not there. Was but wasn’t. Like that 
part of my life never existed.

Jenetta’s voice trails off into an agonized, Noooo, and she looks down at 
her lap and begins crying. I have no tears, only a hollow feeling that makes 
me ache for my own loss. I hear again the clatter of my business cards and 
ID falling into the trash can once more, and I imagine the thud of a body 
dropped in the desert, sand puffing up and dissolving around it, each of us 
disposed and carried by currents, the tumult growing louder and louder in-
side my head until I want to shout, and in that heart-racing silent moment 
of wanting to shout but not shouting, I tell Jenetta,

But it did. That part of your life, I mean. My life. Exist.

I lean toward her eager for validation but she says nothing. In a few seconds 
my enthusiasm fades into an expressionless moment, not defeat exactly, but 
rather the neutered numbness of now, and without another word, we push 
back our chairs, get up and leave the church. 

Jenetta lives not far from here; my car is parked two blocks away in the op-
posite direction. We don’t speak, yet we hesitate to part. We stand silently 
ruffled by a breeze and wait. Wait for the right moment to walk away and 
not see one another again, and leave behind the missing pieces of our lives 
as so much discard. To be revealed later perhaps to someone sufficiently 
curious to sort through the evidence. Who pauses long enough to ask, who 
was this, and wonder. 
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BEST PICK-UP 
GAMES GO DOWN

CHRIS JOYNER

At the local rec. on Saturdays 
Dizzy with linoleum hum
Of a hundred sneakers. Noonball
 
They call it. None of that full court, 
Fast break, cherry-picking nonsense. 
Just 4 on 4/16 by 1’s/make it, take it/

Winners stay on. Where elbows penalize 
Lazy finger rolls, send the message, 
No easy buckets in the paint. 

But find the right combination: 
Couple big-men to muscle the boards, 
A ball-handler won’t hog the rock, a wing-

Man can sink j’s with ten fingers 
In his face—you just might
Make a run. Seen it before, teams clutch 

The afternoon close like they held the deed, 
Cock-sure I got next’s sent cussing back 
Behind that thick baseline, heads low 
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Like the unemployed or hungry-eyed
Game-planning in wait. Recall one cat 
They called Jesus on account it was 

Scrawled in marker ‘cross his sweat-
Band. Up in years—all ribs and ligaments,
Every knuckle taped tight, clunky Kareem 

Goggles over bloodshot eyes—but out hustled 
Any varsity team hotshot thinking they got 
Quicksilver, some crossover would burn 

Jesus. And how quickly youth, the ball, returned
To his hands, hook let fly, the arc hung 
Like power lines on a fat, golden dusk.
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ALEX LUFT

PRIZE PONIES

Not since she was a gap-toothed girl, squatting in the yellow vinyl backseat 
of her mother’s station wagon, one hand holding a Coke can and the other 
pulling down her underwear, has Shannon ever needed to piss so bad.

Stuck in a traffic jam, she’d told her mother that she wouldn’t be able to hold 
it. Her mother stared in the rearview mirror and told her she’d better try, 
but when the little girl began to cry with sincerity, her mother swallowed 
the last bit of a Coke, handed her the can and told her to go ahead. Shannon 
counted the pink roses of her underwear, her knees aching from trying to 
keep her bare ass from the sharp mouth of the Coke can. But she couldn’t 
let go.

I hope you’re not going to sit there and wait for an invitation, her mother 
said to the rearview mirror. Shannon looked at the drivers in the cars next 
to theirs. No one was watching, she thought, and she knew this was her 
chance, her opening, but the piss wouldn’t come.

Then traffic lurched forward, the station wagon followed and Shannon al-
most fell over as she released. Maybe some of the piss made it through the 
mouth of the can, but most of it splashed onto her hand, onto the car seat, 
onto the roses on her underwear. She could not stop, not with the burn-
ing pleasure urging her on, and as she finished, the urine pooled wider and 
wider on the yellow vinyl. She pulled the Coke can from under her, aware for 
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the first time of the singular sensation of holding her own warm piss, and 
she screamed and dropped it. 

Dammit, her mother said. Would you try and hold it next time? She opened 
the window so that the little girl could throw out the Coke can. 

And that’s how bad, right now, Shannon needs to piss. But you don’t leave 
a hot machine.

She sees the waitress, new girl, bouncing breasts, crossing toward her on 
the casino floor. The cocktail waitresses—especially the graveyarders—usu-
ally don’t say shit to the buffet girls. But Shannon isn’t a buffet girl any-
more, hasn’t been a buffet girl for more than three and a half hours, and 
it’s a Wednesday night or a Thursday morning and the place is dead, and 
through the smoke and the lights and the neverending noise, the waitress 
comes over to Shannon’s machine and asks if she should bring another gin 
and tonic.

The last one was a mistake and Shannon knows it and Shannon’s bladder 
feels it, but she orders another.

Thought you guys weren’t allowed to play the machines, the waitress says 
to her. 

Fired, Shannon says.

Tonight?

The waitress watches as Shannon pulls the arm of the slot machine again. 
It’s one of the old-style ones that still has the arm on the side, a vestigial 
appendage, a remnant of an imagined and dangerous romance. They’re all 
digital now, all programmed to pay out exactly the state minimum in an 
improvisational randomness, but people must still like to pull the levers. 

You gonna be able to pay your tab? the waitress asks.

The animated rotaries on the screen stop their uninspired turning and settle 
with a few horseshoes in a row—an even payout and a free turn for Shan-
non. Don’t worry about it, she tells the girl. I’ve got a hot machine here.

After three and a half hours on a quarter slot machine, Shannon is up fifty-
four dollars, as much as she would have taken home if Barry had let her fin-
ish the rest of her shift. A Kentucky Derby scene with caricature horses and 
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jockeys, races across the headstock of the machine as the lead horse cranes 
its neck toward an unattainable carrot. The machine is called Prize Ponies 
and Shannon doesn’t know why she chose it any more than she knows why, 
after working at the casino buffet for almost a year and not being allowed to 
so much as brush a machine, she loaded all of the cash from her purse into 
the Prize Ponies. The waitress returns to the bar.

Shannon pulls the arm again, watches the rotating images until they stop in 
a complete disorder. She’s a dollar down and she pulls the arm again. It’s a 
loss. She raises the stakes and pulls again. It’s a loss.

But on the next pull, she lines up five grinning cartoon horse faces across 
the top row. The horses leer at her with crossed eyes and tongues that hang 
sloppy from beside buckteeth. She’s back up and her gin and tonic has ar-
rived and she still needs to piss. The machine is hot.

She’s alone in the row except for a dumpy old woman in a bright orange 
stocking cap. The old woman smokes Marlboros and chews at the inside 
of her cheek and looks like a regular, one of the arbiters of casino wisdom, 
the tao of the hot slots. You don’t leave a machine while it’s hot because 
orange-hat sure as hell noticed and will be on the machine before you have 
your panties down. 

Six pulls later, Shannon is winning and she’s halfway through the cocktail 
and she’s managed not to look at the door to the buffet in a while. She won-
ders if Barry knows she’s out here on the floor. She pulls the arm again, lines 
up some saddles and watches the numbers on the corner of the screen tick-
ing up a cent at a time to ninety-seven fifty, real money now.

She remembers her father’s rule. When she was a teenager and on sunny 
Saturdays, he would let her come to the Highland Park track with him. 
Never bet any real money, he said. You’ll know it’s real money when it feels 
like real money. He wasn’t a gambler, but he liked to don his racetrack hat, 
spend a few hours watching the horses run and put a little money on the line 
to make the whole thing worthwhile.

And when Shannon came along, he picked up an extra lineup for her to look 
over, let her pick one of the races. She traced her finger across the names, 
such wonderful Technicolor names: My Fair Lady Love, Last Chance Ala-
bama or Pomegranate Pam. 

Shannon pulls the arm again. If not for the plastic watch on her left wrist, 
she would have lost track of the time, almost four. Clocks don’t exist in the 
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mirrors and the flashing beacons and the irregular dings and blips of the 
casino floor. 

She needs to piss. She breaks a hundred.

When the morning managers see a uniformed buffet worker sitting at a slot 
machine at 4 a.m., they’ll have some questions to ask, and Barry will tell 
them that he had to let her go because she was late too many times or be-
cause she’d drawn too many complaints or maybe because the other buffet 
girls didn’t like her.

When he’d called her into the office that night, he just told her that she 
wasn’t going to be needed anymore, and he’d done it deadpan, straight-
faced as if his next stop was the poker pit. She laughed nervously when he 
said it, as if it were a joke.

The first time they fucked, in one of the cheap rooms in the casino hotel, 
after he’d taken off her clothes and finished a drink, he handled her hips 
as if they were a turning barstool. She bent on all fours and he began to 
spank her, hard, her forty-one-year-old ass like a loose drumhead, and he 
laughed, this just-out-of-college-kid slapping at a woman twice his age. And 
she laughed, too.

And now her bladder’s a swollen bag in her gut, but she’s up over a hundred 
and ten bucks and still pulling hot. And so she bites her lips together and 
chokes up on her pelvis, the strained and strange opposite of falling, and 
she holds it, and after a deep breath out, the urgent need to piss has given 
way to a bloated, heavy feeling. She pulls the arm again, watches the fated 
chaos sorting across the screen, loses, pulls the arm again, loses, pulls the 
arm again.

The waitress comes for the remains of the gin and tonic. Shannon knows 
the waitress is under strict orders not to suggest a third drink, but she also 
knows the gin and tonic has been part of the lucky formula, part of the hot 
machine phenomena, and she’s in no mood to fuck with it. She orders an-
other.

You gonna play that thing all night? the waitress asks. She sets the new 
drink beside the Prize Ponies.

Shannon pulls the arm again. If you keep bringing me drinks, she says.
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Trying to win the jackpot? We haven’t had a big payout all week. All the 
regulars are getting itchy. They say it’s gotta come sometime soon.

At the end of the row, orange-hat stands, retrieves a ticket from her ma-
chine and toddles toward greener pastures among a row of Wizard of Oz 
machines. 

A little after five a.m., Shannon’s still gaining slowly. She thinks about her 
father, an insurance salesman. He said he’d made a living out of assuming 
the worst and hoping for the best. And she remembered the day when they 
came home from the tracks and found a man she didn’t know standing half-
naked in the living room, her mother in a bathrobe. Shannon remembered 
the yelling that followed, her father going out drinking and coming back 
to the house and asking simply, one thing, did he make you finish, and her 
mother answering yes so that all her father could do was bray and choke and 
look away from her. And even if her father disappeared for a few days, he 
came back, and he stayed there in the house with them until the day he died.

She is close to a hundred and fifty bucks. Shannon pulls the arm, prays for 
the grotesque cartoon horses to line up just right. A loss. She pulls the arm 
again, a loss. She doubles the bet and four hay bales shape a win. She’s back 
up.

Her gut stirs. She’s still holding her bladder, but this is different. She thinks 
about the greasy buffet food that she’d chewed down at the beginning of her 
shift, and she’s sure now that it’s sprinted through her intestines as hot and 
oily as ever. The first gurgles of insistent diarrhea make her colon squirm. 
She shifts on the seat, pulls the arm on the machine and stays. 

On one of those Saturdays, when her father took her to the track, they’d 
met Ray Townsend, a man important enough to have seats right at the track 
level, right at the finish line. That’s where the action is, Townsend said. But 
instead of the finishes, Shannon mostly remembered the trembling mo-
ments before the races, when the jockeys would guide their horses into the 
starting box, clicking their tongues and pulling at the reins until the noses 
aligned in anticipation of the starting gun.

Townsend took her to the stable area and told her that she was going to pick 
a winner for him. He handed her the lineup card and she ran her fingers 
across the names—Sly Queen Mary, Cucumber Cash Car and Tennessee 
Yeller—and then he took her by the hand and into the sour shit-smell of the 
racing stables. You can’t just look at the names, he told her. You can name 
an old nag after Earnhardt and it won’t make her fast. Townsend picked 
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her up, lifted her until she was face-to-face with a horse. You gotta look the 
damn horse right in its eyes, he said. That’s where you find the winners.

Shannon looks at her reflection, the face of a grain-fed woman, in the glass 
of the Prize Ponies. She has never been beautiful, she thinks, and never will 
be. It threatens to obscure the masterpiece of impending fortune that whirrs 
among the rotations of the slot machine.

Shannon is aware now of someone watching over her shoulder, but she 
doesn’t turn her attention away until she sees that this pull is a loss and 
yanks at the lever again. It’s orange-hat standing beside her, watching the 
screen and wheezing through white-whiskered lips. The glare of the casino 
floor plays on the old woman’s glasses, blocks her eyes, though she can see 
out. Hot machine, she says by way of explanation.

You need something? Shannon asks her. I don’t work here anymore.

Nah. Just watching.

You can’t have it, Shannon says. Her gut rolls again and she puckers her 
asshole just in case. I’m gonna play this one until it’s cold.

I’m just watching, orange-hat says, and when Shannon turns to tell her to 
back off, she sees him there—Barry—walking out of the buffet, pulling at his 
tie with one hand and holding his cell phone with the other. 

It’s the way he walks, must have been, that young stud walk. Shannon 
couldn’t remember when the older men got old and the younger men were 
the attractive ones. She watches Barry as he crosses the casino floor, spit-
ting into the phone, so acquainted with the casino that he will never notice 
Shannon, just another slots junkie, pulling away at a machine at 5:30 in the 
morning. Even after she found out that she wasn’t the only buffet girl he’d 
corralled, even after Barry had wordlessly pounded her with his lack of in-
terest, she still feels something for the kid, still wants to take her clothes off 
in front of him. She watches him until he canters through the sliding doors 
at the front of the casino and is gone.

Well, if you’re not gonna keep playing it, you might as well let someone else 
have a turn, orange-hat says. 

Shannon tells the old woman to go fuck herself. She pulls the arm again and 
this time a line of cherries—every machine’s got them—scores big. She nears 
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two hundred dollars and thinks she should have quit spooning mashed po-
tatoes a long time ago.

She keeps playing past the six o’clock hour, her count picking up speed now. 
She’s winning, seems like, every other pull now. It makes her first few hours 
seem like a slow start. The machine is hot, the jackpot still in the field, old 
orange-hat glancing predatory from a set of luck-of-the-Irish machines. 
She pulls the arm again, lines up some horseshoes, bonus pulls, wins again, 
pulls again, loses, pulls again, loses, pulls again, wins, pulls again, loses, 
pulls again, loses.

She ignores the popping inside her stomach. Other women have told her 
about the pain of childbirth and they were reverent about the ecstasy of 
the pain and the preciousness of the moment before they laugh and admit 
that it’s really just like taking the biggest shit of your life. Shannon will not 
admit it hurts.

Shannon surveys the casino floor, almost empty, sick and eerie with its elec-
tronic life. The big-breasted waitress leans against the bar in the far corner, 
talking about something with the bartender; they probably fuck, Shannon 
thinks, and she half-stands to try and get the waitress’ attention. Mid-squat, 
she feels the shit rushing downward and she clinches and holds it in, waves 
her hand until the waitress nods at her, shares a last word with the bar-
tender and trots over.

Another gin and tonic? the waitress asks.

Yeah, but I also need something. Shannon pulls at the machine again. Do 
you know how much the jackpot is?

Something like ten thousand, I think. I don’t know. I don’t really pay atten-
tion.

Disorder lines the screen. Shannon fights the urge to take the waitress by 
the hand, to make some sort of gesture, hey, you’re a woman and I’m a 
woman, too, and we just ought to stick together. Instead, she asks the wait-
ress to watch the machine for her while she goes to the bathroom.

The waitress laughs. You’re not serious, are you?

What?
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You know how many people ask me to sit at a machine for them? I got a job 
to do.

Come on. 

I don’t do that, the waitress says and walks away.

Shannon sweats in her purple buffet uniform. She nearly panics as her co-
lon edges forward. She grits her teeth, and her asshole burns, but she holds 
it in. She pulls the lever, and she lines up five hay bales across the middle, 
extra multiplier, fourteen bucks with a pull of a lever. Goddamn it, she says 
and yanks at the arm again.

She counts the other players on the casino floor, maybe a half-dozen. This 
is the deadest part of the day, before seven, when the all-night partiers have 
gone in search of a greasy breakfast and the social-security-check crowd is 
still on their way in. Maybe, she thinks, maybe I can make it to the bath-
room and let this thing go and get back before anyone even notices. Just the 
thought of a toilet stirs her gut, another searing attack on her sphincter. She 
is halfway out of her seat when she notices orange-hat watching her. She sits 
back down, yanks the arm and wins a few bucks.

Her sweat moves from her armpits over the band of her bra and she twists 
her ankles against each other, tries not to breathe, tries not to move except 
to pull the lever. Her next pull is a loss, so is the one after that and the one 
after that and the one after that. She’s backsliding. She doubles her bet and 
loses again and again. The machine has gone cold, she thinks, but then she 
watches a row of saddles fall into place. She’s back up. She still needs to 
piss, too.

The waitress comes back and hands her the gin and tonic. They are too em-
barrassed to speak. Shannon pulls at the machine’s arm. She watches the 
hay bales, the horseshoes, the saddles, the cherries, the goofy horse heads 
and the black BARs. She watches a winner. 

Shannon wonders if the waitress has ever slept with Barry. She imagines 
him walking back through the casino doors. She wonders if she can stay at 
this machine for a dozen more hours until his next shift starts and maybe 
he’ll see her then. She pulls the arm. She loses, pulls, loses, pulls, loses, 
pulls, pulls, pulls.

She lets go. The shit finds its own way. It fills the space between her thighs, 
her skin and underwear. In the joy of it, she grants her bladder its leave and 
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the piss wets the mixture, coats the inside of her legs sticky and hot. She 
smells the tang of her own shit and it is not unpleasant. A dark circle grows 
in the crotch of her pants. She does not stop, does not close herself up, until 
she’s empty. 

Shannon laughs as she pulls the arm and the cartoons rotate on the screen. 
Orange-hat watches. The waitress is nowhere. The lights of the casino blink 
and bounce between the mirrors in the endless dawning of an immaculate 
day.
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PATRICIA BIELA

SEARCHING FOR 
A BLUES CURE

b l u e l i k e t h e k e y o f b

d a r k d e n i m o n t h i g h s

l i p s o n c l a r i n e t s m e

o n y o u h e a r t h a t b l u e

t r a i n t a k i n g o v e r m e

c a n t s h a k e t h i s j a z z

j u n e b e r r y s o u n d s o f

w h a l e s s t a i n e d w i t h

c o l o r s o f s t e e l t e a l

o c e a n s m o u r n w i t h m e

i n d i g o b u b b l e s b l o w

b l u e b e r r y w i n d s o n g

t w e l v e s t r i n g s r i s e

o n l e d b e l l y s g u i t a r

a s e a s i c k r a i n b o w t o

t e l l y o u t o c o m e s o o n

b m y a n t i b i o t i c j u n e
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MARK J. MITCHELL

12 TONE EXERCISE

The invasion’s delayed.
Wine bottles topple on a beach.
Spurs trick naked skin
into open plains.

Wine delays the invasion,
spurs naked plains
into hiding open bottles.

A beach invades bottles,
toppling on spurs, skin
delayed, plain and naked.

Bottles spur an invasion.
Skin, naked, delayed,
tricks a plane
into opening
full throttle, splashing,
kamikaze,
on a wine dark beach.
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BY WAY OF REGINALD

SARAH KENDALL

I didn’t know Reginald was a bitch until I saw the pile of wrinkly pups suck-
ling around his wide, pocked belly. He had chosen a spot in the back of the 
garage between a pile of firewood and a rusty bike with a deflated front 
wheel. Normally, on a muggy evening like this, he’d be roaming the back-
yard, skirting the wire fence at a slow waddle. The only proof of his resi-
dency was the disappearance of square pellets from his blue dish each day. 

When I reached for one of the slimy creatures, Reginald let out a guttural 
rumble. 

“All right, all right” I reassured, slipping my hand away.

I felt a surge of longing for my ex-wife as I knelt down to pat Reginald’s 
brindled coat. Reginald had been her dog first, an ownership evolved from 
a former colleague’s ruse. Claire would watch the English bulldog for a long 
weekend while Eleanor visited her grandchildren in Alberta. Weeks later, 
despite Eleanor’s return, the dog remained in Claire’s apartment. 

Six weeks ago, Claire stopped by on a mission to pawn him off. She’d worn 
coral lipstick that day, and I recognized her tangy Ocean Breeze perfume. 
I remembered the glass-blown bottle on her bureau, the one that mim-
icked an ocean swell. She’d told me she didn’t want to hand him over to the 
pound, but she didn’t have time to take care of him. She’d pulled me close 
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and let her brown curls tickle my cheek. I told her I’d take him for a couple 
of days, just for a trial run. 

Slipping out of the garage, I rummaged the kitchen shelves for a water bowl 
and checked the linen closet for old blankets or torn towels. I didn’t know a 
thing about puppies. Isn’t this what they do in the movies? Waiting by the 
running faucet, I wondered how I hadn’t noticed this before. He was a loner 
– a low maintenance, solitary boarder always content sitting in the next 
room with the same brittle rawhide bone that had traveled with him from 
Claire’s apartment. Boorish, I’d say: a brute face, squat as a watering can. 

A black refrigerator magnet clamped the business card of Brown, Bowman, 
and Tiding: Life Insurance, LLC. My neighbor, Rubin Hartz, had written 
his home number on the back. I picked up the cordless phone and dialed 
hesitantly. 

“Yeh-low, this is Rubin.” 

“This is Charley from next door. I’ve got a problem over here with Reginald.”

“Jesus, how are you Charley? Haven’t heard from you in a long time,” he 
chuckled. I could tell he was chewing gum: loud smacks and wheezing, like 
a cow gnawing on cud.

“My dog’s just had puppies and, since you have a dog, I thought you might 
know what to do.”

“Reginald!” he wailed. “Terry, c’min here a minute,” he hollered.

“Who is it?” Terry called from another room.

“It’s Charley from next door.” He laughed again and cleared his throat to 
gain some composure. “We’ll be right over.”

Terry Hartz examined the puppies, holding them up like a projector slide 
to the light.

“He did –” she started, “I mean – she did just fine.”

 We both stumbled over pronouns. Rubin had set up a canine nesting area 
with a red circular dog bed and some old squeaker toys. They’d brought 
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their daughter, Claudia, over with them, a slice of teenager with narrow 
cheekbones and a sallow complexion. She was no help at all sitting in the 
middle of the driveway cross-legged with her own yipping dog on her lap. 
She concentrated solely on her cell phone, her fingers flying across the key-
pad. 

Terry, convinced the puppies were all nursing steadily, suggested we all sit 
on my stoop and enjoy the summer night. She wanted to show me some of 
the books she’d brought over. I felt compelled to provide something, since 
they had dashed over on a moment’s notice. An evening snack of cheese 
and crackers would have to do. Back in the kitchen, I arranged chunks of 
cheddar in an orange arch and dumped saltines into a bowl. Searching the 
back of the pantry, I found two tubs of instant lemonade mix and stirred the 
powder into a pitcher of water. 

“Would your daughter like some lemonade?” I asked, handing Rubin a glass.

“I doubt it. Hey, Claudia, you want something to drink?” he shouted. “We’ve 
got some snacks, too.” 

She had big brown eyes that looked weighed down by her lashes. Lifting 
them seemed a chore. Her only response was to raise her chin slightly to-
wards her father and then return to her phone. Their dog Blue Bonnet, how-
ever, tapped across the asphalt when Rubin raised a handful of cheese. 

Terry’s voice cracked as she spoke. “She’s been through a lot this summer.” 

Terry either had laryngitis or the raspy sickness caught from too much 
screaming. It was hard to make an accurate assumption since I really didn’t 
know anything about my neighbors. I only knew they had a dog because 
Blue Bonnet tended to stir up a racket during storms, or when the mailman 
arrived, or when leaves rustled on a fall day. I’d lived in the small olive green 
house on Manning Avenue for about a year and had never once called the 
Hartz’s for anything.

“So, are you gonna sell them?” Rubin asked. “I mean, I guess you could keep 
them if you wanted.” 

“I hadn’t thought about it,” I realized.

Rubin laughed so hard he almost tilted back into the hedges. 
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“No, I guess you wouldn’t have,” he wheezed, his mouth an orange cavern of 
cheese. “You didn’t even know Reggie was a girl.”

Terry batted his arm lightly, like brushing away a moth. 

“The puppies were just born, for God’s sake,” she said. “Let him enjoy them.”

“Yeah, enjoy it when they’re young,” he said. “It’s a mess later.” 

His black pupils darted to the left towards Claudia. Though the sun had 
dipped down an hour ago, she tilted back on her elbows, sunning like a 
gecko on the vast expanse of black driveway. Occasionally, her phone vi-
brated in her hand, and she’d join the world again. 

When I heard faint cooing from the garage, I peeked around the corner to 
check on the puppies. Through the spokes of the bicycle, I could just make 
out Reginald’s flat black nose, his face drooped to one side. He’d been shuf-
fling around for weeks with a whole litter kicking around in his belly. Cor-
rection: her belly. My lack of awareness amazed me. I stared at my hands to 
make sure they were my own. 

“I’ll be home,” I heard Claudia yell to her parents.

Blue Bonnet trotted after her, and Claudia soon plucked the dog up off the 
grass.

“I guess we should be going, too. You’ve had quite a day, Charley.” 

Terry brushed off her long gray sundress as she stood up.

“I’ll leave these for you,” she added, patting the stack of dog books.

Rubin stayed seated on the bottom step. “I may stay a while. Maybe we’ll 
have a beer.”

I didn’t have any beer. Terry shrugged and waved us goodbye, and we car-
ried the empty pitcher and remaining cheese back inside. 

“Think they’ll be okay in there tonight?” I asked, glancing over to the garage. 

“Sure, they’ll be fine,” he said. 
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He had a dog and a daughter; I should have felt reassured. I just didn’t trust 
my instincts anymore.

Rubin had never really been inside my house before. A little brush of nerves 
tickled my throat. He and Terry had brought over some type of cake with 
a coffee cream center when I first moved in, but they’d only stepped into 
the foyer. As I closed the door behind us, I wondered if the place should be 
cleaner, if it had a strange smell. Rubin slipped off his shoes in the mud-
room and huffed.

“I’m so used to it,” he said. But he kept them off and padded up the stairs. 

Settling down into my recliner, Rubin jangled an empty soda can, the alu-
minum tab at the bottom dancing around. I reached over to take it from him 
and apologized. I didn’t have any beer.

“That’s okay, I just wanted to get away for a while, you know?”

I peered into the fridge and told him I had ginger ale and milk. 

“That’s such old man stuff,” he said. “Who buys ginger ale anymore?”

I had just turned thirty-eight in March, while Rubin had a teenage daughter 
and a 1997 hatchback sedan parked by the curb. I poured a glass for myself 
in defiance of stereotype. Rubin was now flipping through the January is-
sue of Electronics Now that had been on the sofa. He skimmed through an 
article on camera phones and stopped to point at a sleek Blackberry with 
matching silver headset. He grimaced as if he’d seen a cockroach on the 
pillow.

“That’s all Claudia’s interested in – her phone.”

I nodded. “She’s pretty fast on that thing.”

He closed the magazine and rested his elbows on his knees, dipping his 
head down. I noticed his thinning crown of rust brown hair. 

“They didn’t let her have one at Fairwinds.”

“Is that a summer camp or something?”

He spoke into his watch as he checked it. 
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“No, it’s an eating disorder clinic.”

 He said it with a casual sadness, as if everybody knew about the place. 

“I know I gave you a hard time about Reggie before, but y’know . . . ” 

He trailed off to a mumble, got up, and walked to the kitchen. Pacing back 
and forth across the tiles, for once he did not appear to be in a laughing 
mood.

“You know we thought Blue Bonnet was pregnant a few months ago? Not 
sure how it would have happened because she’s not a roamer like Reg-
gie. I see him out in your yard a lot, but Blue likes to stay inside with 
the girls. So, it was weird, y’know, when she started to put on weight.” 
I shrugged, agreeing, and sipped my glass of ginger ale. 

“Turns out she wasn’t pregnant. Claudia had been feeding Blue her bag 
lunches we’d packed her for school.”

He took a slow turn around the kitchen, looking for a distraction. Peering 
down the hallway, he examined the chipped paint on my bedroom door.

“You like living alone?” he asked.

I wasn’t sure what he wanted to hear. It had taken me a few months after my 
divorce was finalized to slide off my gold wedding band. I kept the ring in 
one of the tackle boxes on a high shelf in the garage. Rubin, unaware of my 
marriage and divorce, thought I was savoring the bachelor life, that I was 
just another clueless single guy.

“It’s got its ups and downs,” I said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a 
roommate.” 

“A wife’s different than a roommate.” 

I couldn’t tell if he’d just found me out, but he thanked me and wished me 
good luck with the dog. 

Hours after Rubin had left and cars had stopped passing in the street at reg-
ular intervals, I still couldn’t sleep. I’d watched part of a late night comedy 
roast of Doug Shipley, the stand-up comedian turned blues singer turned 
B-list actor. I took a shower, soaping my freckled arms and trying to avoid 
looking at my doughy stomach as I dried off. Returning to bed, I opened a 
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novel I’d started and stopped a dozen times. I’d get six hours if I fell asleep 
right now, I thought. 

I slipped into the garage and carefully closed the screen door. The short 
jingle of Reginald’s collar tags signaled his turn. I shushed him.

“How you doin’, Momma?” 

I wondered if I needed to re-name him, now that I knew. We’d never been 
much of a pair, but I thought I’d been fairly attentive – maybe not attentive, 
but not neglectful. The puppies before me, little Reginald replicas, proved 
otherwise. I sat down beside them and tried to think of a compromise. Re-
gina? Regina might be nice.

My palms rested against the cold pavement as I crouched down to sit beside 
the little crew. The choir of small lungs working at different breathing paces 
soothed me. I kept wondering how it was that nobody else had noticed Regi-
nald’s condition before.

I dozed off wondering and woke an hour later with a crick in my neck and 
a stream of dried drool on my chin. I carried the dog bed, which looked like 
a giant red Petri dish full of puppies, up to my room. Reginald followed 
closely behind. They’d all be more comfortable in the air conditioning and 
out of the stuffy garage. I clicked off the overhead light and decided to lie 
down with my worries. 

A moment later, a month had passed. In the beginning, I’d taken a few days 
off work to get the dogs settled in. My boss at the ad agency, a well-inten-
tioned guy with yellow teeth and hairy knuckles, cheered when he heard the 
news. He told me to come back to the office in a few days with some brilliant 
dog food campaigns. 

Terry suggested that maybe Claudia should help me out. She could stop by 
before and after school to check on the dogs and refill their food and water 
bowls. She insisted it would be good for Claudia to take care of something. 
It would instill a nurturing quality. I wasn’t so sure, but I agreed to the ar-
rangement. I only saw Claudia at the end of each week when I gave her an 
envelope of money. She simply nodded and slipped it into the back pocket 
of her jeans.
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One Saturday morning, I woke up to the doorbell chiming. It was Terry, 
dressed in jeans and a crisp red t-shirt with a shooting star streaked across 
her chest. She smelled faintly of charcoal. I was still in my old gray sweat-
pants, my brown hair sticking out in all different directions from tossing 
and turning in my sleep, while Terry looked like a wide-eyed customer in a 
craft store commercial. 

She asked if I’d like to join her family the next day for the Fourth of July. 
Rubin had fireworks his cousin sent him from China Town, and she’d al-
ready prepared too much food. Since I’d formed my own little family, my 
neighbors took it upon themselves to adopt me. 

“Can I see the puppies?” she asked, her face bright with anticipation. 

We climbed the stairs, and I brought her into my room where she cradled 
each puppy, nuzzling her long face next to theirs. Rubin had made himself 
right at home when he visited, slowly leaking out his concerns and neuroses 
like air from a punctured inner tube. Terry, however, avoided touching any 
part of the duvet and tried not to look at my overflowing hamper or the 
family-size bottle of Pepto-Bismol on the windowsill. 

“Wow, you should really put that in the living room,” she suggested. 

She faced the grandfather clock in the corner, half covered in bubble wrap 
and secured with packing tape. It had been decapitated a year ago: now the 
clock-face was down on the floor by the wooded base. It had been Claire’s 
favorite piece of furniture. She’d inherited it from her parents when they 
moved down to Florida to retire. She was due to pick it up any day now. I 
told Terry I was just storing it for a friend. 

She walked over to it and slid her hand against the clear plastic moguls. 
The puppy wriggled when the warmth of her hand left his side. She placed 
the dog back on the red dog bed when soft jazz music came whispering out 
of her purse. She found her phone, squinted at the number, and flipped it 
open. As she spoke to Rubin, I watched how Reginald’s fleshy tongue lapped 
over the puppies. Terry watched me watching them and clamped her hand 
over her heart. 

I peered into the open box on the passenger seat. A plump brown puppy 
pawed at the cardboard walls as I turned the corner, no doubt eager to see 
what was causing all the slipping and sliding back and forth. 
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I had the day off from work, and I knew Claire had convinced her boss at 
Macy’s into letting her have a four-day workweek during the summer. As I 
pulled up in front of her apartment, I searched my mind for any questions 
Claire had asked about Reginald after she’d dropped him off. Maybe she’d 
forgotten about him. She was a little flighty, which was part of her charm. 

The first two years of our marriage we’d shared a car. Sometimes, when I 
went to pick her up from work, I’d wait by the clothing rack and watch her 
stand behind the perfume counter. Claire had a twinkly voice she reserved 
for work. She’d compliment the ladies while holding out scented white sam-
ple cards. She could lure you in by simply smiling and placing a delicate 
hand on your shoulder.

I pressed the buzzer for apartment 4B. It took a few moments for her to 
answer. 

“Yes?” she questioned.

“Claire, it’s me. I have a surprise for you.”

“Charley?” 

The dog squirmed in the crook of my arm and let out two sharp yaps. 

“What’s that noise?” she asked.

I was getting a little impatient with Claire questioning me like I was some 
Jehovah’s Witness banging on her door during dinner. I’d seen her naked 
a hundred times. I’d helped her clean out her grandfather’s basement after 
he’d died. She’d shared my name. It’s true I was her ex-husband, but I could 
stop by for a friendly visit. I deserved that much. 

When I reached the top of the stairs, Claire was standing in the doorway in a 
pair of loose cargo shorts and a pink t-shirt, holding two ears of corn. 

She squealed when she saw the puppy. I walked past her into the apart-
ment and didn’t speak until I was situated on a kitchen stool. I put the dog 
down and he fumbled on the carpet and tried to balance on the spongy new 
surface. 

“Please tell me that’s not for me,” she said, plopping a handful of husks into 
the wastebasket. 
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“Well, that answers my question,” I laughed, half-joking. 

Claire had propped open the glass doors leading out to the balcony. A breeze 
eased through the apartment, bringing with it the smell of hot asphalt and 
the grumbling sound of kids roller-skating down the sidewalk. I closed my 
eyes and wondered what it would be like to be a permanent fixture in this 
apartment. When I opened my eyes, Claire was staring at me. 

I sensed she wanted to know what the hell I was doing at her apartment. 
It was clear she was preparing for something. She liked parties, enjoyed 
attending them and throwing them. I always thought they were kind of a 
hassle. All that preparation: what tie to wear, how much to eat, where to put 
your empty glass? 

I asked if she wanted to take the puppy for a walk. Who could say no to a 
puppy? Claire could.

“Come on, we never talk anymore.” I flashed the warmest smile I could 
muster. “Don’t you wanna talk?”

Then I heard her signature exasperated sigh. I’d heard it the first time I met 
her on a blind date set up by my colleague, Linda McKaroy, who worked in 
the finance department. Claire and I had gone to this little Italian spot in 
downtown Bellport called Il Mio Cuore: tall candles on the table, men in 
black suits seated in the corner slipping their bows back and forth across vi-
olin strings. I’d brought my own bottle of wine, a 1998 Cheval Blanc, which 
I’d transported from my apartment in a leather briefcase as a surprise. I 
thought the satchel gave me an air of sophistication. In retrospect, I’m sure 
I looked like an idiot.

When we sat down, I slyly asked the waitress to uncork the bottle, and she’d 
obviously forgotten my request as soon as she walked through the double 
doors to the kitchen. As she zipped from table to table like a bumblebee 
pollinating a rose garden, my patience faded fast. Her pen poised in mid-air 
ready to write down a customer’s order, I demanded my bottle be opened 
immediately.

When I returned to the table, I was sure I’d see an impressed and swooning 
date. All I got was a perturbed gust of air from her lips, an irritated groan. I 
would hear the sound dozens of times throughout our marriage and divorce. 
I listened to it now in this peculiar middle ground where we now existed.
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“I have all this stuff to do,” she told me, gesturing behind her into the kitch-
en.

Five or six corncobs still sported their green overcoats. Several heads of 
lettuce and a few tomatoes and cucumbers still needed to be chopped and 
hacked and blended to a salad. 

“I’ll get right to work then.”

In twenty minutes, six yellow torpedoes floated in the oversize pot, and a 
colorful array of veggies comingled in a bright purple bowl on the table. 
Claire was only mildly annoyed when she found the furry culprit in the liv-
ing room with her gnawed moccasin. 

We fashioned a leash out of garden twine and the three of us walked the 
length of Beaumont Street. Claire had brought a crimped Chinese fan with 
her and waved it at chest level to keep cool. She kept getting tangled up with 
the dog, stepping over and around him like a recurring crag in the sidewalk 
jutting out every few feet. That day, she was wearing a peppery perfume, 
what I imagined flamenco music might smell like. I wasn’t fond of it.

“Aren’t you even going to ask about Reginald?”

Her fan didn’t skip a beat. “Oh, how is he?” 

“Well, he had this puppy, for one.” 

She giggled and continued walking. 

I stopped and the puppy took the opportunity to explore a patch of dry grass 
and the foreign smells of an abandoned newspaper.

“I’m serious, right in my garage. Somehow none of us realized that Reginald 
was a girl, and somehow right under my nose he got pregnant and had these 
puppies.” 

The corners of her mouth turned up, amused. 

“Is this a joke or something?” I asked, my stomach suddenly feeling like it 
could lurch up my esophagus at any moment.

“Of course not,” she said. “But don’t you think the whole thing’s kind of 
funny?” 
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She folded the fan back up to a slender rectangle and slipped it into one of 
the many pockets of her shorts. 

I didn’t think it was funny. 

“I think it’s sad and kind of pathetic, actually,” I told her. 

I’d had enough with her nonchalance, her polite stupidity, and her ever-
changing scents. Maybe this is why things didn’t work out between us, I 
thought. Where she found humor, I found concern. Where I saw comfort, 
she saw tedium. She was the one who initiated the divorce. We just didn’t 
work, she said. She claimed I couldn’t really see who she was. 

She bent down to pick up the dog, who was preoccupied with his mission 
to dig to the center of the earth, hooked a U-turn, and headed back toward 
the apartment. 

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t saying you were pathetic. I just think it’s crazy that none 
of us noticed, you know?” 

“Yeah, I mean, Eleanor’s the one who gave me the dog. She’s the one who 
named him Reginald, for Christ’s sake.” 

Her voice shook as she swiped at her eyes.

“I mean, how self-centered are we?” 

We both laughed in a chorus of discomfort. When we arrived back at her 
apartment, the phone rang as she opened the door. She’d snapped back into 
Claire-mode and answered with a cheery greeting. 

“Mhmm,” she nodded, jotting down a few lines on a Post-it note. “Yes, I just 
need to pack up the food. I’ll be there in 20. Okay, thanks.” 

“I guess you’re off,” I announced. I had a bothersome habit of announcing 
every obvious thing, like a verbal nervous twitch. I didn’t want to leave. I 
wanted to rethink and revise. I followed her eyes across the room to where 
the dog was raking his paws against her bedroom door. He left several beige 
slivers in the pale yellow paint.

“Thanks for walking with me. I thought you should know about Reginald. 
Not sure why, but there you have it.” 



67|b s r

“No, thanks, I appreciate it.”

When I approached the dog, he dodged to one side and dashed down the 
slender alleyway between the sofa and the wall. Claire said something from 
the kitchen I couldn’t understand.

Back in the living room she repeated, “Maybe he wants to stay here?”

I asked if she was serious. I moved the furniture with some strain and cor-
nered the pooch.

“I don’t know. He’s just so sweet and tiny. It might be nice having someone 
here.”

“You know he won’t stay small forever. He’ll grow up to be just like Regi-
nald.” 

She quipped back with a patronizing, “I know, Charley.” 

“Think about it for a while,” I said. “Go to your dinner thing. Give me a call 
in a few days if you’re still interested, or you can just come by the house.”

She nodded and took her purse off the counter. Rummaging around in the 
black leather bag, she took out a ruby red bottle with a fancy mesh pom-
pom dangling from the lip. Cinching the pouch, she zigzagged a trail of per-
fume across her body. That same zesty aroma shot up my nostrils. Days 
later, I would still smell it clinging to the fibers of my shirt. 

The backyard of the Hartz house bustled with people. Middle-aged men 
gripped sagging paper plates loaded with barbeque chicken and coleslaw. 
Waist-high kids taunted each other with sparklers, and pods of women sat 
in wicker chairs smoking cigarettes and gossiping. When Terry saw me 
standing by the drainpipe with Reginald leashed at my side, she waved me 
over enthusiastically. Rubin waded across the sea of guests to tether me in. 

“You two are quite a pair now,” he said. 

Somebody once told me that, after awhile, people start to resemble their 
dogs. Reginald and I both had limp faces, beige-brown hair, and a body with 
too many folds. We could have been related. I tore off a hunk of the burger 
Rubin handed me and dropped it down to Reginald. Rubin left the grill to 
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join a slick looking guy with beady eyes and a mustache over by the fence. 
They arranged dozens of Roman candles, bottle rockets, and gray popper 
shells. Just across from them, I saw Claudia through the porch screen, gen-
tly rocking on a wide wooden swing. I still needed to pay her for the week. I 
walked up the steps, knocked lightly on the doorframe, and asked if I could 
come in. She shrugged. 

 A collection of strings the length of her forearm had been fastened with a 
safety pin to the cushion beside her. She was knotting and re-knotting lay-
ers of pastel thread for a friendship bracelet. She’d tied a purple and canary 
yellow braid around her ankle.

“Who’s the bracelet for?” 

“I don’t know,” she said. “I just like to make them.”

Her bony fingers looped and pulled the next strand taut. Blue Bonnet poked 
her head out from under the swing and surveyed the new visitor. I petted 
her short white curls and handed Claudia the envelope. 

“It’s okay,” she said, waving it away. “I barely do anything.” 

“Sure you do.” 

The bracelet was almost finished. It was a knobby strand of teal and violet 
and magenta. She paused her progress when she heard the first loud whistle 
of fireworks shoot across the sky. The guests stopped talking momentarily 
to watch the bend of colors spray and fade in the dark. Blue Bonnet started 
yipping at an ear-piercing decibel, and each dog at the party started to howl 
in time. Somehow I recognized, despite the commotion, Reginald’s distinct 
basso profondo wail from somewhere deep in the yard. 

“Would you want one of the puppies?” I asked.

 I thought it was a good idea. She was already familiar with them, and she 
could pick out her favorite to bring home.

“You should keep them.” 

I laughed at the notion, but she turned to me with a stern face, one eyebrow 
bent down towards the bridge of her nose.

“I’m serious,” she said. 
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I didn’t know what to say. I felt like that a lot around Claudia. At times she 
seemed both too childish and too grown-up for her age. 

“They’re good dogs, and you’ll like the company,” she said, like she was an 
expert on the subject. I took a bite of my burger and remembered how Claire 
had said she’d wanted the puppy and then let him go the next moment with-
out a fight. I tossed down the last bite to Blue Bonnet. Maybe Claudia would 
go the other way – decline at first but grow into the idea. Her phone rattled 
on the glass tabletop and she ignored it. 

“Thanks, anyway,” she added, “It was a nice thought.” 

An hour later, Reginald and I walked the two-dozen steps back to the house. 
I slipped into my sweatpants and turned on the AC. The white noise of the 
box murmuring in the window and the rhythmic tack-tapping of paws on 
the floor set the soundtrack for the night. I decided I’d stick with the name 
Reginald, gender be damned. It fit her: a sturdy name, capable of barking 
and birth, able to stir up inquiry and change in even the dullest of lives. 
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Components of my work are lush oil colors, expressive gestures and
subtle lines or hidden language. I often use iconic forms, such as
moons or houses, to evoke a story, but sometimes the process itself
brings forth unexpected angels. I use only my hands and small tools
for manipulating the paint, finding an immediate connection between
mind and surface. A painting evolves over days or weeks, layer upon
layer, an intimate dialogue between us. This introspective abstraction
allows me to communicate something essential that would otherwise
be inexpressible.

All my life I’ve struggled to find a balance between deep thinking
and my desire to embrace my intuition. Painting is my medium for
resolving this contradiction.

CAROL BETH ICARD

THREE PAINTINGS
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20” x 40” oil on canvas

AWAKENING
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20” x 20” oil on canvas

NIGHT FOLLOWS 
CLOSELY
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36” x 24” oil on canvas

WAXING POETIC
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HOW TO LOVE A 
DISAPPOINTED PARENT

LESLIEANN HOBAYAN

I want to swing a bat
at your mouth, watch the knives
of your teeth fall like hail
on the broken sidewalk
I want to smash the glass
of your face to hear the scatter
on pavement. But I don’t.
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THE WHALE

MOLLIE CUEVA-DABKOSKI

parts the waters with her barnacled-body,
singing to her children
in the dark malleable sea,
rising against the frantic wave,
greeting the land she has never known,
and taking in the familiar air.
Underneath the water,
the sun hits her skin, warped by the blue
and the krill dance in an orange fervor
drawn to her smooth suck.
The whale calls to her children
and the ocean listens.
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WORMS

MELANIE TAGUE

It seems 
so long ago
I could rightly use
the word caress. I held 
the flower
in my hands
so hard.
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PATRICK ROSS

THE UPSET WIN

I’d be told to freeze a euthanized Siamese, only to see the small trash bag 
stir with life as the cat awoke from its sedative. I’d discover upon leaving 
the X-Ray room that my radiation badge, doctored without my knowledge, 
warned I had blown past fatal exposure. I dreaded what awaited me on that 
April Fools’ Day, 1985, at an animal hospital run by Dr. Benjamin Cairo, 
a veterinarian with a God complex who channeled both Zeus and Pan. I 
couldn’t have known that Cairo and I would find ourselves playing God. 

The jackrabbits and roadrunners on my desert drive had chosen to take the 
day off from tormenting drivers with streaking suicide missions, so I had 
already dodged one potential misadventure when I pushed open the glass 
door providing the only visual break in a stucco-covered concrete cube. I 
asked our receptionist if Cairo had pulled any stunts so far that day. Marta, 
draped in scrubs bedecked with floating Dalmatian puppies rotating at im-
possible angles, made no effort to look over her phalanx of framed family 
photos. “I told him last week if he tried anything, I’d quit.”

Marta and Cairo interacted very little, which seemed to suit them both 
just fine. Cairo lorded over our patients in the back of the hospital, while 
Marta shielded him from the patients’ owners, distraught over their ani-
mals’ poor health and their bills’ healthy size. Looking back, I realize she 
was also shielding our customers from Cairo, a man whose narrow brown 
eyes burned holes.
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I spent the afternoon in the back as I always did, avoiding Cairo’s stare and 
caring for our boarders. On that particular day I recall brushing a span-
iel whose fur was caked with mud. Our hospital had sprouted from alfalfa 
fields, built in anticipation of an inevitable invasion of cloned ranch-style 
homes, pushed forward by a wave of suburban sprawl from Phoenix. Yet 
in an odd twist of fate those tract houses rose to the north and the south, 
leaving us in a strip of barren desert dotted with struggling farms. Our cus-
tomers weren’t pampered poodles, they were neglected barn cats and guard 
dogs.

I was a high school senior who had convinced my school counselor to enroll 
me in typing rather than biology. I had no aspirations for a career in medi-
cine, regardless of the species of patient. I had this job for one reason and 
one reason alone, it paid nearly twice as much as the Dairy Queen down the 
street. Still, my friend Shane told me that I should work with him, because 
every day he managed to sneak himself at least one soft-serve cone a day. 
I couldn’t help noticing that his forearms didn’t have a single scar from a 
scared and overly aggressive cat. 

At one point late in that April day I thought my arms were going to be given 
new wounds. Marta brought back a white Persian with blue eyes, handed 
the cat to me, told Cairo her owner thought she was deaf, and disappeared 
back to her own domain. Cairo asked me to place the cat on the examination 
table. He didn’t need to tell me to keep holding it. Our patients could always 
register the fear left behind by previous patients, and while dogs would re-
spond by collapsing into passive lumps, cats would channel their prowling 
ancestors and struggle to launch themselves at the nearest human. Me. I 
stood facing the cat, locking onto her large blue eyes and assuring her every-
thing was fine. Then Cairo put his hands behind the cat’s head and clapped, 
loudly. The cat didn’t flinch. Cairo smiled, his white teeth shining beneath 
his thick black mustache. “The cat’s deaf, all right. Stall twenty minutes, 
then take her out front and have Marta charge the owner eighty bucks.” 

At closing time Marta locked the front door and disappeared to reconnect 
with the children in those photos. I began my clean-up routine while Cairo 
settled into his office with a 5-inch black-and-white portable TV. I heard 
the distinctive thump of a basketball on hardwood and remembered that 
it was that time again, the NCAA basketball championship. This year the 
defending champion Georgetown Hoyas would be battling the upstart Vil-
lanova Wildcats. Earlier in my high school career I would have gladly en-
dured a dozen cat scratches to watch that game, but on that night I would 
rather have cleaned up a dog’s uncontrollable bowel movement to avoid it. 
I sought sanctuary in the hospital’s dog runs. The long concrete-and-wire-
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fenced cages were bathed pink in fluorescent light. We only had one boarder 
that night, a golden Labrador puppy who had managed to live one more 
day. Her eyes rolled up to greet me but her head, and the rest of her body, 
remained still. Cassie was losing her battle with parvovirus, a cruel infection 
that dehydrates a dog to death. 

“Good for you, Cassie, no diarrhea this afternoon,” I said, relieved. I knew 
that was one night I wouldn’t have to wash my corduroy pants. I placed 
some moist food in her bowl, knowing she likely wouldn’t eat it. I decided 
against giving her one more subcutaneous fluid injection, fearing she’d 
flush that in the night and lie in her own waste until morning. Instead, I 
closed the gate to the run and decided to distract her momentarily from her 
pain. Holding an invisible microphone, I belted out an a cappella version 
of “Shout” by Tears for Fears. Her ears rose, her eyes widened. Her head, 
resting on the cold concrete, managed a slight tilt of puzzlement. “I’m talk-
ing to you,” I sang. “Come on.” I repeated the last “Shout” chorus, allowing 
me to howl the background vocals, then wished Cassie good night.

When I went to tell Cairo I was leaving I found him watching the game, 
his long legs were stretched out onto the desk, the crease still crisp in his 
khaki slacks. His black high-top Reeboks appeared eager to kick the TV to 
the floor. A half-empty Miller High Life in Cairo’s right hand partially ob-
scured my view of the screen. That screen flashed a close-up of the seven-
foot Georgetown center Patrick Ewing. I knew I had to leave. I patted down 
the pesky cowlick that repeatedly sprang up at the base of my part, straight-
ened my Colonel Sanders glasses, and cleared my throat. As I was about to 
say good night, I flinched. A thud, then another, came from the front of the 
hospital.

“Goddamm hicks. Can’t they read? The sign says ‘Closed!’” Cairo slammed 
down his beer, sloshing a bit on the latest copy of “Bird Talk” magazine. 
He stormed past me, committing an act of violence on the swinging door. I 
stood motionless as Cairo’s distant F-bombs drowned out the voice of the 
game’s play-by-play. With the game now a marginally preferable distrac-
tion, I watched Villanova’s Ed Pinckney hit an 18-foot jumper off a screen 
against Georgetown’s Reggie Williams.

Another thud. The swinging door just missed me. Cairo stood there, his eyes 
narrowed to the pupils. He was holding a fat, black Cocker Spaniel. The 
heavyset dog was either asleep or dead. “Prep for surgery,” Cairo barked.

I rushed into our operating room, which was really a table just off of the 
office separated from our boarders by a partition of shelving. At the sink I 
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scrubbed down my hands with industrial-strength soap. Next gloves, then 
a surgery cloth across the stainless steel operating table, then a fresh set of 
sterile surgical tools, plastic wrap peeled back like a TV dinner.

Cairo placed the Cocker on the table. I could see now that her belly was 
distended, her nipples swollen. Dried blood clumped in her fur beneath her 
tail. “She’s got a pretty full litter,” he said. That was obvious even to me, a 
kid who had developed a left pinky strong enough to press the “Q” key on 
our school’s manual typewriters but didn’t know meiosis from mitosis. Cai-
ro left the Cocker with me and began to scrub. Stroking the dog’s back, my 
hand fought its way through bits of hay and manure. “Goddamn shit-dumb 
farmer-fucks,” he said over the sound of running water, “leaving their dog to 
rot in a barn, fucking clueless that she’s about to give birth.”

“Is there a reason we have her in surgery?”

“Damned straight. She’s hemorrhaged, has clearly lost a lot of blood. The 
only way she’s living is to get those puppies out, whether they’re alive or 
dead. We’re doing a C.”

A Caesarian. I knew this was serious, because Cairo was a strong believer in 
conventional birth. A dog who undergoes a C-section is anesthetized during 
delivery. Her pups instinctively seek her warmth and milk, but to her these 
are aliens, slimy creatures manifesting from thin air. There’s no guarantee 
she’ll care for them, help them through those first difficult weeks.

Cairo returned to the table. I held the Cocker while he gave her an injection 
of sodium pentobarbital. The dog’s breathing slowed. We worked in silence, 
engaged in the routine. Breaking the quiet were occasional thin breaths 
from the dog and the sonorous voice of CBS Sports announcer Brent Mus-
burger. As Cairo secured the abdominal opening with a clamp, I heard a 
snippet of the broadcast. Surprisingly, the Villanova Wildcats were hanging 
with the heavily favored Hoyas. A short Wildcat point guard Gary McLain — 
Musburger informed his audience that McLain’s nickname was “Giz,” from 
the previous year’s hit movie “Gremlins” — had just made a darting layup 
around the human oak tree that was Georgetown’s center. Giz was listed as 
six feet in the team’s media guide, Musburger said, which he found a comi-
cal exaggeration.

I drifted back to when I was a cocky freshman trying out for the Apollo High 
School freshman basketball team. Even though I was only five feet tall when 
wearing inserts in my sneakers, I had wowed the YMCA league in middle 
school with deft steals from between the legs of anyone towering above me. 
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A point guard like Giz, I had never recorded a single blocked shot but con-
sistently led the league in steals. 

I knew I would someday play college basketball. My friends dreamed of be-
ing an Arizona State Sun Devil, but I longed to be a Clemson Tiger. I had 
no clue at the time where exactly Clemson was, but I surmised the South 
based on the accents of the players. What drew my imagination to Clemson 
was the cheerleaders, beauties boasting skin-tight sweaters, barely present 
pleated skirts, and orange paw-endowed cheeks. Each afternoon I prac-
ticed my jump shot, the driveway lined with a dozen paw-marked fantasies 
chanting my name. At the tryout Coach Nettles let me work my skills for 
all of two minutes. “Son, you’ve got a nice crossover, but you’re too short 
to play high-school ball. I can’t have a player who will never score with a 
hand in his face.” The dream of a college scholarship gone, I hadn’t picked 
up a basketball since. I had also stopped watching college players living my 
dream.

Struggling to ignore Musburger, I suctioned the blood oozing from the 
Cocker’s incision. I blinked, lightheaded. Cairo recaptured my attention by 
pulling a slimy, wiggling mass from the Cocker’s belly. I took the pup and 
rubbed it dry with a soft cloth. The runt let out a whimper and an attempt at 
a howl. Having confirmed it was breathing, I gently placed it on a blanket in 
the large incubator beside me.

“These are malnourished, as small as preemies and just as undercooked,” 
Cairo said. It had been awhile since I had found my way to Mass, but I said 
a small prayer for the newborn. The Cairo said “Holy shit!” I looked up at 
Cairo and then down at the Cocker. Nothing seemed amiss.

“Did you hear that? Howard Jenson just hit a jumper. Villanova’s up one 
with two minutes to play.” I had not heard that, and I was surprised Cairo 
had, given the fact that his hands were buried inside a dog’s torso. But my 
curiosity pushed aside my resentment. Maybe Giz and his teammates could 
win this game. Maybe these puppies could also beat the odds.

Cairo pulled another slimy ball from the Cocker, and again the cleaned-up 
runt showed signs of life. She joined her brother in the incubator. Two more 
pups came. Another minute went off the game clock, interrupted by time 
outs and statements of the obvious from Musburger about what a historic 
upset this would be. “One more,” Cairo said.

I wanted to show him I too could multitask. “I know, just a minute left in the 
game, and those free throws have Villanova up by five.”
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“No, I mean one more puppy.”

“Oh. Right.”

Cairo pulled the last puppy from the Cocker. This one wasn’t squirming. I 
dried him off. He wasn’t breathing. “You know what to do,” Cairo said.

Did I? Sometimes what struck me as a practical joke was actually an attempt 
by Cairo to teach me how to cope with the unexpected, to prepare me for 
what he insisted was my inevitable career as a veterinarian. When I first 
started the job I had tried to explain to him that this was just a job to me, 
a way to make a little money and fill the time I otherwise would have been 
spending at basketball practice. But he had quieted me with a stare, the first 
chill of many I would receive from him. If I were to work in his hospital, he 
told me, I would have to do more than just clean out cages and sweep up fur. 
I would serve our suffering patients, however they needed to be served. To 
Cairo that meant tasking an unlicensed high-school student with practices 
he had only begun to perform in veterinary school.

At that moment Cairo faded away. So did the hospital, and Brent Musburger, 
and the Apollo High School basketball coach, and paw-marked cheerlead-
ers. I was alone in this world. There was the puppy, but the feather-light, 
unmoving mass wasn’t in our world. I grabbed a new towel and wrapped the 
pup like a burrito. Then I rubbed my hands up and down the small bundle, 
hard, trying to start a fire with a stick. I rubbed, feeling the pup’s surplus 
skin working up and down under the towel. Finally I unwrapped him. The 
pup’s fur, now quite dry, was jet black, just like his mother.

I held the pup in my left hand. Even in my small palm this newborn was so 
tiny he could have been joined there by one of his siblings. Cairo handed 
me a short wooden stick, already unwrapped from its paper seal. At the 
end of the two-inch-long stick was a tip of silver nitrate. When we would 
remove a puppy’s dew claw, that pesky claw on the side of the paw that had 
a bad habit of getting caught in carpeting, we’d apply that silver nitrate to 
the wound to cauterize it. But these sticks had another use, one used only 
in dire emergencies. With my left thumb and index finger, I pried open the 
puppy’s mouth. I stuck the tip into the back of his throat, pressing it down, 
forcing his mouth open. I wanted to jump-start his lungs, force him to suck 
in air. I then tossed the stick onto the operating table and lifted the dog high 
over my head. I paused, as if sizing up a jump shot, then propelled the small 
lump toward the ground, stopping just short of the floor. Three more times 
I hurled the pup in a simulated free fall. Three times I jerked the newborn to 
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a stop. Then I lifted him to my face. The puppy blurred before me, its black 
skin bleeding into the pink of my palms. 

My glasses were fogging up from warm, sweet breaths of life.

“That’s it,” I heard Musburger shout. “Villanova’s done it.”

I looked up to see Cairo placing a stitched-up mother into the incubator. 
Rubbing the black puppy a bit longer, I reveled in the feel of his small chest 
rising against my thumb. We watched as the newborns crawled around, 
eyes closed, noses alert. They staggered into the plastic incubator sides, 
into each other, blindly seeking their slowly awakening mother. I placed the 
small black puppy near her face. He attempted to stand on wobbly legs, then 
abandoned that attempt and belly-dragged himself up against his mother’s 
large, furry ear. Her eyes slit open, staring. Then she shifted, nuzzling the 
puppy against her shoulder.

Cairo was already back in front of the TV. I stole a peek, and saw Villanova 
coach Rollie Massimino at midcourt, swallowed in a sea of exultant players 
and fans. I walked over and sat down next to Cairo, taking in the pandemo-
nium on the small screen. Cairo included me in his own celebration, hand-
ing me a full, open beer.
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ROBERT BRICKHOUSE

MY FATHER IN 
THE LIGHT

He kept everything neat, stored with a purpose.
The stethoscope, thermometers, syringes
in the black bag he hauled seven days a week.
He called his work “waiting on” his patients.
When he retired he waited on vegetables and flowers
and read three newspapers page by page,
snipped articles he thought might interest us.

In times of trouble, he sat with us
in our kitchens, brought calm advice. When the church
he’d served disappointed, he stopped going.
Knowing he was dying, he gave away
everything he could. Walked us to his shed
to carry off all those ordered implements.
Axe, wheelbarrow, pruning saw, shovels and rakes.
In his top desk drawer he left only
his good writing pen, a family Bible,
and his father’s gold pocket watch, with one last
news clipping. About the power of
silence in an old Quaker meeting house.
He’d underlined the words “hold in the Light.”
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MARK BURGH

THE COYOTE PANELS

Charred glow burns over the mountains,
shadows the boulders, & paints the cliffs
an umber shade. Some pine trees placid,
waiting, some leaning forward as if listening
to an ancient tale.

Coyote waits. For a passing lamb, or
careless bird. Fur bristled by wind, haunches
sprung iron furled to a fist. Bold contracts
set in stone. Now a spinnaker’s moment,
the snap, thrust, underslung jaw living red,
feathers simmer to rest in thorn bushes.
Coyote eats like cruel men pray.
Rogue portions for the slinker.

Or this: just before dawn arc-lights the
210 outside of Pasadena,
a single tawny dog, spindle-legged,
head lowered, sparks across
eight lanes, heading for the bushes,
stops to catch your headlights,
throws them right back at you.
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WHAT GOD GAVE 
CATTLE

EMILY ALFORD

Michael Ann Dawson leans against the front desk of the Dalhart La Quinta, 
head propped on her hands, paging through a Vanity Fair. Shiny celebrities 
raise champagne glasses and smile porcelain smiles up at her, but they seem 
dim and overdressed underneath the florescent lights of the lobby. She 
glances out the window toward the darkened highway and can see nothing 
beyond the parking lot except the blue-black night, but she knows the Texas 
panhandle wind is blowing clouds of red dust down the highway and across 
town. When she gets off work at seven a.m. tomorrow it will have made a 
cayenne-pepper colored blanket over her car, freshening yesterday’s blan-
ket. She leans down and scratches her calf, absently at first, but then she 
gets into it, really giving it her all, digging into the leg of her chinos with her 
nails. The look on her face is not one of relief but of intense concentration.

 Michael Ann has always been itchy. Since childhood, she has woken to find 
herself covered in swollen red scratches, sometimes down her legs, some-
times on her forearms, occasionally running the length of her neck, pin-
pricked with blood. Her grandmother, her Nee-Naw, tried everything to 
cure her. Oatmeal baths, twenty dollar jars of Eucerin they could scarcely 
afford, doctor’s visits and prescription Elidel that they really couldn’t af-
ford. With every new cure, Michael Ann tried to restrain herself, biting her 
nails instead of scratching in the daytime, not because the claw marks both-
ered her, but because they bothered Nee-Naw. Yet nighttime always turned 
her traitor. Morning after morning, Michael Ann woke with the scratches, 
proof that Nee-Naw couldn’t help.
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“You got weak skin,” Nee-Naw had said after they’d seen a dermatologist 
in Amarillo who’d used words like pruritus to them with a glasses halfway 
down the nose stare that said he knew they didn’t understand. He’d written 
a prescription for another cream that wouldn’t work and sent them away. 
“It’s just weak skin,” Nee-Naw had said to her steering wheel on the drive 
home. “This cream’ll help, just wait. We’re gonna thicken you up.” Thirteen-
year-old Michael Ann, strapped into the passenger’s seat of the rumbling, 
farting blue pickup had said nothing, knowing that these words were not 
directed at her. Nee-Naw had never believed in failure.

Habit makes Michael Ann stop scratching and move her thumbnail to her 
mouth. Nee-Naw’s mind is going, and from the chair by the window where 
she spends her days in the Canyon Winds Elderly Care Facility, Nee-Naw 
relives times from before Michael Ann was born; tomorrow, if she visits her 
grandmother tomorrow, Nee-Naw won’t remember the thinness of Michael 
Ann’s skin.

Late August is a slow month at the motel. The only sounds in the lobby 
are the steady groan of the wind breaking against the building and faint 
laughter from the TV in the sitting area. David Letterman is doing his open-
ing monologue, so it’s eleven thirty-ish. She has no work to do save turn-
ing on the porn channels at the flat, guiltless requests of the few salesmen 
who are staying and answering the complaints of Mr. Delgado, their live-in, 
who rarely sleeps, instead spending his nights much like Nee-Naw, at his 
window looking and waiting. Michael Ann wants something: to scream or 
cry or rip her clothes off and run naked down the highway. She looks at the 
black phone sitting silent on the desktop and wants to call her mother and 
scream, “You left me here, you bitch,” but she’s already called her mother 
today to no avail. She takes a deep breath and exhales a sigh she didn’t in-
tend. Fuck it, she thinks and scratches until she’s satisfied. 

As she is straightening her pant leg, two kids, a boy and a girl, park a Jeep 
outside. They are young, younger than her, maybe twenty-two or so, and 
their faded low-rise jeans and stylishly shaggy haircuts scream Austin. She 
knows that they are on their way somewhere more exciting than Dalhart.

“How much is a room?” the boy asks when he makes his way to the front 
desk. He has very long eyelashes and an impatient expression. 

“Ninety dollars,” Michael Ann says without asking if the boy has a Triple A 
card or will be staying more than one night. She does not look in his eyes but 
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over his shoulder at the girl who is taking brochures from the local attrac-
tions stand and stuffing them into her purse. 

The girl turns as if feeling the weight of Michael Ann’s look and asks, “Is 
your pool, you know, clean?” She is wearing a lot of black eyeliner but no 
other make-up and reaches up with one hand to tousle her long reddish-
brown hair from one side to the other.

“As clean as humanly possible,” Michael Ann says, and smiles a big dimply 
smile that shows her top and bottom teeth. She says the word “clean” like 
“cleeeaan,” drawing the vowels out like the kids expect her to, and the boy 
and girl share an amused look they think she doesn’t catch. “Oh, and y’all 
should really go see the Rita Blanca Canyon,” Michael Ann finishes.

The girl looks blank. “The what?” she asks.

“Well I saw you takin’ them brochures, and I wanted to save you the trouble. 
The canyon is best.” 

“Oh, yeah. Well, thanks,” the girl says and goes to stand by the Jeep as the 
boy pays for the room. Michael Ann watches through the window while the 
girl lights a cigarette and exhales the smoke into the night where the wind 
sucks it up and sweeps it away.

After she’s had her fun with the Austin kids, she looks from one corner of the 
lobby to the other, searching for something to do. The lobby is an outdated 
style called Fiesta!, once popular in the mid-nineties and now almost em-
barrassingly cheerful. The walls are turquoise with pink trim that has wilted 
from baby pink to the final, desperate color of a fading sunset. The colors 
that once indicated Party! in the mother tongue of Texas now whisper de-
crepitude beneath their sunny exterior. The couches are faux suede, their 
tan upholstery darkened in places from the body oils of so many strangers 
who have sat waiting for the time to come when they will be somewhere 
else. The hotel has not been remodeled in years, not since her mother mar-
ried loser number three and followed him to Oklahoma City, not since Nee-
Naw sold the service station and began living her life backward, first forget-
ting the day of the month and now unable to recall entire decades, as if the 
too bright Dalhart sun is burning pages from her mental calendar, counting 
back to zero. Michael Ann knows there is nothing else for her to do tonight, 
and she sighs as she walks to one of the couches, scratching her left hand 
with her right.
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She’d sat in her car outside the Canyon Winds today looking down the high-
way at all the nothing that stretched out to nowhere, breathing hard, want-
ing to gas it and go. Instead she’d gotten out her cell phone and called her 
mother.

“Michael Ann, sweet girl,” her mother had said. She was always too excited 
to talk to her daughter, her voice almost blisteringly bright. It made Michael 
Ann wince and want to hang up, so she just got down to business.

“You’ve got to come see Nee-Naw.” Across the highway, Michael Ann had 
watched a flannel-shirted old man make a crawling progression across his 
patch of dust on a John Deere. It seemed to take her mother too long to 
answer.

“She’s worse?” Her mother’s tone was still too cheerful, too casual, as if she 
was asking if it had rained.

“Well, it’s just, she keeps talking about grandpa. She asks about you.” Mi-
chael Ann knew her answer was weak. Her mother hadn’t been for a visit 
in nearly a year. Michael Ann knew she wouldn’t be back for anything less 
than a funeral. 

“I know baby. You’re an angel. We love you so much, and next time Carlos 
gets a weekend . . . ” Michael Ann stopped listening and instead watched 
the man stop his tractor, climb laboriously down and kneel over a bit of 
dirt that, from where she sat, looked exactly like the dirt around it. She said 
goodbye when it was time, and threw her cell phone into the seat beside her.

“Thanks for nothing, mommy,” Michael Ann mumbles to herself before ly-
ing on the lobby couch and forcing herself to focus on a Vanity Fair article 
about planning the perfect party.

She is napping when she hears the bell that announces a guest. The wall 
clock above the desk says that it is one-thirty a.m.

“Hi,” she says, barely glancing at the man who has come in as she hurries 
back to her post. She wants to check her face for drool, but hits a couple of 
keys on the computer instead, waking it from its sleep as well.

“Taking a break?” he asks and chuckles. She reflexively smiles the desk 
clerk’s indulgent grin that has become second nature to her.
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“I guess you caught me.” He is a salesman. She can tell at a glance from 
his baggy blue suit and the sheepish, genial look on his face. She can also 
tell he is new at it. His hair is shaggy and longish, not the short, neat cut of 
the veteran salesman, and he is trim; his fast-food, eat-in-the-car lifestyle 
hasn’t made him lumpy yet. He drums two fingers on the desk as he asks 
for a room.

“You know a mechanic in town?” he asks her, and she pulls Dalhart Auto-
motive’s business card from the stack under the desk. “I thought I could 
make it to Colorado Springs, but the damn thing just lost its get up and go 
outside of Amarillo. I hope it’s an easy fix.” 

“Well they’re good down there,” she says, flashing her desk clerk’s smile 
again. “Fix you right up.” He is attractive, with dark blue eyes and a full 
lower lip. Michael Ann looks away from him, busies herself with clicking 
his information into the computer. He is Sam Anderson and has a Lubbock 
address. He lingers by the desk after he takes his receipt, pats the pockets 
of his ill-fitting jacket as if looking for something to offer her, then puts his 
hands in his pants pockets. 

“Thanks. See you,” he says, looking her directly in the eyes, something 
guests rarely do. 

“Hopefully not,” Michael Ann says, then realizes how that sounds. She looks 
away from him, past his shoulder to the highway. “I mean hopefully they’ll 
fix your car.”

“Right. Good night,” he says. She glances back to see that he has not broken 
eye contact, smiles her service industry smile again, and he finally turns to 
go.

“Night,” she says to his back as he walks away.

At two Mr. Delgado calls her to say that the Austin kids are in the pool 
splashing and keeping him awake. “They are smoking drugs down there, 
Miss Dawson. I am no fool. I know it.” Michael Ann goes down to tell them 
the pool is closed, and they are passing a joint between them with their feet 
dangling over the side into the water. When they see her, they have the look 
of armadillos caught in the garbage.
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“Pool’s closed,” Michael Ann says, her eyes on the joint as the boy crushes it 
out on the pavement. He accidentally breaks it in half as he crams it into the 
soggy waistband of his swim trunks. She almost smiles, but doesn’t.

“Sorry,” the girl says. She stands up and adjusts the triangles of her bikini 
top over her breasts. Neither of them look at Michael Ann, their red eyes 
dart everywhere but her face: to the pool, to the iron fence beyond it, to the 
dark windows of the hotel rooms.

“I wouldn’t smoke any more of that while you’re here,” Michael Ann says. 
“Dalhart P.D. would love to take a couple of rich kids in for the night.” This 
is not true; the cops don’t really much care what happens at the La Quinta 
as long as it doesn’t affect the townspeople, but the kids look so scared, so 
shivery in the cool night wind that she can’t help herself. 

“Thank you,” the boy says, and with his wet hair curling around his ears and 
his wide eyes, he looks about ten, like he’s about to be taken to the princi-
pals’ office. She does smile now, but kindly. “Y’all just go back to your room, 
okay,” she says. They thank her again as they wrap themselves in towels and 
scurry away. She glances up to Mr. Delgado’s balcony just in time to see his 
curtains flap closed.

When they are gone, Michael Ann sits in a deck chair and wishes she had 
asked the girl for a cigarette. She only smokes occasionally, not enough to 
warrant keeping a pack on her, but today with Nee-Naw on her mind and 
the phone call to her mother still in her ears, she wants one. She thinks of 
Canyon Winds and the smell of disinfectant covering the pee smell which 
covers the fecal smell which covers the smell of old, and on the periphery of 
it all is the sense of waiting, of slow ticking clock hands moving toward the 
relief that comes when the worst finally happens.

She reaches up and scratches at the back of her neck, just below the hair-
line. The night air on her dry skin feels light and, for the moment, dust free. 
She remembers something Nee-Naw once said to her on another cool, still 
night as she sat in a different chair on the front porch of Nee-Naw’s creaky 
old house on West 7th Street. She’d been nineteen, and it was her mother’s 
third wedding day to the man who’d swept her up and blown her away. Nee-
Naw must have taken a drink or two at the reception, for she was not one 
to philosophize, and Michael Ann remembers her in an old-fashioned blue 
silk blouse with its pearly buttons fastened to the neck despite the summer 
month. Moths made sharp clinks as they threw their bodies into the porch 
light above them. Nee-Naw rocked slowly back and fourth in the dim glow it 
gave with her arms perched on the armrests of her high-backed rocker like 
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a queen holding court. Michael Ann can even remember the faint traces of 
pinkish lipstick on her grandmother’s sun-chapped lips as she spoke.

“It takes courage for a woman to live alone on the Panhandle,” Nee-Naw 
had said in her low, steady voice. “It takes courage for a woman to live out 
here without a man, without no one, really. Your mama ain’t got the cour-
age God gave cattle. ” She hadn’t looked at Michael Ann as she spoke, and 
Michael Ann had said nothing, only sat stock still listening to the bugs above 
them and the traffic sounds of the highway beyond as she wondered what 
Nee-Naw thought of her.

When Michael Ann gets back to the lobby, Sam Anderson is sitting on one of 
the sofas pouring Jack Daniels from a small bottle into a Coke can. He turns 
at the sound of the bell.

“Is this okay?” he asks, holding up the bottle. “I’m a little wired. Too much 
gas station coffee.” He barks a short, nervous chuckle.

“You can’t drink that down here,” Michael Ann says in an expressionless 
voice. This happens sometimes; lonely salesman wander down to the lobby 
with a bottle of something, hoping a middle of nowhere motel doubles as a 
brothel when business is slow. Usually her deadpan voice and pursed lips 
send the salesmen back to their rooms, but if they ever don’t, she keeps a 
small black can of mace under the counter that will.

Sam Anderson catches her meaning because he laughs that jittery laugh. 
“Oh God, this must look awful.” He looks Michael Ann square in the eye 
again, and once again, she is thrown off. She wants to look at the TV behind 
him but doesn’t. “I don’t mean anything, really I don’t. If I put it away?” he 
asks, slipping the bottle into his jacket pocket.

Michael Ann brings her hand to her stomach and scratches absently. “You 
smoke?” she asks. He lays a mostly full pack of Winstons on the coffee table, 
and they smoke right there in the lobby, ashing into the half-full cup of 
tepid coffee Michael Ann had poured herself when her shift started. On TV 
is an infomercial Michael Ann has seen before, a loud man with a think 
East Coast accent selling a ShamWow, made in Germany and guaranteed to 
clean up any spill, no matter what. The only sounds besides the TV are the 
omnipresent whistle of the wind outside and the whispers of their smoky 
exhalations. Occasionally, Sam Anderson sips from his cup, but he doesn’t 
offer Michael Ann any liquor. She trusts that, though she sits crammed into 
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the farthest corner of the sofa, only leaning toward him to tip ash into the 
coffee cup or reach for another Winston.

When he speaks, the alcohol has loosened his vowels and rid him of his ner-
vous chuckle. “God, what a day. What a damn week,” he says. Michael Ann 
says nothing, keeps her eyes on the screen, but she tilts her head toward him 
slightly, ready to listen or not.

“That car. I’m going to have to push back all my appointments in Colorado 
Springs. My wife’s birthday’s this week. Jesus, if I miss it . . . ” He takes a 
drink from his Coke can. “She hates this job,” he says.

“I can imagine.” Michael Ann doesn’t think his problems sound all that bad, 
but she keeps her head tilted toward him. She likes the sound of his voice; it 
is accentless, but goes up a little at the end of his sentences, giving even the 
talk of his bad day a cheerful lilt.

“She’s just, I don’t know. I mean, I hate it, too.” They are quiet again, and 
after a while, he gets up and goes to the soda machine. “You want?” he asks, 
and Michael Ann asks for a Dr. Pepper, her throat hurts from the cigarettes, 
but she doesn’t want to stop smoking tonight. I’ll Lysol the place and prop 
the doors open before my shift is over, she thinks, and if that doesn’t cover 
the smell, fuck it. I can work the front desk at any hotel anywhere. 

Sam Anderson comes back and sits her soda on the table. He opens his and 
takes a long drink. “Do you mind?” he asks, tapping his pocket. “I could go 
outside or back upstairs or whatever.” Michael Ann doesn’t want him to 
leave. She needs his cigarettes and to hear him talk if only for some reprieve 
from the sound of the wind and the stupid ShamWow. She waves her hand 
up at him to say “Whatever. Go ahead,” and he pours a huge shot of whiskey 
into the can. He still doesn’t offer her any; she considers raising her can for 
some but doesn’t. She can’t be drunk with four hours left of her shift.

“What about you?” he asks, sitting back down an inch or two closer than 
he’d been before. Michael Ann thinks of squirming over a little farther into 
the corner of the sofa but doesn’t do that either. She scratches her elbow. 

“You like working here?”

She keeps scratching. “It’s alright. Steady money, not too hard. You know.”



b s r|94

“But it seems like you could do this job anywhere,” he says. She stops 
scratching and looks at him, surprised to hear her thoughts echoed. He 
smiles at her tentatively.

“I didn’t mean anything,” he says, a hint of pleading in his tone. She thinks 
in that pleading she hears something of what she feels, the nervous exas-
peration at the quiet, the way the wind outside sets your nerves on edge and 
makes you just want something to happen, anything.

“No, it’s just that my grandma’s sick in the nursing home. My mom lives in 
Okalahoma City, so I’m all she really has here.”

“Your grandfather?”

“Died when I was little.”

“That’s tough. I mean for you. Here by yourself with her.” He is making a 
sympathetic face that doesn’t look natural, his eyebrows pushed down too 
far, his frown a little condescending, like this was what she’d asked him to 
feel.

“It’s not like that,” she snaps, tossing her nub of cigarette into the coffee cup 
where it extinguishes with a hiss, then looking back to the television. “She 
raised me. She did everything for me. I want to do this for her.” Michael Ann 
makes herself stop talking, with every word she sounds less authentic, like 
she is begging for him to keep that look on his face in spite of her sharpness. 
When she glances back at him though, he has crossed his legs and is looking 
at the TV. 

“What’s she got?” he asks, slightly bored sounding, as if he is asking about 
the show, which has changed to a new infomercial, this one about hair 
plugs. She’s seen this one, too.

“Alzheimer’s,” Michael Ann says. She concentrates on the man on TV, who 
is smiling and has a full head of chestnut hair with a sweeping part like a 
newscaster. He is holding up a picture of himself from when he was frown-
ing and bald with just a few sickly looking strands clinging to his pasty white 
scalp. “She’s getting worse.” Michael Ann says, still not looking away from 
the man with the new hair. “Today when I went she was all dressed up in 
this old black dress I forgot I even brought up there. She was just staring 
out the window. And when she saw me come in, she goes ‘He’s gone,’ and I 
said, ‘Who’s gone, Nee-Naw,’ that’s what I call her, and she looked out the 
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window and said, ‘Ernie.’ That’s my grandpa who died when I was two.” It 
feels good to say this to someone who doesn’t care and isn’t supposed to. 

“What’d you do?” Sam Anderson asks, and Michael Ann can feel that he is 
looking at her, but she won’t turn her head to see what face he’s making.

“I washed her dentures.”

“What?”

“The nurses don’t do it, and they were in this cup. They just didn’t look . . . 
clean.” Michael Ann thinks that she should laugh a little to show that this 
isn’t a big deal, but she can’t. She reaches for a Winston and lights it as Sam 
Anderson begins to talk about his uncle who had cancer and how the medi-
cine made him forget all kinds of things. 

Michael Ann stops listening and is instead in Nee-Naw’s shared bathroom, 
scrubbing those white, too perfect teeth with a wash rag and liquid soap. 
She knows that you aren’t supposed to use hand soap on dentures, but she 
doesn’t care. She scrubs the top set hard, working up a foamy lather, so hard 
that if they were real teeth, the gums would have broken and bled all over 
her hands. But they aren’t real, and she scrubs and scrubs then rinses them 
in water hot enough to turn her hands pink. When she’s done scrubbing, she 
drops them into the glass with a clink. She starts on the lowers and wants 
to throw them against the mirror because they belong in Nee-Naw’s mouth 
and not a dirty cup, and there is no one here to help her put them in, and it’s 
gross, Nee-Naw sitting there all slack-jawed and droopy lipped, distraught 
about twenty-four years ago . Where is Nee-Naw’s goddamn courage now, 
Michael Ann asks herself, taking a long, deep pull of the Winston and exhal-
ing a grey cloud at the La Quinta ceiling.. 

Then she is in the parking lot of Canyon Winds Elderly Care Facility. The 
Earth is flat around her, full of Panhandle nothingness, and the sun is beat-
ing her through the windows, and the goddamn wind is moving the dirt 
around but taking it nowhere, and she is staring at her car’s speedometer, 
doing math. Ninety miles an hour if I drove all night, she is thinking, I can 
be in Boulder in the morning. Then she is thinking about the Rocky moun-
tains and how beautiful it would be to see the sun rise from behind them. 
How the air is probably thin and clear up there, and she could look down 
from above and see pines spreading green, the kind of green she’s only seen 
in paint swatches, over rich brown soil. She looks back at Canyon Winds, 
and it is the same rust brown as the patch of Texas around it; if she drove, if 
she had driven, fast enough, she wouldn’t have even noticed it.
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But she is here, and it is now. Sam Anderson has stopped talking, and she 
looks at him. There must be something, some lonely pleading in her face be-
cause before she can change her expression he is kissing her. She carefully 
puts her cigarette into the cup then kisses back if only for the body heat of 
someone else. Her tongue slides back and forth against his, and it is sweet, 
filmy with Jack and Coke, and momentarily wonderful. Suddenly his hand 
is on her crotch, and she pushes back against him for a minute, wanting to 
rub her body against his and do the best kind of scratching, the kind that 
comes from the friction of two bodies moving against each other. When he 
puts his hand beneath her shirt to unhook her bra, she comes back to herself 
and pushes him away.

“Come on,” he says. He wraps his arms around her in a bear hug and slides 
her back across the couch toward him. She stiffens and pushes him back, 
but gently, deciding. He buries his face in her neck, and she can smell the 
liquor on his breath as he whispers, “Please.” The drunk desperation in that 
plea disgusts her; it is too naked, too bold. Not even the courage God gave 
cattle, she thinks, and she wants to be away from Sam Anderson. Michael 
Ann lets her body go limp and simply slides down and out of his grip. Then 
she is running for the front desk and can hear his feet behind her. When she 
reaches the desk she grabs her little can of mace and turns to him with it, 
ready to spray. He stops halfway between the couch and the desk and with 
his hands up as if she is the police.

“Okay. Okay,” he says. “I’m going.” He does not meet her eyes again. All she 
sees is the back of his white button down shirt as he leaves the lobby.

At three p.m. the next day, Michael Ann is arranging her face into a fake 
cheerful grin outside of room 137 of Canyon Winds. Nee-Naw’s TV is blar-
ing a talk show, and on it, a woman is crying, dabbing her red face with a 
tissue, but Nee-Naw is not watching when Michael Ann enters the room; 
she is staring at the doorway, waiting. She is not at the window today; she 
is propped in bed wearing a bathrobe that, years ago, was sky blue, but 
has now faded almost white in spots. The bed next to her sits empty. Her 
roommate, Gracie Rainwater, died a couple of weeks before, and the tidy, 
starched sheets tucked in with hospital corners against the blank walls are 
so institutional that they make Michael Ann shiver, but she catches herself, 
straightens her shoulders, and keeps smiling. 

She has tried to make Nee-Naw’s side of the room as much like home as 
possible. Over Nee-Naw’s head hangs the cross that was above her bed on 
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West 7th Street so long that when Michael Ann moved her things out, there 
remained a pale, crucifix-shaped outline where it had hung. On the night-
stand there is the lace doily that was once on her living room tea table, and 
above the TV is the framed quote that hung in Nee-Naw’s entryway Michael 
Ann’s whole life; it is by Thoreau and says, “Time is the stream I go fishing 
in.”

Nee-Naw’s face is as sun-ravaged and parched-looking as the earth outside. 
Deep wrinkles frame her mouth, and her cheekbones are sharp, jutting 
ridges that cast shadow beneath them, but when she sees Michael Ann she 
smiles a pink-gummed grin that dissipates the sharp angles of her face; she 
looks to Michael Ann almost like a baby when she smiles, toothless, like 
that, and Michael Ann must look away before it hurts. Her left arm itches 
just above her elbow, but she doesn’t scratch it, not in front of her grand-
mother. Nee-Naw’s newly cleaned dentures smile garishly up at her from 
the bedside table, floating in a soap spotted glass. 

“You’ve just missed my husband, Ernie,” Nee-Naw says.

“Where’d he go?” Michael Ann feels a sharp nervous pang, unsure of what 
day it is in this room. She moves her hand to her arm and rubs it until it 
feels a little better.

“Just up to the station. He’ll be back.” Now Nee-Naw is concentrating on 
Michael Ann’s face. “Trish?” she finally asks.

“No ma’am. It’s Michael Ann.” Michael Ann checks the irritation in her 
voice just as she checked her shiver and returns to her cheerful face. “Trish 
is my mom, remember? She lives in Oklahoma City now, with her new hus-
band, Carlos?”

“Of course. Michael Ann,” Nee-Naw pronounces the words carefully, and 
Michael Ann moves forward to pat her shoulder. “If the beer man comes 
to restock today, you tell him no more of that German stuff. Nobody wants 
that,” Nee-Naw says briskly, straightening her back and shrugging off Mi-
chael Ann’s hand.

“Yes ma’am, I’ll tell him.” Michael Ann moves the vinyl-cushioned chair 
closer to her grandmother’s bedside and sits. They watch the talk show until 
a smiling nurse comes in with a tray.
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“I got your snack here, Mrs. St. Cloud,” she says in a false chipper voice that 
Michael Ann recognizes as the same one she now uses with Nee-Naw. “You 
got a good granddaughter to come every day like she does.”

“She’s a good girl,” Nee-Naw says, reaching out for Michael Ann’s hand. Her 
skin feels dry, the bones beneath like matchsticks; Michael Ann wants to 
take her hand away but leaves it, waiting for Nee-Naw to break the contact. 
When the nurse leaves, Michael Ann takes the cellophane off the Jello and 
hands Nee-Naw her spoon and napkin.

“This looks good. It’s orange, and I think these are peaches in it. Those’ll be 
good, won’t they,” Michael Ann says loudly and slowly.

“You eat it,” Nee-Naw says, passing back the spoon.

“I’ll eat in a little while.” Nee-Naw says nothing, just keeps holding the 
spoon out; they look at one another, Michael Ann hesitant, Nee-Naw’s eyes 
kind and maybe, Michael Ann thinks, a little desperate. She takes the spoon 
and begins to eat the Jello, digging out the peaches and pushing them to 
the side of the bowl. When she has eaten about a quarter of the gelatin, she 
passes the bowl and spoon to Nee-Naw, who smiles and says, “You never do 
clean your plate,” before bringing the remainder to her mouth in careful, 
wobbling bites. She gums them down, a little orange spittle dripping out 
every now and then. Michael Ann looks away from her and at the TV, where 
the talk show has changed to a sitcom and amused parents scold a sicken-
ingly adorable boy covered in cake batter. Her left arm still itches, almost 
maddeningly, but she keeps her arms crossed over her chest. They sit in 
silence, the sitcom’s laugh track the only sound in the room.

After Wheel of Fortune, Michael Ann rises to the theme music of the five 
o’clock news. “I have to go, Nee-Naw,” she says, bending to her grandmoth-
er for a careful hug. “I have to go to work. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she fin-
ishes as she moves toward the door.

“Sure Trish. Don’t you and your daddy keep the beer man waiting.”

“We won’t.” Michael Ann’s shoes make a soft squeak on the linoleum floor 
as she makes her way out of Canyon Winds, keeping her fake smile on for 
a short Mexican nurse helping an ancient man in wrinkled linen pajamas 
scoot his walker toward the communal living room. When she is safely in 
the parking lot, she lets her face relax and goes at her left arm, pushing up 
her sleeve and clawing for almost a full minute before the itch subsides. 
Waiting, she thinks, and understands that love is mostly about waiting.
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TRACEY L. STEIN

WOMANHOOD

After midnight, the full-
bellied moon takes
command over the entire 

room of bodies
fighting to remain 
free from the heat.
 
Ice drips through the red
jungle of fabric trapping 
the kinetic flutters in.

Lana got slapped when she told.
Michelle got flowers.
Nate made fun of girls with dangling strings.

Yet on this night,
puddles of hot wine raise 
quills and rain pours out thick 
like sweet honey straight from the hive.

Tomorrow the room will be dark,
blood smudged, 
glasses lying empty on the table.
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CELESTE HAMILTON DENNIS

COLIFATOS

The buildings loom tall, casting dark angular shadows across the courtyard 
that hint at deprivation and loneliness. As I walk next to the bird-poop 
splattered walls, I struggle with a desire to run my hands over them, want-
ing to tangibly feel this reality. Since my father died one year ago, I have 
had to resist urges to obsessively touch objects all of kinds, feeling the need 
to confirm that reality exists—that the last year of my life happened, that it 
wasn’t just a messed up dream. 

The mental hospital is nothing like I’ve ever seen before. The graffiti scat-
tered throughout, normally one of my favorite things in Buenos Aires, is 
half finished, the words lazily lounging on the buildings’ surfaces as if they 
are taking a nap. The grass that should surround me is instead replaced by 
hard soil that is weary from hundreds of patients walking on its surface on 
their way in, their way out, their way to nowhere. Flor, a local porteña who 
sits alongside me everyday at the nonprofit we both work for, links her arm 
in mine. Her sister has been in and out of institutions; I am relying on Flor 
to speak both the language of her people and the patients.

Immediately we are welcomed with a small kiss on the cheek, which I try to 
unsuccessfully deflect as I am not quite comfortable with this custom yet, 
from a man named Juan who is sporting a worn dinner jacket. Juan is jit-
tery and can’t decide if he wants to focus his attention on me or on the loose 
thread hanging off his khaki shorts. Flor distracts him by asking what he’s 
going to perform. 
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I try to avoid his gaze and join in on their conversation, but the Spanish is 
too heavy with slang for me to follow. The native language is like a cocoon 
that is wrapped tight around them, accessible only to those who diligently 
practice and study hard. With that knowledge comes access to the very soul 
of the language, a spirit full of fierce revolutionaries, impassioned women 
and hypnotic hand clapping to enchanting guitar rhythms.

Under the guise of “professional development,” I had convinced my boss to 
transfer me to our Argentine office indefinitely. For the past two months, 
I’ve been encouraging dough-skinned expats like myself to volunteer and 
care about a community other than the one they came from. In my free time 
I attempt to adapt by eating empanadas and listening to tri-lingual musi-
cians like Manu Chao, an activist who champions marijuana and mental 
health with equal vehemence. He’s the reason I’m at the hospital in the first 
place. 

 But I’m a fraud; instead of letting the culture and language caress me, I 
want to get lost in its idioms and verb conjugations and gender pronouns. 
I don’t want to know what everyone has to say, weary of a year where ev-
eryone had something to say about why my father died so suddenly from a 
stroke, why his spiteful girlfriend didn’t call me to his deathbed before she 
pulled the plug, why he left my sister and me out of his will. And why I still 
feel guilty as if I could’ve prevented it all from happening. 

Before I can escape to the bathroom, Juan grabs my shoulders.

“You know Spiderman? And the man bat . . . Batman?!” he exclaims, shak-
ing his head so that his black feathered hair brushes his cheeks.

Before I can reply, Flor gestures toward the tiny shack in the middle of the 
yard, the reason we’ve come here. Inside, a Spanish cover version of Sting’s 
“Englishman in New York” is blaring over the speakers while young men are 
stringing wires and cables around a wooden table. One well-dressed woman 
is writing the day’s program on the chalkboard, while another woman in a 
ski cap is arranging white plastic chairs around in a circle. The small room 
is abuzz with voices, guitar tunings, and performance anxiety. Compared to 
the hospital that surrounds it, the space is like a chicken after its head has 
been cut off, its body frenetic and dynamic while its other part lays stagnant 
on the ground.

Radio La Colifata, the first radio show in the world to broadcast out of a 
mental hospital, is nothing like I expect. There is no gate to separate the 
normal from the abnormal, no flashy lights, nobody naked running around. 
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They don’t experience any trappings of fame; the only thing that seems to be 
kept in the room is the unavoidable smell of poor hygiene.

I had persuaded Flor to come with me, as the idea of mentally unstable peo-
ple communicating their inner neuroses over the airwaves was fascinating. 
I needed to see firsthand this innovative use of therapy, which makes sense 
for a country that takes pride in having more psychologists than dentists. 
I have even convinced my job that this is a great story to create a podcast 
about. For once, I won’t have to talk. I’ll just listen.

Juan comes over with a guitar in hand, strums it quickly and points to me 
and laughs. I think of Dad. Before he died a few years back at age fifty-
five, Dad would always have a guitar in hand and be laughing. He’d play 
with wild abandon songs he only half knew the lyrics to, such as Orbison’s 
“Pretty Woman,” not caring that he was, at best, mediocre. When my little 
sister and I were younger, sometimes he’d ask us to sing backup or drum 
on the kitchen table. He’d goofily laugh when we’d messed up, causing fits 
of laughter. 

A man with a ripped Rolling Stones T-shirt saunters by and mumbles inco-
herently. A woman walks over and tries to sell me braided bracelets of the 
variety I used to sell at local fairs when I was twelve. The attention is too 
focused and too unwavering, as I blush when saying my own name some-
times. I pull a magazine out of my bag.

Anonymity was one of the appeals of moving to this sprawling city, where 
nobody could tell if I were from Long Island or not. Here the decadent 
buildings and smell of meat from the parillas wouldn’t remind me of days 
spent splashing around with Dad in the public pool as a child, of nights as 
an adult eating Italian food and playing poker. Or of loving him so much but 
being stubborn and unable to say it the last few months of his life, scorned 
by his pride and misunderstood because of a silly fight.

A microphone is thrust in my hand. “Say your name. The patients want to 
know more about you,” the woman with the ski hat says. 

I look at Flor and her eyes scrunch up in a large smile.

“Uhh . . . I’m Celeste, I’m from the United States, and this is my first time 
here,” I say in fumbled Spanish, wishing I had a moment to rehearse in my 
head. Everybody claps. She says something back but I don’t understand.
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“Celes, she says welcome to Radio La Colifata and wants to know how you 
feel being here,” Flor translates. English is one of three languages she has 
mastered.

“Oh . . . great.” I hold the microphone away from my face, leaving it dan-
gling. Flor takes it from my hands and has the whole room laughing in the 
first ten seconds.

I can’t help but feel envious, and nostalgic. In my small town in Guyana 
where I was in the Peace Corps, locals would always invite us in their home 
to share meals, have some rum, or take a turn on the dance floor. Here 
where I’ve been for only a few months, I am more like a transient reality TV 
show star to the locals, intriguing at first but ultimately not all that interest-
ing.

After the round of introductions, the woman with the ski cap swiftly walks 
around the room, handing all of us tiny pieces of paper with ripped corners 
and chocolate smudges obscuring some of the lyrics. Enrique “Bolero” feebly 
grabs the microphone. He begins to sing in a soft whisper, as if serenading a 
baby, and he looks vacantly off into the distance as he mouths the words to 
a tune that harkens images of Spanish conquistadors coddling their women 
around a dance floor. Ski Cap cues the audience to sing along with him, and 
our off-key melody overpowers his, absorbing his gentle voice. I belt out 
words that are nothing but a string of syllables to me, proudly remember-
ing that I used to don a red vest and perform solos in my elementary school 
chorus. 

Alfredo sits in the middle of all this, oblivious to our pointed glances. He is 
seated uncomfortably in front of a giant mixing board, like a second in com-
mand co-pilot who has not quite received his wings yet. A patient is speak-
ing about his time in the Falklands War. Alfredo speaks softly into the mic, 
his voice an immediate balm for the man’s anxiety. He is comfortable with 
all of the patients, listening attentively to their every word, whether they are 
talking about how to use Skype or why the sea is magnificent. Sometimes he 
jokes, which I only know because he throws his head back, and his head of 
curls shakes in complicity.

But he ignores us. We sit patiently for three more hours until I become rest-
less and need to leave. As I’m getting up to go, a man with rotted teeth turns 
to me and laughs in my face.

* * *
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We are at Radio La Colifata a week later. A thin man with too-short pants 
and messy dreadlocks gestures for me to take a sip of maté, a type of tea that 
consists of herbs in hot water that is as common a drink in Latin America 
as America’s beloved Coke. It is communal, a gesture of solidarity, as it is 
passed around from one person to another. 

I know that by turning the maté down I am risking isolation. But I cannot 
stomach its marijuana-like taste, nor want to share saliva with him. He sim-
ply nods and smiles when I tell him, “No.”

To my right, another man wearing a purple belly sweater and what appears 
to be fluorescent blush on his cheeks is swaying side to side. He stops, notic-
ing the 3-D plastic parrot pinned to my shirt. He becomes obsessed, flick-
ing the plastic bird with his index finger as if it were a miniature punching 
bag. I squirm in my sticky seat. I’m about to get up to go the bathroom, a 
customary escape tactic for me, but yet another patient begins to vie for the 
parrot as well. The two of them simultaneously caress and hit the parrot like 
a beaten lover until Trinity arrives.

“Go, go. Leave the pretty girl alone,” he says clearly in his native tongue. He 
is clean-shaven and well put together, like a thinner version of Christopher 
Lloyd in Back to the Future. 

“You’re not from here, are you? Where are you from?” he says, in perfect 
English.

“America. New York.”

“New York, New York!” he says, bursting out his jazz hands. “I’m Trinity.”

“Hi, Trinity. Nice to meet you.”

“Your eyes are like the heavens. Like your name. Celeste,” he says, looking 
up to the sky. I can’t help but smile, amused by his boldness.

“Ah, I see you are a Romeo, huh?” I say, laughing.

“I can’t help it. I am part Italian, mi bella donna,” he says. “I am un coli-
fato.”

Trinity sounds sincere, a welcoming presence that makes me want to im-
mediately confess my carefully guarded secrets. I want to tell him that I 
am scared of never finding a place where I can settle happily in, that I feel 
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lonely, that I cannot stop thinking about my father’s recent death. I want 
to talk about this with someone who doesn’t know me, won’t judge, but so 
far the lifelong cliques of friends here in Buenos Aires have made it next to 
impossible. And my boyfriend has probably heard enough.

The usual programming begins. A woman recites poetry about why she likes 
America, including the fact that we chew gum, and another woman speaks 
about the beautiful sunsets in Spain. Soon, a series of music videos are pro-
jected onto a mattress-cum-screen. The first few are 1970’s Peruvian go-
go dancers, to which Juan is enthusiastically dancing. Lionel Ritchie’s face 
suddenly appears on the screen. Then Stevie Wonder’s.

“Come on, you speak English,” says Trinity, leading me into the center of 
the chair circle.

“Yes, but . . . ”

“We are the world . . . ” Trinity begins to sing.

I hesitate for a moment, fully aware of how cliché this moment is. But soon 
I am swaying back and forth with Trinity and the others, belting out the 
words to a song I haven’t heard in years. I am grinning uncontrollably, em-
barrassingly, not caring if we speak to Alfredo or not.

* * *

We return every weekend for the next couple of months, persistent in our 
pursuit of the story and driven by a newfound desire to see the patients 
again. One Saturday, we meet one of the women psychologists, Laura, who 
is busy straightening up a small adjacent shed where Each day is a gift 
from God is written on its walls. The room is haphazard and musty, like a 
neglected garage in suburbia. It is filled with chipped trophies the program 
has won from various media outlets over the years, stacks of men’s clothes 
they’ve received as donations, and old cassette tapes of folkloric music.

“What does the word colifato mean?” I ask, in shaky Spanish.

“It means crazy, but in a good way. It used to be a negative word.”

“Why is it not anymore?”

“Because they,” she gestures to the hospital, “have taken the word back. 
We’re all a little bit colifato, wouldn’t you think?”
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The program today is like any other day’s, full of warm kisses, oppressive 
smells, and heartbreaking honesty. Trinity is here, and his familiar presence 
is comforting. I take a seat next to him, and he squeezes my hand as his co-
patient Alejandro grabs the microphone.

His segment is called the “Unknown Man.” He closes his eyes, and runs his 
large hands through the tuft of hair atop his almost bald head. What fol-
lows is a twenty-minute musing on his relationship with his father. From 
the Spanish I can pick up, I gather that he is upset about how his father 
wouldn’t let him get the Celtic CD he wanted, how he is too strict from being 
in the national army, how he refuses to visit him anymore because of a fight 
they had. And how despite it all, Alejandro misses him.

I listen with envy, amazed at how Alejandro can say words such as these 
that are now being transmitted to more than twelve million listeners in Ar-
gentina. His frankness is inspiring; I start to tear, thinking about my own 
father. I have repressed the fact of his tumultuous death so much so that the 
only time I seem to deal with it is in my sleep, while thrashing and scream-
ing. 

I never got the chance to grieve properly. No sooner had he been cremated 
than the family pressured us make a legal case against his girlfriend, saying 
she coerced him to change his will at the height of his sickness. We couldn’t 
prove anything. My whole year was embroiled in legal jargon and unan-
swered questions about why he publicly renounced us. 

Now I don’t speak about it. But here Alejandro sits in front me, letting his 
inner thoughts and emotions pour forth with a fluidity I can only wish to 
attain. I go to the bathroom, preferring to be alone with my emotions while 
enduring the stench of a dilapidated mental hospital bathroom, urine all 
around my feet. When I come out, I find Flor’s eyes scrunched up in a state 
of happiness.

“Celes, we have an interview!” she says. “Alfredo said because we were this 
patient and persistent, we deserve an hour-long interview in his office. Yay!”

“That’s great . . . ” I say, with little enthusiasm.

“Celes, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I just . . . I just don’t feel well. I need to leave.”
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As we are walking out of the rusted gates, we encounter Marcus. He is a 
younger patient with tanned skin and a gold chain, the kind of not quite 
grown man who most likely spent much of his school years in detention. He 
links his arm in Flor’s. 

“I just can’t,” he says. “It’s too much, all of this.”

“It’s okay, Marcus,” Flor responds.

He continues with Flor and me. I am confused and uncomfortable, wanting 
to leave him behind with the others. But he hops in the taxi with us, as he 
is one of the few patients who are not dependent on the hospital’s drugs or 
stiff beds.

The three of us are squished in the backseat, with Flor in the middle still 
linked to Marcus. He begins to kiss Flor with urgency, dabbing her skin 
with his lips like one marks a Bingo card, hoping each motion will move him 
closer to the grand prize. Flor attempts to shift but he mirrors her motions. 
Finally, she lets out a sigh, and her body goes slack against the seat, giving 
in to Marcus’s affection.

Luckily, after ten minutes, Marcus hops out at an intersection full of tacky 
theatres, mediocre parrillas, and lazily named sex shops. 

“Celes, I had to. He needed it.”

“Flor, he was basically mauling you.”

“I know. He was telling me before he wanted to kill himself. He needed to 
kiss me. It’s okay.”

“I guess,” I say, shrugging.

I am secretly amazed and jealous at how easy Flor can give herself, how 
unselfishly empathetic she is to their suffering. When I go home that night, 
I take a half hour shower like I normally do after each show, washing the 
germs and sorrow of the day off. This time, though, I scrub harder than 
usual.

* * *

“When we say, ‘Vos sos un salame,’ it means the person is an idiot,” says 
my taxi driver. 
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“Ah, right,” I say, remembering hearing one of the colifatos jokingly call 
someone that. I laugh. 

Finally I feel as if I’m being let in to the secrets of a culture that up until this 
point I’ve had difficulty accessing. I’m beginning to think seriously studying 
the language might be fun, useful even. The taxi drivers, with their often 
gruff voices and elegant dress, have started to capture my heart. I love think-
ing of them intensely careening around the dance floor with their partners, 
whose tight calves sexily fill out their fishnets. My father loved dancing—one 
of the last dance classes he had taken was, unironically, The Hustle—and he 
enjoyed exploring new things. He would love this city.

I’m on my way to pick up Flor for a trip to Colifata, which has become a real 
world Spanish class I look forward to each week more so than nights out at 
bars. The taxi is rapidly weaving around cars and buses, stoically unaware of 
any potential consequences. I’ve become used to feeling like I’m in a video 
game, and choose to enjoy the ride instead of acting like a paranoid tourist.

The streets of Buenos Aires, with all its contradictory elements, have grown 
on me in the last few months, and for the first time I feel affection toward 
it. I love how the dilapidated buildings stand proud in their faded elegance, 
while the nude magazines that have front and center prominence in the ki-
osks boldly display their obscenities. 

I see a homeless man lying on the sidewalk surrounded by dogs. An older 
woman with a Botox-stretched face and an obviously fake chest hands him 
a bottle of water. The colifatos and their generous spirit aren’t just confined 
to a small shack in an abandoned part of the city each Saturday; it is every-
where. I’ve just never noticed it.

Flor hops in the car. A Lionel Ritchie song comes on the radio. 

“Heya, remember when I had to leave the other week? I just . . . I don’t 
know. Alejandro talking about his dad really affected me.”

“I know, it was amazing. So touching.”

“You know my dad died last year, right?”

“No, Celes! I am so sorry.”

“Yeah, I haven’t told anyone here really. Alejandro . . . I couldn’t handle it. 
It was too much.”
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“Celes, tell me. We can talk about it.”

I let it all out to Flor. The pain of losing him so suddenly, the guilt of not 
mourning enough, the void he has left in my life. She listens with an open 
ear and holds my hand until we get to the hospital. The release feels good. 
The colifatos do it every week, and now I understand why.

At Radio La Colifata, both staff and patients are in an exceptionally good 
mood. We arrive just in time for a break, but this time, Alfredo mans the 
mixing board like a set of turntables. Reggaeton, Latin pop, and cumbia 
begin to overflow from the speakers.

“These girls will get up and dance with you!” Alfredo suddenly says to the 
patients. Flor and I look at each other, shrug, and stand up. I walk over to 
Trinity and grab his hand.

“You know, this is practice for our wedding dance,” he says, winking.

I throw my head back and laugh, and we swing energetically to the beat. 
The rest of the audience members soon join us. We all bounce around the 
makeshift dance floor, polishing rusty moves and swapping dance partners 
all the while reveling in the silliness of this moment. Besides the quality of 
our teeth, there’s nothing to tell us apart from them.
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KATE KIMBALL

QUESTIONS

Oliver wasn’t worried about the cancer; he was worried about his charac-
ters. He honestly couldn’t think of one person he could trust to take care of 
them. 

What if they made Amelia Wineheart into an alcoholic? He supposed she 
was borderline anyway. She had an occasional drink now and then, and she 
spent her evenings in bars. But, still. She wasn’t addicted or anything. She 
just liked to have fun. 

She had been seeing Thomas Call, a literature professor at a state university. 
He drove a Volvo and smoked from a pipe. He cut his hair himself and ate 
bruschetta for breakfast. They had met one snowy evening at the bar, when 
Thomas was scheduled to meet a colleague. He would be immediately taken 
back by Amelia’s long, curly red hair, and would never guess that she was 
pushing fifty. They wouldn’t fall in love. They wouldn’t even enjoy sex. How-
ever, they were people who would love to stay up until all hours of the night 
to complain about their misfortunes, and there was something gothically 
beautiful about this. Their misery would be textured with intimacy. 

Also worrisome was the situation with Phillip Namarov, who still hadn’t 
mastered Russian and had still not come out of the closet to any of his 
friends. On his last date, he had given in to the woman’s lips on his neck, 
though he found them to be completely repulsive. He was in love with 
Drew, the local waiter at his favorite restaurant. Drew was twenty-five years 
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younger than him. He had dreams. Last Phillip heard, Drew wanted to go 
into political science or become a court reporter. Phillip understood this. He 
liked big words and he had a fascination with Law and Order, although he 
couldn’t stand the blood. Every time he saw even a drop of blood, he felt his 
head get light. The only thing he had to look forward to after a long week of 
work as a mechanic was that dinner at the local restaurant. 

Yes, Oliver needed to make arrangements. 

He thought about asking his neighbor, Helen, but the last time he had talk-
ed to her about his characters she had insisted that he go talk to someone 
so he didn’t feel so alone. When he had thought about his brother, Edward, 
he had replied that characters were characters, and unless they were on the 
big screen, no one would care what happened to them. “How can you worry 
about something that doesn’t exist?” he had asked the last time he stopped 
in to visit. “What you need to worry about is chemo and making a legal will.” 
He thought about his boss, Ron. Ron was the type of guy who liked stories. 
He wanted to hear about Amelia and Thomas, and he always told Oliver that 
he needed to make Amelia twenty years younger. But Ron wasn’t into lan-
guage. He wanted things simple and told in two pages or less. Oliver knew 
this disgusted his characters.

After Oliver received his second bill for twenty-thousand dollars for a trans-
fusion and platelets, he thought about the nurse. Renae was pretty and 
calming. She told him to keep up the good work. He sold his car to pay for 
the first transfusion. After the second, he had to work part-time because he 
was losing energy. Renae told him that she would consider helping him as 
a hospice nurse. She wanted to set him up with her cousin. This, he knew, 
was impossible. No one wanted to date someone who was dying. Still, the 
cousin was young and hopeful and was into older men. She had green eyes 
and a wicked smile. Maybe he could ask her. 

After the third transfusion, Oliver had to stop work completely, for he forgot 
things. Ron explained that he was a liability. He told him to go home and 
work on the story about the ten-year-old, Tyler, who had fallen into a pit in 
the woods and found a way to stop time. Tyler had realized that stopping 
time was boring, and while he didn’t miss his parents, as they were highly 
dysfunctional people, he missed their antagonizing him and forgetting his 
birthday. Later in his life, Tyler would become grateful. This of course, was 
after years of drug abuse and womanizing. Tyler, eventually, would get well. 

Oliver felt overwhelmed with questions for his characters. He felt over-
whelmed by the many things that he had still not been able to explore. He 
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tried to stick to the regiment his doctor gave him. He ate the blue and white 
pills. He wrote pages and pages and slept in the afternoons. At night, the 
slow beat of his heart reminded him of all the things he still needed to do. 
He tried to stop worrying about the debt his condition was incurring. He 
tried and tried, but all he could hear was the soft sound of the dirt he imag-
ined being tossed onto his grave. 

When the landlord received a complaint about a permeating smell from the 
third floor, he broke the door down. It was he who cut the extension cord. 
It was he that heard Oliver fall with a thud from the closet bar. He stared 
at Oliver’s neck bent in the shape of a question mark, his skin purple from 
the cord. The landlord was tired. How could he rent the room now? He sat 
there, his head in his hands, shaking. His wife still wanted him to pick up 
another gallon of milk. She accused him of cheating on her the last time 
he arrived home after dinner. She was an angry woman without any pa-
tience. Still, he lowered himself to the ground, picking up page after page of 
Oliver’s manuscript, the wind blowing through the windows, spreading the 
pages across the room. He lifted the pages to his nose and smelled them, 
and for a moment, forgot about what he needed to do.
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MELINDA J. COMBS

LOVE INCANTATION

Email the White Witch and ask for help in finding love. It’s been thirteen 
months and six days since your broken engagement: he changed for the 
worse; you changed for the better. You couldn’t meet halfway.

Receive perfectly punctuated and polite email from the White Witch who 
directs, “Make a list of qualities you want in a man but don’t ask for a spe-
cific man. Please do not think about a specific man because this will hinder 
the spell.”

While making List, think about specific men: Sergio’s clown imperson-
ations, Steven’s bedroom skills, and Spike’s crawfish etouffee. Keep adding 
to List anyway, regardless of jinx:

1. Eco-aware, but not militant

2. Artistic, but not flaky

3. Decent head of hair. Bald is okay too, especially if he has other follicular 
benefits, like a goatee

4. Dog-friendly, but cat indifferent

5. Pancake-maker, but carb-aware
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Include everything you want but are too afraid to admit out loud because 
you don’t want to seem greedy. Writing it down is safe because no one will 
know, not even the White Witch.

Decide to create a NO column, just so that your wishes don’t get confused 
in transit.

1. No weightlifters

2. No rednecks

3. No engineers, accountants, or other incredibly precise careers

4. No bullies, no yuppies, no capitalists, no Republicans (despite what 
your parents think)

Decide you have definitely asked for too much. Continue with process any-
way.

Place List under pillow during Winter Solstice.

Check on list during the middle of the night out of worry that it has fallen 
behind the bed and disintegrated into dust bunnies. 

In morning, discover List is lost. Tear sheets off bed. Find nothing but yel-
low ladybug sock with no-slip rubber dots on bottom. Feel relief that sock 
has finally been located. Search dog’s mouth for List; she sleeps under the 
bed and it’s questionable if she wants to share you with another. Be sud-
denly certain that your ex-fiancé was correct and your love life is doomed.

Start to cry.

Find List twenty minutes later, where it is stuck between mattress and wall, 
precariously balanced.

Gather accoutrements for spell:

1. Green apple

2. Plain ribbon

3. Real honey
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4. Three white candles

At grocery store, fondle many apples until you find The One, the apple that 
has the potential to create or destroy your happiness. Check several times 
for bruises. Polish The Apple on your sweater until the fruit glows. Consider 
biting into The Apple because it’s so beautiful, but remember its purpose 
just in time. 

At home, look for plain ribbon in wrapping paper box under bed. Discover 
the only ribbon there is Christmas-themed. Email ribbon concerns to the 
White Witch.

Receive prompt response to ribbon inquiry: “The Goddess of Love is actu-
ally picky about such matters, so I am going to suggest another ribbon.”

Decide the Goddess of Love is too demanding and unappeasable. Deflate.

Find teddy bear honey pot. Re-inflate.

Find three small white candles in back of cupboard. Wonder if the candles 
are too small and thus will hinder the love spell. Return to store five times 
to buy candles. Spend $78.27 on candle assortment.

Drive to fabric store and buy seven spools of ribbon, some yarn, some satin, 
and some tulle (just in case). Spend $23.25 on ribbon assortment. Become 
aware of impact of love on your wallet. Commit to a love budget.

On January 7th, at 3 p.m., open door and welcome the White Witch into 
home.

Suddenly want to puke. Consider if love might take a raincheck. Consider if 
the White Witch will take a raincheck.

Watch as the White Witch sweeps into your home with a flurry of encour-
agement and hand motions. Try to hide surprise that she actually looks like 
a witch: long dark hair, thin, tall, wide-eyed. Be more surprised by the Eng-
lish accent and plaid Bermuda shorts.

Watch as the White Witch prepares a corner by the window for the love 
spell. Be suddenly panicked. Ask self: Do I really want an eco-aware pan-
cake-maker who reads literature? Can I love without guarantees? What if I 
missed something on the List? Did I write Anger Issues in the NO column?
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Realize you need to completely revise the List. Consider asking if you can sit 
down and talk this out but are afraid of interrupting the White Witch and 
her look of resolve.

Suddenly remember it’s been 1.3 years since you had sex; decide to take love 
spell very seriously.

Listen and follow the White Witch’s instructions:

• Slice the apple in half (to show its magical five points). Immediately 
forget what the halves are for due to personal amazement over how 
beautiful apples are and wonder why you never noticed it before. 

• Dab honey onto apple halves in order to add to “the sweetness of love.”

Vow to bathe in honey daily.

• Place (perfectly folded) List on one apple half. Bring the halves togeth-
er and hold in hands while the White Witch provides a meditation on 
finding true love. Listen as she reminds you again, “Don’t picture any-
one specific.”

Tell self to stop visualizing your long-departed ex-fiancé, Sergio the Goatee-
Wearing, Witty, Waffle-Making Musician/Employed Computer Geek. Feel 
hatred because he is skinny dipping in your mind at a time like this. Realize 
you are ruining the love spell. Suddenly remember you are holding an apple 
in your hand.

• Wrap the ribbon around the apple and meditate together, focused on 
finding true love. Actual meditation time lapse is only one minute, but 
feels like twenty. During the silence, strain to hear the neighbors’ con-
versation next door.

• Place apple in bowl to rot.

Realize the White Witch said that the apple must stay in the bowl until the 
candles are completely extinguished, but become instantly fearful of the po-
tential ant conga line such an attraction would bring. Plan to rid living room 
of ants through patient herding techniques so as not to harm the ants and 
possibly harm the love spell. Suddenly remember you are still actually in the 
middle of a love spell.
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Calculate how long until the candles are puddles of wax. Underestimate as 
usual.

Listen to the White Witch sing and chant. Wish you could sing like her be-
cause her voice is surprisingly good. Consider taking voice lessons. Remem-
ber Witch has a husband, proving efficacy of voice skills. Wonder when love 
spell will end so you can sign up for voice lessons. Realize you are not listen-
ing to her and feel guilty.

Suddenly feel that the whole spell is a big load of shit because the Goddess 
of Love must not exist because if she did, she’d have already done some-
thing for you and hasn’t.

Get pissed at Sergio for being a lug.

Get pissed at Steven for being a cad.

Get pissed at Spike for being a cling-on.

Get pissed at Goddess of Love.

Ask the White Witch to chant as loud as she can and remind her that the 
spell is for you and only you – not someone she did the spell for last week.

Suddenly want love again: successful, full-blown, all-out love.

Feel certain the White Witch must have hexed you.

Bury mostly-rotted apple, with all of its magic, in a very special plant. Per 
the White Witch’s instructions, you will think of true love every time you 
water the plant. Choose your Butterfly Bush, Buddleja davidii, because of 
its sweet nectar and its large surface area. Immediately increase watering 
schedule by a factor of twelve. Almost kill Buddleja davidii with too much 
water. Stop watering plant for a month. Almost kill Buddleja with too little 
water. 

Wait for true love. 

Sit on wooden bench next to Butterfly Bush, drinking coffee. Repeat daily. 
Wait for a sign, but see only signs that read STOP or 35 MPH ZONE. Look 
everywhere for a message from the Goddess of Love, including under the 
bed and in the dog’s mouth. 
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Wait.

And wait.
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I promise I’ll get you out of this
gusseted satin with scratchy
lace sleeves, and too many
mother-of-pearl buttons

You’re scared your life
will stiff you—
I promise it will

Eggs will be broken
So will commandments
Cats will have kittens
All over that virginal dress

There will be blood
There will be thunder

I promise you shocking pink dresses
bell-bottom pants
a trip to the badlands
on somebody else’s horse

NAOMI RUTH LOWINSKY

TO THE GIRL IN A 
VEIL WITH ROSEBUDS 
AND FORBODINGS
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You’ll wander in worlds
you’ve not yet heard of
nor has your father
or your earnest young man

I’ll spare you the shiver stories—
they’ll come—so will the keening
the beating your fists
on the steering wheel

you don’t want to know
the damage you’ll do

but I promise you, fifty years later
you’ll be gazing at wetlands
at the shape of the wind
in the grasses—

you’ll be among friends
who know much of the story—
speaking of flow, of the flight
of an egret over reclaimed marsh

I promise I’ll get you out of this
gusseted satin with scratchy
lace sleeves, and too many
mother-of-pearl buttons
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MERCY BROWN, ON HER 
EXHUMATION, 1892

MEGAN COWEN

What is righteousness if not a bloody tooth
uprooted with the rest of the body?

Not two months with the worms,
you’ve dragged my face upwards through 
centuries of moss. 

These lungs have no breath to tell you
the bloodied lip is my own, 

that these bones haven’t stirred
to the sweet footsteps 
of vagrant hounds.

Like a mollusk, my body goes 
piece by piece to science—to what is good.

See how my feet unbind 
into long, silk husks
as your fingers lap up the leather 

tongues of my shoes. I have no need 
of pearl or the ivory at my throat. 
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Unclasp it
and know how death can smell
like risen bread.

See when your scalpel divides 
my breastbone, when fingers have pulled 

back my pillaged ribs 
that no blood escapes—only 
the fragrant jade of spreading weeds.
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FINDER GIRL

TAWNYSHA GREENE

When I meet my sister at the beach, we lay out a big sheet, open bags of 
bread, feed seagulls with outstretched hands. Her three girls chase the birds 
and my sister points out the white walls beyond the parking lot, asks if I 
remember the maze we visited as kids.

Its doors are barred shut now, but the four towers in the middle are still 
there—checkpoints with pencils tied to each with a white string. I am eight 
then, she is six. Sheets of paper in hand, four towers to be marked off on the 
page, we race through.

She’s at the third tower before I reach the first and the sun gets hot, the 
dead ends more frequent. I lean down to the ground, find her feet across the 
maze, white sandals running, turning, running again. She calls to me from 
the final tower, tells me how to get there. 
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I find a door, but it’s where we started and my sister’s already out, her sheet 
checked off. The one in my hands is blank, unmarked. Momma calls her the 
finder girl, a name I think of now, but don’t say as my sister fiddles with her 
keys, watches her girls play.

Daddy’s keys, I remember, he always misplaced them before going to work 
at night. He wakes us, drags us down the stairs, says we have a minute to 
find what he’s lost. We look under couch cushions, through clothes in the 
laundry, behind curtains, under rugs.

Weekends, he loses the television remote, his wallet, the keys again. Some-
times, we find them, sometimes, we don’t and when time runs out, Daddy 
gets the tool out from the garage—the one with the jagged edge for cleaning 
the grill—holds us down. 

More times than not, Daddy has me pinned to the floor, hands behind my 
back, when my sister comes running, Daddy’s keys in her hand, yelling, I 
found it, Daddy, and Momma puts us back to bed, kisses her, calls her the 
finder girl again.

Beckoning her girls back, my sister packs up our things on the beach, puts 
her keys in her pocket. She flings the sheet free of sand and I take the other 
side, hold the sheet out, and we fold it end over end, meeting in the middle 
where she takes it, and I let go. 
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I consider the implications: the weight of your hand
draped casually over our pillow like an anchor for our hair, the room
filled with the humble buzz of a muted television at midnight,
as your voice drops

into the primeval register of the nocturnal. You don’t believe
in fate. You say that you know what life is without
us, the undying echo

of an empty bed. You become bark, begin to sprout
leaves at the ends of your fingertips you think are promises
and proof of your tenacity, your ability to catch the wind,
and splay your fingers like they are wings around us. I can feel

the filtered breeze ruffling her hair, the glow of her
body as she blushes the way every girl is taught
to in storybooks. She tilts her head like a bird of paradise caught
by the distant whistle of a mating call.

THE PREDECESSOR

JESSICA GUZMAN
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Marybeth and I are front
porch fortunetellers. We wave
sparklers at moths like it’s the fourth
of July. We write our names
with the faded light and smoke
cigarettes and promise each other
we still bleed. I tell her
I had a dream where we were
cats but she says I’m a scarecrow.
A thin film of ice gathers on
my knees and the crunch
of summer falls into the past
tense. I confess I’m obsessed
with dismantling symmetry. She pulls
the socks off my feet and predicts
showers for Thursday. There is
no balm in Gilead. We rock back
and forth, cautious of the rustling
of wings.

AT THREE IN THE 
MORNING
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JOE BAUMANN

BACKYARD

i

You walk into the backyard and they’re everywhere. God damn round little 
spheres, green like tennis balls but without the fuzz or pleasant bouncing 
sound when they connect with a hard surface. In your right hand you hold 
the plastic handle of a purple basket, slender, whose hard mesh side scrapes 
against your bare leg, stinging your hairless calf with each step.

Staring down the hill, your mouth falls open. The entire sloping yard is 
pockmarked with baby-fist sized walnuts. When full, you’ll have to set the 
basket down and wait for your father to get home from work and have him 
bring it inside, because you’re not strong enough yet to drag forty pounds. 
He will deposit it in the garage, waiting for—you’re not sure what; your fa-
ther doesn’t tell you these things. Eventually the walnuts will overtake the 
corners, crates and boxes leaning atop one another, sagging as their con-
tents decays, the rotting smell of dying matter permeating the garage.

* * *

You do not hear the growl of your father’s lawnmower. Moments earlier, 
its howl shot through the line of windows along the living room wall, inter-
rupting the sound of cartoons on the television, then dissipated as he drove 
along the side of the house. The noise roared up again just outside the open 
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garage door. Its sudden silence means one of two things: your father has 
finished mowing the grass, or—

The door to the garage opens inward, and your father’s gloved hand beckons 
toward you—

He needs you to rake the creek.

Your backyard is really just a hill, one an amateur skier might slalom. At 
the very bottom is a small creek, no more than a foot at its widest, the wa-
ter moving almost invisibly along the muddy base, trickling like a dripping 
sink.

Somewhere along the creek, which threads its way under a clump of trees 
and marks your parents’ property line, the water has become clogged, 
backed up with dead leaves again. You fail to see how digging them out 
will help, but your father insists for reasons you don’t understand, and you 
trudge out the door, feet scraping against the garage floor like nails.

* * *

Last night a heavy storm stomped through your neighborhood, wind whis-
pering against your windows, lightning illuminating the trees and blinking 
your lights, thunder upsetting the rhythm of your heartbeat. You listened 
as rain drops smacked against the three rectangular skylights of your living 
room’s high, biangular ceiling, sounding like baseballs. You imagined the 
glass shattering, raining sharp slivers and soft, wet bits of rain, fragile as 
eggs, down onto the furniture and your cats. But in the morning the sky-
lights are still intact, plunging long stems of sun onto the carpet while your 
cat Annie lay in the square of yellow, her legs stretched out, belly exposed.

But you walk outside while the sidewalk is still a few shades darker than 
usual and sigh, seeing the wreckage: branches thin as straw, thick as lamp-
posts, tangled up in one another like moose antlers locked in combat, strewn 
across the lawn. You know they will be yours to collect.

* * *

The blower stops again. The smattering of dead leaves settles, no browns, 
reds, yellows and oranges plunging outward in a stream toward the middle 
of the yard where they can be churned by the lawnmower into confetti-sized 
pieces, left for the wind to drag away. Small enough that they cannot crowd 
the gutter or stick to your feet.
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But the blower is not working. You exhale an obscenity and drop it to the 
ground. Maybe it cracks or breaks, but you don’t care. You march down 
the sidewalk from your front porch to the driveway and turn into the open 
garage.

The orange extension cord’s prongs lean into the power outlet, not making 
enough contact to connect to the electricity waiting to pulse through. You 
shake your head and push the head of the cord into the wall. From its place 
on the grass, you hear the blower roar to life. Perhaps, you think, it is spin-
ning, creating a cyclone of leaves, an autumnal tornado that you’re inclined 
to set free to rage across the yard.

* * *

Underneath your back deck is the saddest looking patio you’ve seen in 
your whole damn life. The concrete slab that meets the grass is covered in 
black streaks, mashed up yard waste, a combination of dust, dead tree bark, 
leaves, and soil from shoes and work boots. A metal table with yellow legs 
and a steel top with perforated lines of prefabricated holes is covered in wal-
nut skins—squirrels eat here when they think no one is looking out through 
the window of your basement where your cats watch and hiss through the 
glass.

And then the logs.

Firewood sits stacked on a log rack against the wall, though you don’t see 
what job the rack is doing. A large U, it makes a three-sided frame in which 
the logs rest. You suppose that without the rack the logs might tumble into 
the yard, crash into your father’s abandoned tomato garden. But who, you 
wonder when you stare through the basement door, would notice?

* * *

Your father tells you to do it like he does, so you stare at his feet, several siz-
es larger than your own. He steps on the loose earth in small paces, moving 
forward a few inches with each step, his feet never rising from the ground 
entirely. He tells you to push down, using your ankle as a pivot point. Make 
sure you really pack the dirt down, mash the ground in or they’ll get through 
again. You can’t help but notice how faded his tennis shoes are.

You collapse mole tunnels, little streaks of uprooted earth that form asym-
metrical patterns of zigzagging lines across the sloping hill of the backyard. 
Some of them are dark brown, the underside of the topsoil flipped upward 
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in chunks that resemble cubes and globs of milk chocolate. Others are raised 
tracks of grass, the blades skewed out like porcupines’ backs.

You feel the earth sag under your feet as you step forward slowly. You feel 
silly, walking like a penguin across a glacier. But you also feel sorry, and in 
your head you apologize. Not entirely sure what a mole looks like, you imag-
ine a dark brown rat with tiny, opaque eyes. You read somewhere that they 
have terrible eyesight. Perhaps that’s why they live underground.

ii

You keep wondering if a mole is beneath while you squash down the tunnel. 
If you close your eyes, you almost hear the air being pushed out while the 
ground collapses on itself. But you never feel the crunch of a living thing 
beneath you, never sense the splintering of delicate animal bones—but who 
ever told you animal bones were delicate? You’ve never broken a bone. 
You’ve cut your body open many times, spilled blood like a leaky faucet, a 
slow-moving creek, a river. But never snapped your arm or leg or toe.

When your father isn’t around, you walk around the mole tunnels. Some-
times, when you’re not looking at your feet, you trip over them, put a pot-
hole in their carefully dug-out street, but you don’t repair it. Perhaps they’ll 
notice your mercy.

* * *

Late in the summer, they gather in droves at the base of the hill where the 
ground is mushy, near the creek that constantly seeps out its charge. When 
you bend over to grab the walnuts, you sometimes slip, flail your arms into 
the muck. And then you curse, damn the walnuts, but they simply sit there, 
silent shells. Sometimes you kick a clump of them, send them spraying 
across the yard like gunfire, and they thunk against the ground. 

Every now and then they crack open on impact, and you see their insides: 
brown, muddy gunk, like ground beef, crumbly, safeguarding the hard, in-
ner nut. If you step on one to burst it open, it trembles, its open wound 
stretching quietly, a slowly widening smile. But there are no teeth inside 
its grin.

* * *
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You lift a lawn sprinkler off the metal table, brushing dust and grime from 
the curved tube. When spraying out water, the sprinkler creates what al-
ways looks to you like the watery outline of a fan sea shell. The shell grows 
and grows as it reaches its peak, then becomes tinier and tinier until its 
lines of water barely skim off the top of the blades of grass. This sprinkler 
is old, the yellow plastic sides faded and cracked. So much rust covers the 
metallic curved spine that you wonder if, should you plug it in, water could 
still break through. 

Looking out at the yard from the patio, you try to remember running 
through its plumes. If you have memories of leaping across this sprinkler 
in the summer, they, too, have become so rusted they do not shine through.

* * *

Your father points out the spot: right there, he tells you, by that tree root. It 
covers most of the creek bed’s width, leaving only a small inlet for water to 
pass through. Leaves, dead grass, and clumps of clay have packed against 
this spot so no water trickles past. You stab the shovel against the clog, forc-
ing all your weight against it, screaming for it to loosen, damn it.

Keeping your eyes on the other side of the root, you can see the skeletal 
bottom of the creek, the clay-dry bumps and valleys that run through like 
the veins and tendons of your hand. You want the water to burst through, 
even just trickle through like the last bit of urine leaving your body. The dust 
and sun leave you thirsty, but you refuse to rest until the creek is no longer 
parched.

* * *

You can’t see your feet, but you can feel your jeans getting wetter, sending 
a soggy cold slowly up your legs. It radiates from your bones, through your 
sinewy muscles, pushing the hairs on your legs outward.

The electric leaf blower is broken, so, as your father pulls piles of leaves into 
black garbage bags in awkward bear hugs, you swish-swish forward, push-
ing leaves toward him. The cold air whips at your face, your hair damp and 
skin clammy with sweat. For a moment you find yourself missing the blower 
and its scream as it does its work.

The cold inches further up your legs, the dead leaves transferring dew and 
absorbed water onto your jeans. You would shake your fist at them, glare 



b s r|132

and kick them up, but you know they are simply relinquishing something 
they no longer need.

* * *

The amputated branch dragging behind you refuses to cooperate. The fork-
ing twigs extending from the thick, gray base grab at the ground like an 
infant reaching for something to feel. You snarl back at it as you wrench 
it from the ground, and in the process it scratches against your leg. So you 
scream out, fuck, damn it, and throw it to the ground.

You snap your leg down in the middle of the branch. It sags, deep splinters 
running across the bark, but does not crack apart. You take a deep breath, 
turn around, and keep pulling it along until your load suddenly feels lighter, 
and you have to stop, retrace your steps. Now both of your hands chafe, a 
brambly skeleton of angel wings following behind you.

iii

A branch, end like a mammoth claw, clings to the leafless tree, refusing 
to relinquish its grip, no matter how much you tug on the thick end. Your 
hands are becoming raw as the rough bark keeps slipping along your palm, 
digging into the sensitive fleshy skin.

You try everything—throwing rocks, another branch, a basketball. Leaping 
up, gripping the branch with both arms, letting gravity pull it down. Finally 
you hear the knot of twig tentacles crackle like a line of weak firecrackers, 
and the branch falls. You carry it away to the pile in the back yard.

On your way inside, you examine your hands. Small bits of skin have been 
nearly ripped from your palms, hanging on by slivers of translucent flesh. 
You pluck at each one gingerly, sending stinging pain along your nerves. 
Gritting your teeth, you keep pulling, no matter how much your skin and 
brain resist.

* * *

One day, your father shows you the traps: long stakes on spring-loaded ends, 
with a metal arch at the top to grip while you plunge the pointed spikes into 
the ground. If a mole digs under the sharp teeth, he tells you, they’ll strike 
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down, skewer the bastard. He buries them along the paths in the backyard, 
three of them, eight-inch high steel arcs rising from the ground.

He tells you not to get too close to them; you might hurt yourself. But when 
he isn’t there to yell at you, you approach one. You cannot tell if it has been 
sprung. You lean down toward the trap, nose close. Smell the steel. Wonder 
if you look hard enough if blood will seep up through the earth. You close 
your eyes, glad that you cannot tell.

* * *

You don’t like standing on the ladder, but you’re not sure what to tell your 
father when he wants you to help him install guards on the gutters. Save us 
time when we have to clear the leaves, he keeps telling you. But you don’t 
care if it saves you time. You hate climbing fucking ladders, all rickety like 
stilts or a stack of china hovering on a busboy’s arms. Your father can see 
your discomfort whenever he enlists your help to string up Christmas lights 
up along the gutters and the apex of the angular garage, but he still never 
leaves you alone when the time comes.

Then he tells you to grab the broom he’s holding up to you so you can sweep 
the dead leaves off the roof. You sigh, lean slowly back and take the handle, 
push it up onto the slanted roof.

You look up: a line of beige, dried and cracked leaves has settled into one of 
the crevices in the shingling. As you pull the broom toward you, sending a 
shower of dead leaves to blanket the living grass, you wonder what it’s like 
to be them, to be left behind, for no one to notice.

* * *

An entire forest green garbage can full of them has started attracting squir-
rels. You catch them in the act now and then. In their motionless hands—
the little rodents always freeze when you appear—are small brown circles. 
At their feet, clumps of moldy, dirty green matter.

They are eating the walnuts.

You watch as their little mouths move with imperceptible care, speedy like 
hummingbirds’ wings, their hands spinning the walnuts over like a potter 
shaping a vase out of pliant clay. 
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They carry the cores away with them at your first step in their direction, 
leaving behind chunks of eviscerated walnut husk on the garage floor. 
Sometimes you walk over and look at the gunk. If you’re wearing shoes, 
maybe you scuff your toe along the ground, sweep the debris out, leaving 
a faint streak of walnut’s blood on the cement. You lean down, look closer. 
That, you think to yourself, can’t possibly be what you look like inside.

* * *

Twirling the rake like a staff, adapting your muscles to the uneven weight on 
the ends, you thrust the clawed end forward, imagine skewering some mon-
ster through the chest. You’ve already made sure no one is looking; all you 
need is one of the neighbors you never talk to thinking you’re a dweeb who 
fights invisible creatures, passing the time while you clean out the pathetic 
excuse for a creek.

You ignore the splattering feeling on your legs as you flick the rake back 
over your shoulder. The grimy marks make you look more freckled than you 
really are, but the color is right. The small moles on your arms and legs look 
like mud flecks themselves, barely raised off your skin, round and brown 
like circular sprinkles. 

In a few years, you’ll notice that other kids your age don’t have those same 
marks on their arms and back. They probably never imagined they fought 
evil, never pulled muck and grime out of a ditch in their own backyards. 
You’ll wish those blemishes would wash away, like mud, leaving tiny trails 
around the shower drain that slowly scuttle off and disappear from sight.

* * *

Not sure what has happened to the rest of it, you pick up the blue plastic 
from the table on the patio. It resembles an old VHS tape, maybe one and 
a half times the normal length. The corner looks like it has had a bite taken 
out of it. The piece was once a part of your old swing set.

But you never thought of it like that. Yours. The previous owners of your 
house didn’t take it, and your parents thought it was worth keeping. You 
dust off the plastic—it was the backing of one side of a carriage seat. Sooty 
particles cover your hand.

You sat there, sometimes, on the carriage swing. You’d rock enough to build 
up just so much momentum. The frame of the set was twisted—sometimes 
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you’d see how much it would tip, as if the legs would leap off the ground 
and fall back into the earth. They were never secured down, never fastened.

Now that space is empty. Sometimes you think you can still see the impres-
sions in the earth where its legs used to be.

iV

You aren’t sure where they come from, but they’re here. A collection of runt-
sized logs, a little thicker than baseball bats. Your father has hauled them 
to the patio, connected a large, thick plastic hauling cart to the riding lawn-
mower. As you watch him approach, you wonder how the mower doesn’t 
fishtail, collapse, or tumble end over end. But it always arrives.

Stack them by size, he explains, holding up two logs in his gloved hands. 
They’re worn gloves, with holes, the traction long eroded. Put the biggest 
ones here, near the door, he tells you. Smaller ones on the other end of the 
rack.

He’s found another U-shaped rack, placed it on the other side of the patio. 
A retaining wall of cinder blocks three feet high separates a small pool of 
white and beige rocks from the concrete slab floor of the patio, atop which 
you spend the next hour stacking these outcast logs. You throw them down 
into their spots, wondering why he’s making you do this.

You recall your father saying he’s going to use the wood for fires in a few 
months. But the fireplace will stay quiet, the logs slowly petrifying as the 
weather grows colder.

* * *

The pile of branches at the bottom of the hill rests in a clearing inside a 
line of trees, like dead bodies slung atop one another, pointing every which 
way. You stare at them, the ones toward the bottom brittle, porous like 
the reaching arms of a coral reef. You’ve watched this entangled swath of 
branches grow over the last few years. Your father tells you every time you 
drag branches down to this little cove that he plans to fill the entire trench 
with the lost limbs of his trees.

The trench: between your yard and the neighbor’s is a grove of trees extend-
ing from your side yard all the way past the creek. Several rows of trees, 
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their branches and canopies entangling in a multi-armed embrace, have a 
narrow alley of grass between them. You often considered traversing this 
alley when you were younger—it was your secret base, the closest thing to a 
tree house you’d ever imagine.

But every time you’d consider the possibility, you would also remember the 
red lines on your legs when you tossed those branches atop the burgeoning 
pile, and it stung, so you simply looked in from the outside, wondering what 
it might be like to hide within.

* * *

The plastic bag might have been white at one point, but it has taken on the 
color of the mud in the creek bed it’s been lodged in for days, weeks maybe. 
You drop it with a wet thwok into the large trash bag you hold between 
your fingertips. The soda cans, plastic cups, and burger wrappers shuffle as 
you tiptoe down the path of the crawling water. By the time you’re finished, 
the bottom of the garbage bag is dripping wet, brown ooze from where you 
dropped it by the creek. 

But as you trudge up the hill when you’re done, you look back. No one told 
you to remove the trash. Your neighbors didn’t ask if you’d wander through 
their backyard and pluck the sopping garbage from their ground. Mostly, 
from so far away, it looks no different. But you imagine it takes a deep 
breath, and the water creeps on, knowing that, in only a few days, it will 
probably be stalled again.

* * *

It takes a long time for you to notice, but the tracks are gone. No raised 
earth, no traps. You have no idea where the moles hibernate, but you can’t 
help but think that your father must have found a way to eradicate them. 

You wonder where the bodies went. Did your father simply rip the sprung 
traps from the ground, possibly sending the skewered mole corpses spinning 
through the air? Or did he dig out the earth, carefully dispose of the bodies? 
 What, you wonder, does one do with a dead mole? Can one simply cast such 
a cadaver into the garbage? Or a line of trees, so it may be swallowed slowly?

You hope they’ve been buried. 

* * *
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I’m gonna buy an old washing machine, he told you years ago. When the 
walnuts started piling up, crate after crate, in the garage. We’ll put them in, 
he said, tumble them, and sell the nuts.

You looked at your father, mouth agape. No one, you thought to yourself, 
would buy those walnuts, not even if you husked them first, threw away the 
useless skins. You don’t say this. Instead, you watch, for months and years, 
as walnuts stack up in the damp garage, crumbling and disintegrating into 
so much debris. Your father never gets rid of them. The dream is still there, 
even if he doesn’t remember it.

* * *

Early in the spring there are no leaves. No rakes, no blowers. No piles to fall 
onto, but you never got into that. Didn’t like the feel of slimy dead tree parts 
crawling along your back. Thought that, for once, couldn’t someone just let 
the leaves alone?

But there are helicopters. The little unborn leaves that fly off their branch-
es in droves when the breeze picks up. People pull these things apart, slap 
them across the bridge of their noses. You never try it—why attach a pre-leaf 
to your face? You look enough like an early adolescent mook on your own.

When these sprinkle your yard, your father remains in his recliner on Sat-
urday afternoons. No rush to gather them up or pull them from the bushes 
along the sidewalk leading to your front door. No worry for the gutters or 
roof.

But of course not. They aren’t going anywhere. 

V

You come home from school one weekend and notice them mounted on 
the wall in the garage: a neat row of three black yard tools along with bulky 
orange batteries charging below them. One is a leaf blower that you pull off 
its hook on Saturday afternoon when your father asks if you’ll help him with 
some yard work. You know he’s not really asking, but you still say sure.

You think it will be easier, this battery-operated leaf blower. No cords get-
ting tangled or falling free of the electric socket. The long snout of the blow-
er is a single tube of black plastic, its end turned slightly upward, the curled 
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end of a giraffe’s black tongue; the end-piece doesn’t keep slipping off like 
too-large pants, and you don’t have to keep smashing it back on in frustra-
tion until the damn thing cracks and eventually shatters.

But the leaves react no differently. They plume outward with each blast of 
air just as you remember. Curl around you, a leaf storm in your own front 
yard. And of course there are still stray leaves. Nothing can stop some from 
remaining, pock marking the yard.

* * *

You hate the damn power washer, ever since your father made you use it 
on the driveway and the hose burst free and water sprayed everywhere. So 
when your father tells you he wants you to help him wash the patio, you 
curse to yourself as you stomp across the grass.

Your father is sweeping debris and dirt from the ground, and when you ar-
rive, hands curled in fists, he points to the washer, hooked up to the hose 
and plugged into a wall outlet that hasn’t been used for so long you’re sur-
prised the hinged cover will still open. The washer hums with potential en-
ergy, waiting to burst concentrated streams from its nozzle at the lightest 
pressure placed on the trigger.

When you begin washing the patio, the powerful water disintegrates the 
grimy layer that has resided on the concrete so long the two seem insepara-
ble. As you work, you see the color of clean, strong cement begin to emerge. 
You begin doodling, the washer your colored pencil, digging out spirals and 
circles and signatures. 

* * *

The ground is drowning in walnuts, so you drag your sisters outside to help 
you. Years from now you won’t be able to remember how old the three of 
you were when they began working in the yard in the afternoon, but you will 
remember that slowly you became nothing more than a spectator. You will 
remember watching them from the deck, kicking down to them any walnuts 
that have taken up residence there, pushing them through the open space 
between the porch surface and the rail, hearing them plunk onto the ground 
below.

They need you to carry the basket—it is too heavy for them. Each time you 
carry it, you remember the smell and feel of the walnuts, the grooved tex-
ture, the stain they’d leave on your fingertips. When you’d wipe your hands 
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off on your jeans as you went back inside, you’d leave behind a shade of 
green that didn’t match any of your clothes, along with the smell: a mix of 
early rot and wet paint.

* * *

The tower of branches has grown too tall for any more tree limbs to be 
thrown atop. After a storm fells a tree that stood outside your bedroom for 
nine years, you help your father amputate branches, but instead of drag-
ging them down to the bottom of the hill, you take them to where the alley 
of trees separating you from your neighbors begins and toss them down 
its gut. Each time you imagine yourself heaving a javelin, but the branches 
become entangled in the living tree limbs, never make it far enough for you 
to deserve even a booby prize.

That night, you look out your window. Your view of the yard is no longer 
obstructed by wavering tree branches. The plain of grass looks smaller than 
you remember, but maybe you’ve just grown more than you know.

You wonder, as months pass and new branches flutter into the grass, dis-
carded by the two remaining trees in the front yard, where all of these scraps 
will be buried next.

* * *

Nearly cantilevering over onto the ground, your head misses the pave-
ment leading to your front door by only a few inches, stopped by your out-
stretched hands. 

The moles are back.

And they have migrated to the front yard. You watch, when your father 
leaves for work, or church, or a football game, as he diverts from the path 
to his car to tamp down even just a shoe-length of ravaged yard. He shakes 
his head each time.

You know he will never win this battle, that they will keep coming no matter 
how many paths he cuts off. But you will not tell him. 

* * *

You’ve never noticed the lake before. It’s more a marshy swamp, no wider 
than a trampoline. In your neighbor’s yard the creek stops, simply dissipat-
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ing into the loose soil and tall grass. When it rains heavily the water rises 
and begins to resemble a real pond. You imagine some expensive goldfish 
swimming around, the ones that live for more than two days, don’t immedi-
ately turn white as a wedding dress when death comes, and have more than 
three seconds of memory.

But you know there are no fish. The water does not remain long enough. 
Sometimes, you swear the lake changes shape. When you look down at it, 
there isn’t even enough liquid for you to see yourself gazing back forlornly.

Vi

You come home for winter break, and as you cross the front yard, grass, 
dead but still green, crunches beneath your feet like balled up candy bar 
wrappers. One afternoon when you’re alone at home you sling your arms 
into the sleeves of your coat, pull the collar snug against your neck, and 
walk outside.

During summers when you were younger, you would walk laps around your 
house, then in high school you ran. Now you trudge around in the cold, look 
down the hill as you cross the backyard. You turn and walk-run down to the 
creek.

The bit of water that has found its way down to this tiny stream does not 
move. No clog, no blockage—the water is frozen, immobile. Unlike you, it 
can’t creep away..

Water, you’ve been told in chemistry class, is unique in that it actually ex-
pands when frozen. Your body, you’ve been told, is ninety percent water.

You stare at the creek, imagine it slowly bloating and growing. It’s lucky, you 
think to yourself. When you pass on, no one will be able to melt you, allow 
you to move like this creek again and again. No, you must make each move 
only once, and float along as the currents lead you, never turning back.

* * *

You’re astonished by the quilt of color in your front yard. The leaves have 
begun falling again, and you’re surprised your father is not outside, stand-
ing in front of the kitchen window, leaves spraying into the grass like chunks 
of crepe paper. But as you step out of your car, you hear the drone of the 
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lawnmower and your father appears, riding the red mechanical horse, from 
the far side of the house. He’s somehow attached a long, thick plastic tube to 
the mower, and shaven leaves spew from the end, like a mobile smokestack. 
You watch him work, cutting lines through the blanket of leaves, leaving 
behind a sprinkling of natural confetti. 

This, you know, is the first downpour of the season. You have seen it before, 
every year, but it keeps coming back.

* * *

The moles have been back for a few years, but you don’t see the traps in the 
yard again. They sit on a shelf on the far side of the garage amid tools you’ve 
never seen your father use. After some observation, you also notice he sim-
ply steps around the trails unless he is doing yard work. Then you watch 
him step heavily on their maze, knocking in the ceilings of their labyrinthine 
catacombs. But he never finishes following their paths, and never complains 
when they reappear the next day.

In all your years of watching, you never see a mole caught, never know what 
they look like up close. You begin to wonder what’s really underground.

* * *

One day, in late summer, you walk to the backyard and stop outside the pa-
tio. Even in midday, the long-standing table is cast in shadow, small slivers 
of light laid long-ways across the table, sneaking in through the gaps in the 
deck’s baseboards above. 

You kick your foot through a line of weeds that grow up against the edge of 
the concrete. They’re like a tiny fence that has failed to keep the wild away 
from your home. You remember once your father made you use the weed 
whacker to cut these stalks down, despite your fear that you’d trip and the 
thin plastic spinning line would cut through your shin bone.

* * *

You toss a few branches into the trees with a grunt. Wipe your brow and 
turn around, then pause. A few yards away is another, smaller grove of 
trees—or maybe it’s just one tree with lots of low, sprouting branches. Your 
father rarely trims this grove, but he has, on the side facing the backyard, 
had some land dug out and inset a short wall of decorative concrete blocks, 
four high at the peak.
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This bothers you.

Your cat is buried here. The one your parents owned when you were born. 
When the cat died you cried, imagined it waking up in the shoebox your par-
ents buried it in and having no way out. That first night after its death you 
could hear it, whimpering and howling for someone to release it.

Wiping your forehead again, you look at that grove. You can’t help but won-
der if that spot where she was buried is still there. But you’ll never know. 
You weren’t there during the renovation. You go back to tossing branches, 
picturing that spot in your mind, apologizing breathlessly.

* * *

One day you come home and they’ve disappeared. No more crates. No more 
trash cans filled to the brim. The squirrels stop sneaking into your garage. 
Neither of your parents says anything, and you don’t ask. You can see, on 
the garage floor, little lines, like pencil-drawn stencils, where the crates 
would seep out bits of rotting skin as they sagged under the weight of so 
many walnuts. 

You’re not sure what it means, but even the trees seem to stop dropping 
them. The backyard is never blanketed in them, never the same, again.

tercet

You lean against the tree that, in your eyes, marks the center of the back-
yard. You feel the rough bark on the back of your legs and the parts of your 
arms not covered by your t-shirt, but you don’t mind. The scratching into 
your skin brings a strange warmth that off sets the breeze.

The yard is empty, just a green expanse, a dandelion here and there explod-
ing when the wind really picks up. No color on the trees except the same 
green of the grass. No walnuts to be seen or leaves to corral; the ground is 
smooth. It is a quiet place. In the distance, you hear a lawn mower, and you 
squint in the direction of the noise, thinking of what other kinds of yards 
there are elsewhere.

* * *
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Standing on the deck, you can see the creek, a dark, pencil-thin line. You can 
tell it needs to be raked out, but you stay where you are. Your father has not 
asked you to clean that creek in quite some time, and you wonder how it has 
survived without you. You realize, looking down at it, that the creek will be 
there long after you’re gone.

Some days, in preparation for summer, you toss a towel out on the hard 
deck floor and lie there. You can see the patio beneath you if you squint 
and stare between the gaps in the wood. Everything is cast in shadow, but 
you know that things are gathering dust, and spiders are crawling among 
the settled logs, spinning up webs that will go undisturbed until the spiders 
themselves are carcasses. 

* * *

You begin to wonder just how many animals are living in your backyard. 
The moles come and go in waves, and although you know that your parents 
have buried two cats in their backyard, you only remember the death of one 
of them. But as you wander through the grass in your flip flops when it is 
warm outside and the grass needs to be cut at least twice a week but is only 
chopped down once, you want to find a place to drive a cross made from tree 
branches into the ground. You want to remember them, even if they will not 
remember you. 
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LIS ANNA

THE TEMP

At Bradley Biomedical a Hungarian man named Nicola worked three offices 
down from mine. He’d come to my desk and give me notes and corrections 
and I’d plan our entire future in sixty second intervals as he was standing 
at my desk. Stacks of French Literature would cover our floors. We’d smoke 
Dunhill cigarettes in the evening and drink bottles of red wine. 

“Do you have those corrections, June?” His accent was rich, like thick cigar 
smoke. 

“Huh?”

He raised his eyebrow, which made his mouth tighten, ready for a kiss. “The 
corrections to the Hamburg Medical Group letters of agreement?”

Letters. Love letters. I sighed, handing over a folder. “Yes, I typed up the 
copies and the new correspondence for you.”

He leaned across my desk and touched my nose with the tip of his finger. 
His perfect finger that I longed to touch with my tongue. “Oh, June, how 
much nicer my life is with you looking out for me.”

The phone rang, interrupting. I wanted to shred it. I smiled quickly and 
answered. After a second, I said, “It’s for you. Again. What’s with all of the 
phone calls?”



145|b s r

“Bureaucrats,” he said grimly.

I watched him walk away. We’d eat ripe cherries and I’d lay with my head in 
his lap at night and I’d read Lolita aloud. I’d say her name Lo Lee Ta and let 
the Ta tap on my tongue. We’d buy an old record player and listen to Chet 
Baker and Nina Simone albums. Old, scratchy tunes that kept us up late and 
made me want to crawl onto his lap naked. In public we’d whisper naughty 
bits in each other’s ears and live in an apartment above a bakery owned by a 
woman named Gertrude who baked strudel. We’d talk about fascist foreign 
policy designed to usher in Impererialist ideals and our favorite Japanese 
poems from the twelfth century. We’d light candles and in-between our 
words there would be the silence of two people always listening for what the 
other wasn’t saying but feeling . . . 

“June?”

I looked up. My supervisor was chewing on the end of her pen. I’d been on 
her shit list ever since my first day when she’d announced to me that she 
looked very young for her age. “How old do you think I am?” she’d asked 
cheerfully, that fateful day.

Like a sucker, I’d answered truthfully. “42.” 

Correct age. Wrong answer. 

Her smiled disappeared and did not return. Ever.

“June, did you type those docs going to Medical Trust?”

I handed her the folder. Go away, Mrs. Easily Offended By People Who 
Guess Your Real Age.

“Thanks,” she said, without a hint of sincerity and walked off.

Where was I? Oh, yes. We’d make pots of Turkish coffee and talk about 
ancient civilizations and Anna Karenina. A fine layer of dust would settle on 
our books and tables because we’d keep the windows open to hear the city 
below and we’d never, ever clean. Like, never, ever. We’d go to art openings 
and talk about Sartre, Beauvoir, and Camus. He’d wear Hugo Boss and all 
of our matching luggage would be leather. 

“June?”
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I looked up.

It was him. Mr. Hot Hungarian. 

“Ripe cherries, Anna Karenina and a fine layer of dust? What kind of list are 
you making, June?”

My cheeks flushed hot and I covered my list with my hand.

“It’s just something I’m writing. A story.”

“About who?”

About us, I thought. Instead of professing my crush, I said, “Two people in 
love.”

“Two people in love would have dust on their tables. A clean house is the 
sign of an unhappy marriage,” he said.

Married. My heart thumped and flittered. 

He tapped my desk contemplatively. “Goodnight, June.”

Goodnight, gorgeous. 

I glanced across the office. A dark, winter evening bristled outside the win-
dows. 

“Take a message if anyone calls and leave it on my desk,” he said, hanging 
around, clutching his briefcase.

“Yes.” I nodded, willing him to see how I longed to pop open a bottle of 
vino and show him my new polka dotted demi bra from the Victoria’s Secret 
Semi-Annual Sale.

He sighed, watching me, then tapped my desk again and walked to the door. 

We’d eat fresh figs and toast and take cruises up and down the Danube. 

It was Friday night. Snow fluttered from the sky as I walked to my Oldsmo-
bile. I stopped by the bagel shoppe on the way home and bought dinner. Lox 
and cream cheese on a Rosemary bagel. My roommate was on the phone 
fighting with his girlfriend. They were mad because he lived in Wisconsin 
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and she lived in Nebraska. It was the same fight they’d been having for a 
year. Since she left. His Lean Cuisine was burning in the microwave. I went 
to my room dreaming about Goulash and smoked paprika.

On Monday morning my phone rang at 6:45 AM. Cheryl from Temp to 
Temp Agency said, “I’ve got an assignment for you.”

“Huh? I’m at Bradley BioMedical.”

“That ended Friday.”

“What?” I sat up straight. 

“Remember?”

“No.”

“Well, get a pen. I’ve got a new assignment.”

I didn’t want a new assignment. I wanted midnight in Budapest, sitting on 
his lap, removing his tie with Nina Simone crooning in the background.

“Ready?”

I sighed obnoxiously. “Yes.”

My new assignment was across town in East Madison. It took forty-five 
minutes to get there and forty-five on the return trip which would normally 
be a perfectly useless piece of information except it meant that by the time I 
left one job the building that housed my Hungarian was closed. 

Finally, after two days of needling my Supervisor to leave early, I did some-
thing I’d never done. I left my assignment. I picked up my new Vera Wang 
ruffled crimson purse and logged out of my computer. Presumably for the 
last time. I drove straight to Bradley Bio Medical. 

My Hungarian’s office was empty. I waved down the mail girl pushing her 
cart at the other end of the hall. 
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“Is he in a meeting?” I called out to her.

“No. He’s gone.”

“Where?”

She shrugged. “Hungary. He was here on a temporary visa.”

I stood, stunned, my hand on his door, touching the cool, smooth wood. 
I sighed. What a bunch of suck. In the parking lot I adjusted my rearview 
mirror. My skin was dry. I reached down to start my Oldsmobile. Cheryl was 
going to be pissed. 

The next few days lumbered along. It was the weekend and I listened to 
my roommate argue on the phone with his girlfriend while I baked terrible 
cookies and took bubble baths. On Sunday he asked me to take him to the 
airport. Finally, a truce had been declared. He was going to Nebraska for a 
visit. He was honest. If it worked out, he might stay. Great, I shrugged. No 
job, no boyfriend, no roommate. Everything happens in threes. We loaded 
up the Oldsmobile with his army issue duffel bags and drove to the airport. 

The coffee shop across the street from the airport was what I needed. I 
dropped my roommate off at departures, wished him good luck and then 
drove across the street. I was about to step out of my car when Nic walked 
out the front door holding a cup of coffee. 

I hurled myself against my door, tumbling out, yelling, “Nic.”

He jumped, turned around disoriented, then laughed. “Oh, June. It is you. 
I’ve missed you. They told me you were gone.”

“They told me the same thing about you.”

His eyes drifted left, then right, the way he did when faced with an interest-
ing point. “Yes. The bureaucrats got me. They won’t renew my work visa. It 
is almost embarrassing.” 

Not as embarrassing as what I’m about to do. “You know those lists I 
make, Nic?”
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He cocked his head to one side. “The Anna Karenina and fresh ripe cherry 
lists? What about them, June?”

“I want us to smoke Dunhills at night after a bottle of wine. I will lay with 
my head in your lap and read Lolita aloud. We’ll float on the Danube, eat 
cherries and strudel and listen to Chet Baker.”

“Will we make love while a fine layer of dust covers everything in our apart-
ment?”

My knees actually trembled. 

“You are a very beautiful girl, June. Do not tempt me.”

I ran, stumbled, sort of lurched forward away from my car to get closer to 
him. “Don’t leave without me, Nic. I know it’s silly.”

“What is silly are the people who never get to say these things. Or feel them.”

Snowflakes drifted seamlessly down to the ground in a winter dance.

“I’m on my way to the airport, June.”

“Then I’ll drive you.”

A smile formed on his face. He walked forward until he was standing right 
in front of me, so close his suit jacket brushed the backs of my hands. I 
looked up and his mouth was on mine. A perfect meeting of lips. The kind of 
kiss that makes you forget your name and slide into the hands pulling you 
tight. For months I’d dreamed of this moment. This right here. His fingers 
touched my shoulders, my neck, my chin . . . my god.

“June?” he said.

I looked up. He was still standing on the sidewalk, holding his cup of coffee, 
brow furrowed. 

“Yes?”

“You have the most intense concentration. I always wonder what you must 
be thinking.”
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The wind blew across the open lot next door. My eyes traveled the distance, 
the flat stretches of brown grass and patches of dirt. All of that flatness sud-
denly bothered me. I wanted rolling hills and towering old apartment build-
ings. I shivered. I was standing outside in a Wisconsin winter with no coat.

“Why don’t you get breakfast and come sit with me in the airport, June.”

My eyelids fluttered and my stomach flipped. I was one step closer to my 
fine layer of dust. 
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M. E. MACFARLAND

LUDLOW

You had never seen so many cactus flowers
they stretched for miles in the margins
of the Mojave      there was flat-bladed agave      
you were sure of it      you had never seen
a real dust devil     a real mesa      
a real horizon      where the world ends
of oases      you saw 
none between there and Palmdale      
only the town of Ludlow 
and the metal roof of its 1950s café glinting

outside in the parking lot     an enormous rock stood
a stele for the burgeoning nuclear industry
they built nukes here      dropped them underground
to open the veins 
of iron and metals under the ground      then tests revealed
quite conclusively      various health risks
the operation was tossed      over someone’s shoulders
like a crumpled paper ball
O       it was murmured quietly
there is always more
to be done
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FIELD WORK

KEVIN MILLER

The five-year-old grandson carries 
the short shovel, says, I am a worker. 
His hands pulse red in the cold, 
and he pounds at the earth 
proud to turn soil. He has no notion 
of entering the house where brothers 
read and play cars. This one will bury me, 
his brother will know what to say, 
the third will keep mischief alive. 
The girl-child from another city 
will stand with the boys, her song 
long on tradition steeped in rain. 
When I threw dirt on my father’s box, 
spring showers softened the knock 
of rocks on its pine door. The windows 
in the house of the dead have no glass,
the music their lives make lifts curtains.
The far field knows no distance.
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ZANA PREVITI

CARRUM, CARRUM, 
CARRUM

In late June, my childhood friend Catherine married a man she’d found in 
law school. I was called her maid of honor and, because I was called this, 
carried full responsibility for various details of the ceremony. I carried piles 
of white satin in and out of a dressing room, I carried her bouquet, I carried 
deodorant in my purse, I carried a purse, I carried. In Latin, carrum is a 
wagon. A maid of honor, I found, is mainly this: a thing for the transport of 
other things. None of which things, it is worth saying, belong or matter one 
jot to the wagon. 

The night before the rehearsal, the bride and I had stood in the small bath-
room of her house; there were yellow handtowels, already monogrammed 
with her new last initial, hanging by the sink. I myself stood wrapped in a 
yellow bath towel, the older cousin of the monogrammed children, and I 
had turned my back to the mirror. She peeled long strips of sunburned skin 
from my shoulders with her fingers. When I twisted my head around to look 
at my reflection, I saw jagged white spaces like the maps of countries, sur-
rounded by violent red seas. 

“They’ll have to put makeup on your back,” she’d said. My dress was back-
less. 

“No one’ll care that I have a sunburn,” I said. “No one will even notice.”
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There was a pile of translucent skin in the sink. She used her fingernail to 
scrape, and I cringed. 

“You know what I’m stressed about?” she said, “I’m stressed about his god-
damn ring. I keep having these panic dreams where I lose it down an eleva-
tor shaft or something, and then we’re at the wedding and I have nothing 
to put on his finger. It’s driving me nuts. I check the box a hundred times 
a day.”

“Wear it around your neck,” I suggested, and, perhaps because she was star-
ing so fixedly at my own back and neck, she unclasped the chain from my 
neck and I turned around to face her. 

“You can hold it for me?” she’d said and, without waiting for my response, 
had run upstairs. I heard a drawer open, and close, and when she returned 
there was her husband’s wedding ring, hanging on the chain alongside 
Josh’s tags. I reclasped it on my neck. She screamed. 

“What?” I said, and she pointed to the white bowl of the sink, where a small 
dark cockroach was crawling circles around the soft pile of my own skin. I 
lay the palm of my hand flat against my sternum, over the ring and tags, and 
thought that if Houston was bombed, suddenly, right then, there would be 
only one survivor in this bathroom, and it would not be Cate, and it would 
not be me. 

She hadn’t thought, or at least hadn’t mentioned, that being in her wedding 
might remind me of my own marriage. But the ring was too much. In all I 
did that day, I felt the ring tug downward from my neck, pulling me and 
pulling me into his tags at my chest. 

My husband - Joshua - had been ROTC, entered service, and had gone to 
Kabul when I was still struggling through organic chemistry. We married 
when he returned from his second tour, two years after I had graduated. 

We were married in my sister’s kitchen. We had spent the morning shovel-
ing the driveway - me, Josh, and my sister’s husband Anton. At noon we 
went inside and we drank hoppy beer that Anton had brewed in the bath-
room. We put our gloves in the oven to dry and the house smelled of dry, 
earthy animally wool. I had wanted to take off my wet boots, too, but Josh 
said that we needed to be married with our shoes on, and he said it so seri-
ously (“Meine liebe, boots on, please; this is a serious day”) that I kept them 
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tied. I even bent down, I remember, and tucked the snow-soaked bottoms 
of my Carhartts into the tops of the boots. Josh changed into a clean shirt, 
a plaid gray flannel one that Anton let him borrow and that was too small 
for him, because Josh was a tall, strong man, six foot four in his socks, two 
hundred and forty pounds bone dry and naked. Anton married us: in the 
kitchen, all four of us sitting around the square wooden kitchen table, Josh 
and I saying our vows across it. Fatima was pregnant with her first child, the 
one who would be Jaime, and so her chair was pushed back a little from the 
table to accommodate her stomach. Josh smiled at me, held my hands in 
both of his in the center of the table, and joked that the baby was either the 
best man or the maid of honor, that we wouldn’t know for another month. 
When we were married, our gloves were dry again, and we went back out-
side to shovel the snow. There was so much snow! Fat, wet, heavy snow, and 
walls and walls and walls of it. 

My father and Josh’s parents, delayed by the storm, arrived later and 
parked their cars in the driveway that we had shoveled, and we pretended 
to get married (this time we stood in front of the fireplace) again by An-
ton. But really we had been married for hours. They cried, and kissed us 
on our foreheads. It was, for Josh’s parents, the first time they had touched 
their son’s body in sixteen months and they were nearly sick with joy and 
with long days of worry. Anton sat at his piano and Josh and I took out our 
guitars and we played music until it was late, and then we went to sleep. 
Our parents and Fatima got the beds and the couches, and so Anton and 
Josh and I tented outside. We dug out a place in the snow to lay our tent. 
When we went inside, the next morning, Anton said he thought maybe he 
had a touch of frostbite. In the kitchen, by the light of the open refrigerator 
where she had been searching for eggs, Fatima took his face in her hands 
and looked it over. She kissed him on his chin. After breakfast, our parents 
left and we left and we all went home. Josh left me a few months later but it 
was a good wedding. 

A black tie June wedding, in Houston, Texas: a century ago, it would have 
been unthinkable. The ceremony stopped before they read the Gospel. The 
soft hum underneath all other sounds, the gentle, motorized lullaby of the 
air conditioner choked and caught in the air. Immediately the groom put 
his coatsleeve to his forehead. He was in tails. The groomsmen shifted and 
their faces glistened. And then I was hot in my dress and felt sweat snake 
down the length of my spine. The doors to the church had been closed and 
the heat became unbearable for the bride. She was nearly in tears, or else 
pearls of sweat had dropped from her forehead directly into the corners 
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of her eyes and fell, from there, to hang suspended from her jawbone. She 
turned around in terrible heat and her white satin soaking through at her 
chest and looked at me. 

My father’s work was HVAC installation and repair; he took me along with 
him, very often, and so I know my way around simple units and common 
problems. Am I handy? Am I useful?

Outside, the pastor stood over me, but not on the side that would have given 
me shelter and shade from the sun. He had in his hands a dry brown paper 
towel, the kind found in grade school bathrooms. He twisted and pulled it 
between his hands. I had to lie on my belly to get low enough; my dress, 
damp with my own sweat, was thick enough to protect my skin from the 
small pointy rocks that edged the periphery of the church building. I used 
my Swiss Army to take off the screen. I couldn’t see any problems. Every-
thing was clean, straight, and together. I groped upon the ground to see if 
there was any sort of wet, a leak. The pastor wiped his face with the paper 
towel. My own sweat dripped onto the white rocks. It was quiet enough to 
hear the water sizzle there, and turn happily into steam. 

“What do you see?” the pastor asked. 

“Not too much.”

“From Texas?” he asked after a moment. I had no tools. I had forgotten to 
check the fuse box. 

“No, sir. Outside Albany originally.” I always claimed to be from “outside 
Albany,” instead of the name of our town. It was a small and insignificant 
town. 

“And you work in, uh, air conditioning repair?”

One of the groomsmen had wandered outside and stood behind me, watch-
ing. I froze, for a moment, seeing myself as he must have seen me, belly 
down and legs spread, ass in the air so that I could work on my forearms. I 
felt the stones press into my stomach. Then he left; I heard him leave. 

“I’m a librarian,” I said. There wasn’t any problem with the unit. The blow-
er was clean and the compressor was strong. There were no cracks in any 
valves. I used my arms to push myself up and back onto my heels; I squat-
ted, there, in a three hundred dollar powder blue backless bridesmaid dress 
hiked to my thighs and I rubbed my forehead with the back of my hand. 
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“Look,” I said, “it could just be as simple as a blown fuse. If it’s not that, I’m 
going to need to start climbing into walls and looking at ducts. You know 
where your fuse box is?” 

He seemed happy to have something to do and he hurried away, worrying 
his paper towel like a rosary. I was dirty. I wished I had an ice cube to let 
melt in my hair. I pressed the bottom edge of my dress to my forehead and 
then to my chin to absorb some sweat. Someone, earlier in the day, had 
coated my face in makeup the texture and consistency of runny oatmeal, 
and now it came off my face and left brown semi-circles where I had pressed 
the fabric against my skin. If the problem wasn’t a blown fuse, it would be 
one of the ducts - long, wide, cylindrical tubes that spanned the insides of 
the church - and I’d have to find where the tube had gotten itself kinked, 
unkink it. It was difficult to allow myself to imagine the heat inside the walls 
of the church. I was sitting on bleach-white, jagged stones that hurt my skin 
where I sat on them, and I imagined the stones being hauled in by dump-
trucks, cascading out the backs of the trucks to lie here rote, to border the 
church like a moat of rock. I moved to sit onto the grass. The grass was 
short, dry, spiky grass. It was almost as sharp and jagged as the stones. 

I put the unit back together and I went inside. The bride and groom had left 
to sit in an air conditioned car, as had most of the wedding party and guests. 
The church was empty save for the teenage organist - who had stripped 
down and sat at the instrument in only his gray dress pants and a belt - and 
me. I was sweaty and dirty. I sat down in the last pew. I pulled the dress 
to my thighs and spread my legs and slung my arms over the back of the 
pew. It was quiet and still and peaceful for a moment, and then the build-
ing shuddered with effort. The hum of the motor. For a while, I sat there 
alone and felt the cool air unroll slowly in the church like a carpet. Just a 
blown fuse. Am I useful. I carry Swiss Army knives in purses to weddings in 
churches with blown fuses. 

The guests reentered the church, cranky, moist, impatient. The rest of the 
wedding party took their places on the steps to the altar; the organist kept 
his shirt off and began to play a hymn. I was hot, and I felt ugly and dirty; 
I left from the back, and found a bathroom. I filled the sink with water and 
stuck my head all the way into it. 

When Josh left me, he started making snow. It takes a fair amount of skill 
and a delicate touch. He works for a ski resort in Colorado and he makes 
good money and he’s good at what he does. He understands the weather, 
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and the fluctuations in climate. It’s a good job. You can’t produce big-time 
snow any time you like - you need to wait and judge the behavior of the 
air temperature and the weather patterns of the next few days and weeks. 
Manmade snow will melt away, and you’ll have wasted a lot of time and 
manpower and material. A lot of energy. It takes skill and experience to do 
it correctly, and to do it well. 

One time, just before we were married, I was sitting with my back against 
the living room wall and my legs stretched out on the floor in front of me. 
I had a stack of magazines, old Rolling Stones and National Geographics, 
beside me, and I was sorting them: which to keep, on my right, which to 
recycle, on my left. He walked by in a hurry and I tripped him, accidentally. 
With one hand he took me by the shoulder and lifted me and then shoved 
me against the wall, only high enough so that I needed to point my feet 
downwards to feel the floor. His other arm, his forearm, he held against my 
windpipe just under my neck and there was no air; he put his face in mine 
and screamed. When I pushed my neck against his arm I could not breathe. 
Small lights, blue and yellow and shaped like carnations, burst behind my 
eyes; there was a cold sweat broke out on the back of my body like wings, 
and I saw how close I was, every second, to my death. I gave up. Then he 
was cradling my body and apologizing, over and over and over again. He 
covered my eyes with his palm, as though he were shielding me from some-
thing too nasty to see, but through the cracks between his fingers I saw the 
cover of a National Geographic: a silhouetted figure of a man with a stick, 
trudging up the side of a impossibly steep mountain of snow, an impossibly 
large pack hoisted up between his shoulderblades. In the air above my head 
he said Jesus, I’m sorry, Jesus, Christ, Christ, Christ, he said. What am I? 
he asked, Christ, I’m sorry. And he never stopped apologizing until the day 
he left me, not even when it happened and it would happen, and it would 
happen again and again and again. 

 

When I came back to the wedding, my hair was wet and cold and dripped 
down my neck and into my dress. My dress was a deep blue, now, a shade 
darker than the other bridesmaids, because I had soaked it through with 
sweat and tap water. It clung to my body nearly obscenely. I watched Cate 
marry her husband from the back of the church, which was how it should 
have been, and then she stopped because the ring was still with me; she 
turned and I was not there. I did not want to be seen. 

I took the tags off my neck and unclasped them, slid the ring off and handed 
it to an usher sitting in the back. He ran with long legged strides to the bride.
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My god, it was a good wedding. Some people say, it was the happiest day of 
my life. How many mean it? I mean it. My wedding day was the happiest 
day of my life. It was strange, to our friends, when they heard that we had 
spent our wedding night sleeping in a tent in the snow, along with my sis-
ter’s husband. It was strange. 

Anton slept on my left, on his back, and he snored upwards; the sound 
bounced off the tight drawn walls of the tent. Josh was on my right, and he 
slept on his left side so that he faced me. They had fallen asleep so quickly 
but I was so, so happy. Too happy to sleep. We were packed in so tightly, in 
that tent. At first it was warm, and snug with the warmth of all three bodies, 
but as the night deepened the temperature plummeted. They slept through 
it, but I could feel each degree as it escaped, disintegrated into the air or was 
swallowed by it. I was too happy to lie down. I sat up in the tent, my head al-
most grazing the top so that I bent my neck and watched my husband sleep. 
I touched his face, the straight line of his nose, the dark hollows under his 
eyes. I loved his face; I loved his eye-sockets, the fragile soft skin around his 
eyes. I ran the tip of my finger along the curve of his ear, which was so cold 
that I feared his ear would freeze, actually freeze off in the night. Anton had 
worn a toque to sleep in, and I had the hood of my sweatshirt pulled over my 
head, but Josh’s head and ears were uncovered. 

I leaned down and opened my mouth and breathed onto him, the way as a 
child you breathe upon a windowpane. But it was not enough, and I loved 
him so much, and I loved his ears. I took the top of his ear in my mouth and 
sucked it warm, feeling with my tongue the thin winds of cartilage and flesh 
begin to fill with the heat of my body and the soft rush of his own blood. 
When it was warm I sat up again; I watched it freeze and then bent over 
him again. 

I did this all night, between the two of them and inside the snow. 

At the reception afterwards, I gave a speech. 

It was a Texas evening and we were outside; the hot wind had begun to 
gust so that when I stood up I was assaulted by my own hair, blown into my 
mouth and eyes. I gave my speech that way, both hands to my face, holding 
back the whipping blades of my hair and trying hard to look at the bride. 
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When we were children, very small children, we had grown up together: 
our houses were next door to one another and our birthdays fell within a 
week of each other’s. In the summers before I learned to swim, when I was 
perhaps four years old, my father would pull out an inflatable pool and I 
would stand, belly out and proud in my two piece, as he pumped it up and 
filled it from the hose. He would flick the hose, once or twice, in my direc-
tion and I would squeal at the icy tongue of the water and run around the 
lawn in a wide circle around him. I told the story of how, one day, while I sat 
and splashed in the pool, she had come over to visit me. She had run from 
her house to ours in only her bathing suit - a blue one-piece, with yellow 
stars and yellow piping around the edges - and when I heard her coming, I 
twisted around to see her. But when I turned, the sun blinded me and I had 
to clasp my hands over my eyes. 

 I said, “I have watched you grow since we have been children; you grew 
faster than me, I always thought, and you have always been taller than me. 
Since I can remember, I have looked upward to see you, I have looked up to 
you, and you have been dazzling.”

 And she was, even then, white and slim: a single branch of blossoming 
jasmine against the black Texan sky. 

 I said kind things, sweet things, spoke about memories that we had shared 
when we were young, expressed regret that we lived so far away from each 
other, pride and joy in her marriage. The bride clung to my neck and wept. 
I thought: everything is difficult to understand. My husband makes it snow. 
Your husband can’t fix an air conditioner. My husband left me. Your hus-
band is marrying you. I have lost my husband. You have gained one. My 
husband makes it snow. He left me to make it snow.

Fatima told me that he could not have ever loved me, because he hit me. Her 
math was simple: A is not equal to B. The nurses at the hospital had inter-
vened, and would not allow the front desk to discharge me unless Fatima 
or Anton picked me up. They knew Josh by sight. In her kitchen, at the 
square wooden table, Fatima had held her small baby boy in her arms and 
the sound of Anton making pancakes behind her; I held a package of frozen 
strawberries to the back of my head where it had struck the bathtub. You do 
not stop loving someone because they have changed into a monster: that is 
the tragedy. I did not stop loving him, and, when I transformed before him 
into the personification of all he feared and hated, he did not stop loving me. 
I showed Fatima the page in the book I had found: he is sick, I had said, they 
have a name for what he has. She had not even glanced at the page. He is 
sick, she said, and you are going to die because of it. 
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I never wept; I did not weep when we decided to be married, I did not weep 
when we married, I did not weep when he broke my arm or my ribs or split 
my lips or put his fist to the delicate hollows of my eyes, I did not weep when 
he left me, I did not weep when we did not speak again, I did not weep when 
I moved out of our house and left behind me all the furniture we had shared, 
I did not weep when I woke up, one morning, and found that all my bruises 
were gone and would never come back. 

I never wept for my marriage. My husband makes it snow. 

The bartender at the reception was a skinny black man named Curtis. He 
had a black mustache and a black bow-tie and a starched white shirtfront. 
Under a canopy of twinkle lights, behind his bar draped white for the wed-
ding, he wrapped cocktail napkins around sweating bottles of Lone Star 
beer and fed them to me, one by one. I stood and leaned up against the bar, 
put my elbows on the cool white linen and spoke to Curtis as if I knew him. 
I called him by his first name, pointed the neck of my beer bottle at him 
when I spoke to him. I had taken my shoes off because they were painful; I 
couldn’t tell if the soles of my feet felt hot because they hurt and throbbed 
with blood, or if the ground itself was warm. 

“The sun, Curtis, the sun nearly killed me out there,” I said to him. I was 
talking about the time I spent outside the church, prying into the A/C unit. 

“Oh, Jesus, the sun’s all right,” said Curtis. “It’s the damn heat.” He leaned 
onto the bar, toward me but not too close. He shook his head when he said 
“heat.”

“It’s the heat, yeah,” I repeated, and I dropped my bottle. It shattered at my 
feet: my toes were cold, for a moment, with the fine spray of beer. Curtis 
didn’t blink. When he reached into the cooler, I heard the sound of ice cubes 
crunch wetly against one another. He popped the cap off another Lone Star, 
wrapped a white napkin around it, and wrapped my fingers around it. 

Sometimes, I think of it as a film I have seen. 

In the film, everything was fine, until she made some small error. And then 
he yelled, and she protested, and he yelled and threw something, and when 
it hit her, she fell. When she fell he picked her up and pushed her against 
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the wall and hit her in the face and maybe broke something - her nose, a 
cheekbone. It was hard to tell, because there was so much blood and it all 
happened so quickly. And then maybe she wrenched away but could only 
make it into the laundry room before he caught her, and hit her again in the 
chest, or jaw this time, threw her against the washing machine and I could 
hear her ribs crack against the metal. Maybe I saw her blood on a stack of 
folded yellow sheets. Maybe she was, for some reason, focused on her teeth. 
She didn’t want him to kick or hit the teeth out of her mouth, so she covered 
my mouth with her hand and kept it there. She thought about how difficult 
it would be to replace all her teeth, how her father had spent so much money 
on orthodontics, how expensive it would be and how inconvenient to have 
all false teeth. Maybe, when he finally did knock them out, she was relieved: 
she could relax, now, and let that fear go. Maybe these were the things she 
thought about to keep her mind off of other things; maybe when she was 
on the floor of the laundry room, or the bathroom, or the kitchen, or the 
bedroom, and he stood over her, maybe she wondered if she was going to 
die, and, maybe, she hoped they would not blame him, because, really, he 
never meant it. 

The morning after the wedding, I woke up alone in the house of the bride 
and the groom. They had spent their wedding night in a hotel in downtown 
Houston, and I had taken a cab back to their house. I slept on the couch 
without pulling it out into a bed, without a blanket, even; I had taken the 
dress off and lain down in my underwear. In the morning, I showered, ate 
a piece of toast and drank a glass of orange juice, and took another cab to 
the airport. 

At the gate, a very old woman was ushered to the front of the boarding line 
just before me. She stood near me and I was engrossed, for a long moment, 
with her hand. It was a curled claw of chapped, scabby skin and blue veins 
and pools of blood, patterns of insides underneath the skin. It was repul-
sive. Mold and rot held together by dried glue. I could peel it off, a single 
layer of translucent, bible-leaf dermis, and she would ooze out. Her fingers 
had tapered at the ends and her nails, too, almost sharpened to a point. Ev-
erything webbed and shrunken. One of the airline employees, a good look-
ing young man, blond and Texan, took her arm and walked her down the 
aisle to the door and I had to walk behind them. It was unbearably slow. 
They reached the gate door and began down the jetway to the entrance of 
the plane, and again, made such slow progress that I wanted to cry out and 
hurl my bag at their backs; I wanted to get out of Texas so, so badly, to find 
my car parked in the Albany airport parking lot, pay my thirty-two dollars to 
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the parking attendant, drive home to my small empty apartment and my to-
mato plant and my indifferent cat and watch sitcoms on television. We had 
almost reached the doors to the plane when the woman stumbled, lurched, 
and fell. The man was taken by surprise and though he held her arm firmly, 
the rest of her collapsed prone onto the jetway floor. He turned and looked 
at me, a look of sudden, childish surprise, and he let her go of her arm as 
if I had accused him. I ran to them, knelt by her and felt for a pulse in her 
wrist. He called and shouted things, and I, unexcited and unfeeling, put the 
meat of my palm onto the bottom of her ribcage, pushed against it and felt 
it splinter and break. I pushed against it again, and again, as though I was 
killing her, and leaned over to blow my own breath into her mouth to inflate 
her lungs. She had been sucking on an orange candy, now a globe of clear 
hard sugar, and I fished it out of her mouth with my finger. I worked on her 
until someone else, a fat black man in a red tie, motioned me out of the way 
and took over. But by then, she had died. I had tasted it inside her mouth. 
Am I useful. 

Our flight was, consequently, delayed, but the gate attendants allowed me 
to sit, by myself, alone in the airplane as the rest of the passengers filed 
back out into the waiting area at the gate. I remember thinking that I did 
not want to be all alone on that airplane, but neither did I want to be with 
everyone else, waiting outside the gate. 

We spent one afternoon trying to find my teeth in the deep bucket of our 
washing machine. He had hit my head with our red Hoover vacuum cleaner 
swung like a baseball bat and, afterwards, he said he remembered seeing 
the teeth arc from my mouth and fall into the open washing machine. The 
two of us hung over the side and into the machine, our fingertips down on 
the cool pitted surface, feeling for my teeth. Our foreheads touched and we 
pressed them against each other. My eyes were beginning to feel thick and 
heavy with swelling, and soon I would not be able to see. I kept my mouth 
closed to keep in the blood and every so often walked away, to spit blood 
into the kitchen sink. The weak April sunshine came in through the win-
dows and when I bent my head over the sink I could feel the warmth on 
the back of my neck and the warmth of my blood on my tongue. The blood 
I spat moved like smoke curling red against the white of the porcelain sink. 
My husband was bewildered and crucified by his rage. 

His violence against me I saw, and understand now, as violence against a 
part of himself or the world he saw reflected upon my body, the way an im-
age is reflected upon a screen and we forget, entirely, that the people there 
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are not there, that the mountain is false and the sea is false, that what is 
really there is only a mute and blank screen. And in the way the screen can 
never know why we stare and gape and gasp at what is reflected upon it, I 
can never know what in me my husband found to batter against. He was, 
truly, sorry. 
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ADAM TAVEL

for John Hinshaw

ON CERTAIN THEORIES 

OF CAPITALISM

Your tools, Matheson believed, speak
of the kind of man you are. They speak
with a greasy smear of Penzoil
or swordfish shimmer buffed immaculate, 
and as we took turns scouring 
another Tuesday from our nails 
with coarse orange soap he’d say 
one clean wrench says more 
than a pair of Dockers. So it became 
a kind of game when he confessed

he owned an outfit, noose
to socks, from the K-Mart clearance rack
but wagered we couldn’t tell
which one it was beneath his smock.
For a month our ritual sacrifice
was Blurt Connelly—who had no filter
and a twin sister who set a record of four
for how many dicks a girl could suck
between bells—loudly 
asking the shop if today’s faded 
slacks were blue light specials. 
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By midterms we were a rabble ravenous—
which one was it, would he ever wear it, 
every Tuesday another no
so it made the story easy when it spread
that Matheson had ruined the Connelly girl 
after dismissal one day in the darkroom.
At fourteen her body made it 
three months before miscarriage, a gush
so bad her clique of rotten angels
carried her to the nurse’s station while 
her sprung locker hung in Hallway D
until Blurt had the good sense to close it

after lunch. Awkward as an open casket
we spent the sub’s first day scrubbing 
ratchets, the sharp infinitesimal
flecks from files, birdhouse clamps 
caked with glue and stiffened wads 
of gum beneath our drafting tables.
He called us a bunch of names
but stopped short of swearing 
and even quoted the Gettysburg Address.

Those K-Mart clothes he snarled
were what Matheson wore the day 
he told you they existed 
and you brats didn’t think 
to ask. He cursed us to the atrocious 
lives we already wore and pushed play 
on a tape titled “Styrofoam and You” 
before the shock could slide 
from every face but mine. 
I knew. My mother worked there. 
My mother rang the bastard up.
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ATROPOS

ELIZABETH KICAK

I see the bird’s body first—neck cocked 
at an angle only the dead can bear.
The same daily route, dog tethered to my wrist.
He tugs me away from the wren in the gutter.

“Pneumonia,” a voice echoes. 
He is a hot air balloon 
roped off and tied to a riddled body, 
leashed to a bed with tubes and wires.

She is bloated and sour the next morning.
Ants absconded with her eyes in the night.
Hundreds funnel through her beak eating 
their way through throat and lung.

My hands are feathered—sleek, black.
I wake to the phantom smell of bleach,
tragically earthbound, stomach fluttering
at something just forgotten.

Florida is cruel to the dead. Damp heat 
arousing maggot and roach. 
A picked-clean carcass—
even her claws poached by bugs.
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How did I become the severing sister? 
A final breathless glance 
at gray temples, yellowed skin.
Excarnation as a rush of wings. 

The last bone and feather gone.
Pneuma and corpse unknotted.
A stain on the cement, her tombstone.
Tomorrow’s rain will wash it away.

Everyone has them—
dreams of plummeting. 
Jolting awake, panting,
alone, drowning in dark.



169|b s r

MONALESIA EARLE

WRITING IN THE SPACES

Minnie Bruce Pratt wrote that she “often thinks of a poem as a door that 
opens into a room where [she wants] to go.” But for me, it’s not so much a 
room as a feeling I strive to capture, a sort of after-image from a dream or 
a life yet to be lived, even though I have already lived for a good long time. 

When I sit down to put words on paper, that act is always preceded by a 
quickening, an eagerness to grab hold of a fleeting thought and coax it out 
of hiding into the light of day. Turning my words into images first, then back 
into words, and then back into pearls draped against the black throat of a 
night sky, to me, that’s writing. A tugging apart of nuance to get to the soft 
underbelly of an idea.

The act of writing is said to be a solitary thing. Yet in order for a bucket of 
disparate words to spring up off a page in the form of a character, event, 
place, story, one must read about those very same things written by oth-
ers. And in that way, it isn’t really solitary at all. The voices of others come 
whispering, sotto voce, sidling up off of musty old pages, keeping up a lively 
chatter in my head and making the best company a writer could ever hope 
for. 

From my earliest memories of life as a child of eight or nine, books trans-
ported me to the outermost edges of the universe. My reality, a hump-
backed ghostly thing, flourished only when no one was looking, when I 
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bowed my head and drank the black ink, turning into a stoned little midget 
reaching for the stars.

Tibor Fischer, the British novelist and short story writer, is quoted as say-
ing, “If you want to be a writer, you must do two things above all others: 
read a lot and write a lot.” Whenever I sit down to write, I am most inter-
ested in doing so after I have read something incredible and I want to try to 
call up and experience that same feeling over and over again. Fischer goes 
on to say: “Reading is the creative center of a writer’s life . . . you cannot 
hope to sweep someone else away by the force of your writing until it has 
been done to you.” Thus, when I am swept away by the likes of Keri Hulme, 
Toni Cade Bambara, Gish Jen, Beryl Bainbridge, Gabriel García Márquez 
or Ann-Marie MacDonald, I am inspired to write as well as I can so that I 
might in turn do some “sweeping” of my own.

Writing was not something I came to until I discovered poetry. Stumbling 
quite unexpectedly across the genre (a spiky collection of words laid ran-
domly and sometimes arrogantly across pulpy sheets), I immediately felt 
that it was I, rather than the scraggly cabal of young poets I’d discovered 
back then, being flushed out of hiding and made to dance for my bread. 
Having immersed myself for so long in the regional fiction of the north and 
south (I adored authors who captured the thrum of my hometown of Brook-
lyn; writers who drew me into what life must have been like for my parents, 
both of whom hailed from the south where such men as Bull Connor and 
George Wallace systematically terrorized black people out of their rightful 
minds), poetry soon became the door to the room where I wanted to go. And 
the poet whose work first opened that door for me wider than all others, was 
Nikki Giovanni and then much later, Pablo Neruda.

In “Ego Trippin,’” a fascinating “poetic anthem,” I was inspired to reach 
inside myself to find out what was truly there. More than any other, it has 
been said that this poem gave shape to the legions of intelligent black people 
who had been historically excised from culturally important conversations. 
It allowed us to see ourselves through our own eyes, as legitimate people 
with something to say. Giovanni’s work—revolutionary, brazen, soft and 
colorful—not only changed my view of the world, but spurred me on to ask 
questions where before I would have remained silent. And what I found 
then and still now, was the adrenalin rush of putting pen to paper and mak-
ing words vibrate. So when I look back, trying to recapture that rush, lo-
cate its wild beginnings, I think it must have come from these four lines of 
Giovanni’s longer poem: 
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I am so hip - even my errors are correct
I sailed east to reach west - and had to round off the
    earth as I went
    The hair from my head thinned and gold was laid
    across three continents 

So I write because I need to, it’s cathartic and helps me to neutralize bad 
vibes. Although I am not a musician, the rhythm of words are inside my 
head, spontaneously coming together like a juerta on a breezy summer 
day—clacking, clicking, tapping, twirling, swaying, swinging, pulsing, 
pounding. A jam session, a dance. Not fugue-like as in Catherine Rainwa-
ter’s analysis of Anne Redmon’s literary technique in Music and Silence, but 
more as a sort of inverse audiation, a way of thinking of words in a melodic 
and rhythmic way and capturing that “tonality,” that iambic song, on paper. 
But I also write as a way of conversing, reaching out to people whose idea of 
a good time is turning the page of a book, attending a poetry reading, falling 
asleep with Didion or Piercy or Enright. 

As a writer I wonder about the naming of things, the division of literary 
expositions into male and female; literature and folklore; science and voo-
doo; reporting and story-telling; teaching and learning. In their explication 
of Shoshana Felman’s work, “Women and Madness: The Critical Phallacy,” 
Warhol and Herndl note that Felman “uses Jacques Derrida’s analysis of 
the way that oppositional thinking dominates Western culture (under-
standing things in relation to their opposites, and imposing hierarchy upon 
the resulting oppositions, for example, man/woman, sane/insane, speech/
silence, same/other) to show that traditional ways of defining woman al-
ways subordinate her in the opposition; she is man’s “Other” and is there-
fore what he is not—insane and silent.”

I started writing in earnest because a man told me I couldn’t. Not that I was 
not allowed, but that I had to let loose of all that had informed my work up 
until that point, accept his ill-tempered opinion of female (specifically femi-
nist) writers as emotional hacks writing from their collective uteri instead 
of from their brains. And the fact that it was a feminist who had encour-
aged me to take his writing class, someone whose image of herself had been 
twisted to such grotesque degrees that she perceived his taunting criticisms 
as the mark of true literary genius, made me even more determined to em-
brace the very thing he tried to convince us we were not: writers! In the cold 
and inhospitable darkness of his classroom, this man, cloaked in the safety 
of academia, browbeat insecure women (and some men) into swallow-
ing wholesale, the choking dust of mediocrity. His brutal art was all about 
closed doors and dead languages. 
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For me, there is no certain way to write, no ritual to follow day in and day 
out. I like to have a title in my mind and build a story around that. This 
anchors me, gives me a launching off point from which to swim out and 
find my way back to shore. There can be no external noise competing with 
the dialogue forming in my head; no barking dogs, grinding gears, plod-
ding footsteps, buzzing saws, skittering mice, encyclopedia salesmen. 
I’m a silent film, my shadowy outline juddering madly up and down on 
celluloid . . . lips compressed into a foreboding slash across a tense round 
face, my long knobby fingers, fleshless and gone stiff from writing, moving 
raggedly across the page. But when it is warm, when the buttery glow of the 
sun draws me outside, I take stock of what others cannot see, tuck it inside 
the folds of my memory to pull out later and mine for secrets.

I think there is immense value in “writing like a woman,” having the bind-
ings loosened, the pressure to compete on a lofty theoretical plane reduced 
by such faulty assumptions as: a woman’s writing is reductive, squishy, dis-
jointed, folksy, imprecise. I believe this is actually where great writing takes 
place, where the lack of expectation frees the mind to go where it wants, find 
the level of discipline that compliments rather than stifles it. As a woman I 
can gather up shooshing verbs, languid adjectives, fractured pieces of sen-
tences and re-form them into an unexpected surprise, a made up thing at 
the bottom of a pickle jar. 

My writing journey started out with poetry and unsurprisingly, it was while 
working on a very long poem that I saw the connection to fiction and jumped 
over to that genre. The two forms were a natural fit for me, especially be-
cause of the lyrical, yet narrative nature of epic poems and the structure and 
rhythmic pace of fiction. But after trying my hand at fiction for a number of 
years, I decided to keep my mind sharp and elastic by taking up personal 
essays, exploring a different way to introduce tension, conflict, imagery and 
symbolism into my writing. (This is not to suggest that fiction is less the-
matically challenging, or that its tonal or textural form cannot be sustained 
unless one is engaged in a more academic examination of literature. In par-
ticular, the transgressive narrative—rich in its exploration of sub-cultures 
or “shadow” cultures alongside socially “acceptable” ones—is incredibly 
important to the genre: the work of William Burroughs, gay/lesbian/trans-
gender writing, perhaps even the historically disputed “writing” of codes 
that were said to have been hidden in slave quilts or used in spiritual songs, 
provide examples of the pliability and importance of the transgressive nar-
rative form.)

In The Politics of the Essay, Boetcher Joeres and Mittman note that it “takes 
a certain degree of radical thinking to appropriate a literary form unintend-
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ed for you and to make it conform to your own wishes . . .” This observation 
by the editors is based on their assertion that the essay “[emerged] from a 
patriarchal European/white origin.” In this book, Boetcher Joeres further 
notes that the elusiveness of the essay, “but more [importantly] its fringe 
nature, might well make the essay appeal to those who are themselves on 
the fringe.” 

Essays have helped me to expand my thinking in multiple structural ways 
at once. I am contemplative, analytical, playful, experimental. If my writ-
ing follows any sort of process or ritual at all, it would be in the things I am 
surrounded by and need to see/use in order to start and complete a piece of 
work: dictionaries, notepads, a thesaurus, novels, biographies, newspapers, 
and (figuratively speaking) a few dead existentialists (Nietzsche, Marcel, 
Sartre, Beauvoir.) Ultimately, it’s learning how to blend my style of writing 
(meandering, textured, resonant) with the more “accepted” forms/language 
created by history’s literary doyens.

A recent exchange I had with an acquaintance who lectures at a university 
here in England, was on the topic of inaccessible language. I’d been working 
on two essays—one regarding women’s body image and how our opinions 
about this is shaped by internal and external forces, and the other about 
gender as it relates to the pioneering work of Judith Butler. It was my view 
that the language of academia is inherently exclusionary by its very struc-
ture: didactic, pedagogic, confining. Whether or not academicians set out 
to construct the language of their profession in such a way that “writing 
like a woman” gains no truly meaningful foothold, is an area that has been 
debated for many years. Thus, the allure of the personal essay—the balance 
it strikes between the formal and informal modes of writing—is hard to ig-
nore.

Although the view of my aforementioned acquaintance was that the rigor-
ousness of academic language is essential in challenging, developing and 
enhancing critical thinking skills and preparing students to undertake ex-
tremely complex pieces of work, I didn’t fully buy it. Her reasoning seemed 
rehearsed, a weak justification for “gate-keeping,” a way to protect some 
sort of secret code. (Although in fairness to the lecturer’s position, the ar-
gument articulated in the introduction to Morley and Walsh’s 1995 work: 
Feminist Academics: Creative Agents for Change, puts her sentiments in a 
slightly different context. The authors note: “In a culture where emotional 
literacy is discursively located in opposition to reason, feminist academics 
frequently have to repress pain and anger, and hide the contradictions and 
tensions that arise from being members of subordinate groups in powerful 
institutions.”)
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When I write, I try not to overcompensate for my gender or race by reaching 
for an ideal that has no relationship to my real self. Unlike the lecturer who, 
by the very nature of her job is required to publish or perish, thereby (and 
possibly) experiencing less joy in the creative writing process, that peculiar 
limitation does not necessarily apply to people outside of college or univer-
sity settings. However, she could probably argue that without understand-
ing the more complex language and analytical skills required to produce 
academic papers, writers who typically publish outside of academic markets 
could never survive the rigors of taking up resident writer posts. Thus, all 
language acts as connecting struts for the bridges we build in order to meet 
each other somewhere in the middle. What we share when we get there, 
well, that as they say, is all in the telling.

I try to approach writing from a place that connects me to something larger 
than myself. A place that is familiar yet different, whole but unexpected, off 
pitch or in tune, yielding yet immensely resistant. I don’t want to be pigeon-
holed as someone who should write about race (because of where I’m from 
or my ethnicity or my life experiences, although I know these things cannot 
be completely ignored.) I fear being trapped, labeled, forever consigned to 
someone else’s idea of where I fit in: woman, lesbian, ex-patriot, agnostic, 
rebel, non-conformist. I’m certain this is the reason that when I start a new 
short story— inventing scenarios, characters or dialogue, I begin from a 
point most unlike my own experience and move back toward the familiar 
only as a marker of where home is. 

“Black Writing, White Reading,” an essay written by Elizabeth Abel not only 
underscores why Toni Morrison’s work is essential to any discussion about 
the craft of writing, but it also points to Morrison’s deftness at forcing the 
reader to question their assumptions about race and what Asians, African 
Americans, First Nation, women, lesbians, etc., should write about. In ref-
erencing “Recitatif,” Morrison’s short story about the conflicted friendship 
between two young girls—one black and one white— who forge a friendship 
while staying at an orphanage and who become re-acquainted as adults, 
Abel notes that she was introduced to the piece by Lula Fragd, a black femi-
nist critic. She writes: “Lula was certain that Twyla was black; I was equally 
convinced that she was white; most of the readers we summoned to resolve 
the dispute divided similarly along racial lines.” Abel explained that “by re-
placing the conventional signifiers of racial difference (such as skin color) 
with radically relativistic ones (such as who smells funny to whom) and by 
substituting for the racialized body a series of disaggregated cultural parts—
pink scalloped socks, tight green slacks, large hoop earrings, expertise at 
playing jacks, a taste for Jimi Hendrix or for bottled water and asparagus—
the story renders race a contested terrain variously mapped from diverse 
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positions in the social landscape.” Abel goes on to point out that “by forcing 
us to construct racial categories from highly ambiguous social cues, ‘Reci-
tatif’ elicits and exposes the unarticulated racial codes that operate at the 
boundaries of the consciousness.”

Writing is a significant part of what I do in my daily work, but it is not the 
kind that feeds my imagination or pulls me out of bed in the middle of the 
night to capture a fleeting thought. I prefer writing that compels me to split 
a thing open and root around, reclaim it as mine, or at least understand how 
it works so that I am no longer intimidated by, or uncertain of its powers. 
I look for loopholes and exploit them, gnaw on ideas until they blossom 
into lines, shred and rebuild and rebuild and shred, and then I write. I use 
what I know to uncover what I don’t, because how else does one improve/
progress/think? 

I chose the title of this essay to underscore the secondary roles historically 
assigned to women in nearly every aspect of our daily lives, but also to point 
out how we have laid claim to a language that was never ours in the first 
place, and how we have turned that very thing into unexpected triumphs. 
Adrienne Rich spoke directly to this in her poem, “The Burning of Paper 
Instead of Children.” She wrote, in part: “. . . this is the oppressor’s language 
. . . yet I need it to talk to you.” Indeed!

Constructed to accommodate the language of (mostly) white men, the 
epic novel—typically focused on such topics as war, politics, daring feats 
of heroism, conquered empires—is a classic example of the kind of writ-
ing that nearly all other writing is still judged against. Tolstoy’s War and 
Peace, Huxley’s Brave New World, The Sound and the Fury, Homer’s Iliad, 
All Quiet on the Western Front (Erich Maria Remarque’s roman à clef) to 
name just a few, are examples of works so devoid of women as legitimate 
historical players, that the shadow cast over the literary scene then, is only 
now just receding at a pace to match the unsung talents of women. We are 
rejecting marginalization in favor of creating our own legitimate places 
in the literary canon, although it could be argued that the Kibble Literary 
Award, Rona Jaffe Foundation Writers’ Award, and the Orange Prize for 
Fiction marginalizes women in unintended ways. (Do we really need gender 
specific awards for literature?)

This essay is an enjambment, a metaphoric straddling of numerous “revo-
literary” acts, a kind of narrative arc springing forth from the past, as if too 
long held prisoner by irrelevancy and entitlement. Rocketing unhindered 
towards the future to ride the gulfstream of words bursting forth like hot 
sparks from the lips of round-faced women finally escaped from silent mov-
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ies, the arc illuminates a different kind of talent. We are inserting ourselves 
back into history, taking up where we were left off, filling in those empty 
spaces with splashes of color, texture and the brick and mortar of telling a 
damn good tale. 
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CONSTELLATION PRIZE

CANDICE WUEHLE

Women of my tribe agree:
most people are

doing it wrong.
 
................................................
 

Reparation         Meditation          Prayer
can all be
stone  bone  wood  glass  gold
albeit delivered in bead form,

looped,
caressed.

 
...........................................................................
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Garden will bloom
when I tell it to, says my mother.

Some men: get born early.
My father, I would not have called him

Boy
I would not have called him

Party
Until I would have called him

Old.
 
Good God,

My father’s grave
will be

deep.
............
 

bus ride    rosary    grave, 
same idea.

point is to know when you have gotten to the point
 

yes:          joy       sorrow                 glory
 

point is to be often
delivered home

............................................................
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Advice from my grandmother regarding European
travel:
 
In Rome

men keep their hands to themselves
by law, unless they are Saints.

In which case, 
hands are not hands

they are
relics

and all the best beads have a little bit of them
embedded within.

The best rosary is made of rosewood, you
can remember by the

name.
 
........................................................................
 
have a good time at therapy
is a salutation of one of my usual bus drivers
to one of his usual passengers; he accompanies
his words with a 

hand clasp.
Some people

are terrified by
but before
the grace of God
go I

some people are
the grace of God.

 
........................................................

Bless you, yes you—we are here:
make the sign

for 1000 roses blooming
all at once

someone is doing it right::it is  
spring
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KELLY MARTINEAU

TURBULENCE

BAggAge

I try to be prepared for flight. A few weeks prior to a trip, I write a list of 
items, which I lay out a week ahead. I place my clothes in neat piles by cat-
egory: shirts, pants, skirts. 

I cordon off a separate area for my carry-on items. From Seattle, any desti-
nation in the central or eastern time zones requires a four-hour flight. I fly 
a few times each year to Texas and Indiana, states in which I have lived, to 
visit friends and family and to the Midwest or east coast for conferences. 
To pass the time, I must have choices: a book, some music, a pen for the 
crossword. 

But I like to keep my bag light and portable, so every item is carefully evalu-
ated. Each object has a proper place in the bag for easy in-flight retrieval.

As a small child, I observed a careful ritual when eating a slice of American 
cheese. After discarding the plastic wrap, I folded the slick orange square 
until it cleaved into two evenly split pieces. I halved the two rectangles into 
four equal squares. 
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Then I repeated the process, folding the cheese into increasingly smaller 
pieces, which I stacked into a tower. When I could no longer halve the seg-
ments, I slowly removed and relished one tiny square at a time. 

I let myself believe that even the most intractable problem can be solved by 
breaking it into manageable pieces. I parcel out the steps, rearrange them 
in the clearest order, and then proceed through the list, checking off each 
task when completed.

Flight 1560 - 1:00 P.m.

Boarding the second of two flights—Cincinnati to Seattle—I check the pass 
for my seat assignment—22D. I was in the same row on my first flight from 
Louisville. Scanning the aisle numbers printed above the seats, I locate 
mine six rows back. When I reach row 22, I slip quickly out of the aisle so 
others can pass. After retrieving a pen, I slide my carry-on bag under the 
seat in front of me. I clasp my seat belt with a satisfying click and open the 
in-flight magazine.

Puzzles

The crossword is always my first distraction. As the other passengers daw-
dle in the aisles, I proceed through the clues in order. When I know the 
answer, I pen the word onto the page by placing each neat letter into the 
appropriate box. I cross off the number of the completed clue with a slash. 
If I am unsure, I will circle the number and return later.

I work though the list—Across first and then Down. After two passes in or-
der, I narrow my focus to the most completed section of the puzzle and use 
the existing letters to puzzle out the words I have not yet figured.

I try not to think too much of the flight before me—the take-off, the long 
stretch of flight 30,000 feet above the earth, the landing. I try not to see 
myself for what I am: one passenger belted into a seat in the middle of a 
gridded plane. 

I am not me but 22D. 
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Flight 1560 - 1:15 P.m. 

We pull back from the gate and bump along the tarmac, making multiple 
turns on our way to the runway. Then the plane brakes to a stop, pre-
sumably in line for take-off. Every few minutes, the plane rolls forward 
on wheels that will soon retract. When we make the final turn onto the 
runway and the engines begin to roar, my body tenses. I take an artificially 
deep breath and stare at the puzzle before me.

Pens

I always write with the same pen—a Sanford uni-ball micro. The tip clings 
to the page just enough to produce steady, even letters. The ink flows only 
when the pen is moving. I do not like to see messy ink blots on the page.

I have them in red, green, and blue, but I pack the black pen for the cross-
word. It seems more dignified, more permanent.

Flight 1560 - 1:30 P.m.

My plane hurtles upward. Considering the thunderstorms in the area, I am 
lucky to have departed Cincinnati on time. With that uncertainty behind 
me, I can relax and rely on the crossword to keep me occupied.

Just after we leave the ground, I feel an unusual downward surge, my legs 
pressing flat onto my seat. As we ascend, rough air jars the plane. With a 
particularly forceful bump, my magazine falls to my lap. Gripping the arm-
rests, I lean forward and look out the windows, first to the left and then the 
right. I see only blue sky.

No one around me seems concerned, so I sit back in my seat and resume the 
crossword puzzle. I know from my previous flight that the air is particularly 
unstable today. We just have to fly through it to find a smoother ride above 
the clouds.

Flight turbulence is a common occurrence. Air is not homogenous—it slips 
and slides past itself at various rates. When a plane slices upward through 
the sky, the transitions between different air speeds jostle the aircraft. Pas-
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sengers feel a range of motion, from light bumps to terrifying whomps and 
drops. Planes are made to withstand such force. 

As my plane sustains more knocks, I notice the sunlight flickering on the 
magazine page. I look down my row to the window and see that we are pass-
ing through clouds. I am always pleased when there is an explanation for 
turbulence.

Flight history

I was not afraid the first time I flew at the age of seven. I was only sad. After 
spending six weeks of the summer with my paternal grandparents in north-
ern Indiana, I was flying home to Texas accompanied only by a new doll. 
The flight attendant walked me to my seat and promised to deliver me to 
my father when we landed. 

Each summer, for the next six years, I visited my grandparents, flying to In-
diana in June and back to Texas in August. In my memory, those trips blend 
into one smooth flight. The sun shines through the oval-shaped window as 
the plane glides over billowing cumulus clouds. I read a book or talk with an 
adult who takes an interest in the child traveling alone. I eat a hot meal with 
real silverware and savor the sharp sweetness of my Coke. Time is a pleas-
ant travel companion, ticking away faster than I expect.

I do not remember turbulence, threatening weather, or mechanical delays. 

I board. I arrive. 

The journey is so easy that I seem to step from one state to the next.

mAPs 

Such quick passage was a luxury compared to the trip by car. Each winter, 
I made the thousand-mile drive from Texas to Indiana with my father to 
celebrate Christmas at his parents’ home. Two ten-hour days on the road 
split by an overnight hotel stay in Missouri. Naps, snacks, and books only 
got me so far. When I started asking questions out of boredom, my father 
always retrieved the Rand McNally road atlas, its vinyl cover creased from 
the way he stowed it, folded in half behind his seat. As he passed the atlas to 
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me, I welcomed the weight of all that information in my hands. I unsnapped 
the cover and opened to the correct page, stretching a state across my lap. 

 Tracing our progress on the page, I noted each river, county line, and 
highway exchange. The fact that I could see every marker between me and 
my destination seemed to erase the distance. I loved rolling past the bor-
der signs, proof that we had crossed an invisible line into a new place that 
looked otherwise exactly the same as the neighboring state. Oklahoma. Ar-
kansas. Missouri. Illinois. Indiana. Each state completed brought me closer 
to arrival. 

Flipping to the new page in the atlas, I continued to trace my progress.

 

Flight 1560 - 1:45 P.m.

Suddenly, the jostles becomes jolts. A chorus of gasps breaks the thick si-
lence. I am thrown forward and grab the seat in front of me. So does the 
man with glasses and neat graying hair in the middle seat. No one speaks as 
the plane drops and veers. 

My stomach falls like a lead weight. I press forward against the seatback, 
trying to steady myself. But the plane, with the passengers strapped to its 
lurching frame, rocks and slides and plunges. 

I wait for the sound of wrenching metal, for the plane to fracture into pieces. 

 

FlotAtion DeVice

At the age of seven, I lived for Tuesday night at Spinning Wheels roller rink. 
For a few hours, I could leave the daylight world of Denton, Texas where I 
lived with my father in a small duplex. When my parents separated the year 
before and my mom moved an hour south to Dallas, they agreed I should 
stay in Denton to remain at my school. Working toward a doctorate in psy-
chology, my father spent the majority of his time on campus, teaching or 
taking classes. I spent a lot of time waiting for him to come home. I had 
to attend his happy hours and Saturday night parties. But skating was my 
choice. 
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Every Tuesday evening, I stepped through the double doors into the dimly 
lit rink, the disco ball throwing stars onto the walls and ceiling. After remov-
ing my street shoes, I slid my feet into white leather boots with red wheels. I 
clomped dully along the carpeted floor until my skates reached the wooden 
rink, where a step became a graceful glide that launched me far away from 
my normal life. 

I found it easy to shed my sadness in the retreat of that long, low den. The 
maroon carpet covered everything but the rink; it rose seamlessly from the 
floor onto long benches and blanketed the walls to soften any unintended 
crashes. It seemed to muffle the outside world, the silence filled by the mu-
sic pouring out of cheap speakers mounted above the rink. 

From the insistent thud of “Eye of the Tiger” to the smooth flow of “Islands 
in the Stream,” the music determined my style. Sometimes, I pounded the 
rink, pushing for speed to feel the cool rush of air on my skin. For slow 
songs, I swayed with each step, evening out of the motion of my feet, making 
the crossover footwork on the turns into art. 

With each circuit, I flew past the opening in the wall where I had entered. 
But I did not count the laps, the distance stacking up behind me. I lived 
instead within the arc of each song, rolling through each verse toward the 
sonic climax and then floating to the final reprise. My feet gliding along the 
boards in sure rhythm, I simply rolled around the rink. 

Flight 1560 - 1:50 P.m.

Strapped into this pitching plane, I try to work the crossword, but a sudden 
whomp jerks my pen across the page. Uncompleted, the letter “o” hangs 
open like a broken “g.” My hands shake—little tremors amidst this knocking 
earthquake of air. Slipping the magazine and pen into the seat back pocket, 
I look to the window. I want to see clouds and sky, to know that what is 
causing this violence. 

But the sky outside is gone. 

There is no blue dome receding in the distance. There are no isolated clouds. 
Instead, they have coalesced into something much more frightening than a 
pocket of turbulence. The air, pressing against the portal window, is murky, 
a yellowed gray. The horizon line has disappeared and offers no distance 
from the storm. We are inside. 



b s r|186

I wonder what the pilots see. But they offer no reassuring explanation, no 
promise to search for better air. There is only silence. The abuse comes 
without pause, one glancing blow after another. My body drops and slides 
and fills with a sick, stark terror.

Flight PlAns

When I was a child, my plane ticket arrived in the mail. I received a flight 
voucher and itinerary nestled in a folded paper envelope. On the day of 
flight, I presented my ticket to the agent who returned to me a boarding 
pass. Printed on glossy, heavyweight yellow paper, it listed my flight, gate, 
and seat number. I then handed the pass to the gate agent, who kept it, re-
turning to me the stub with my seat number. 

Ticketless travel is supposed to make flying easier. Now I receive an email 
with my itinerary. The day before my flight, I click a box on the internet and 
receive an image of my boarding pass. Now the gate agents take only the 
information by scanning a bar code. My presence on the flight is coded in 
1’s and 0’s. 

As an adult, I have circled airports, banking over and over again in a soupy 
sky. I spent unplanned nights in Dallas, Chicago, and Detroit, stranded be-
tween my departure city and destination. I have been diverted to other cit-
ies, where I sat on a runway with no certain departure or arrival. 

Flight 1560 - 2:00 P.m.

Suddenly, with one last forceful whomp, we burst forth from the storm into 
blue sky. The plane immediately evens out and rolls forward as if on flat, 
smooth ground. The sky is wide and deep once again, stretching out into a 
distance I cannot even comprehend. 

There is so much space, such possibility. 

The skies may be suddenly calm, but my body retains the violence of the 
storm. I breathe deep to settle that sickening fear. I tell myself, it is over 
– you’re through it. You’re still here. But my body betrays me. My breath is 
audible and quickening in pace. The squall rises up through me in waves—
the rising, rollicking tension shakes loose from my body and spills forth a 
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stream of tears. I heave and breathe, but the fear, balled up inside my body, 
pushes against my borders. 

Flight 1560 – 3:00 P.m.

Despite the clear skies of the last hour, I still wait for another violent jolt. 
I have retrieved my iPod and attempt to steal some peace from the regular 
rhythms of pop music. Nada Surf’s Let Go never fails to settle my wild mind.

As I try to figure out 36-Across, I hear lead singer Matthew Caws claim: 
“Only when we get to see / The aerial view / Will the patterns show.” But 
from the aisle seat, I cannot see the ground below.

seAtAc AirPort – 5:00 P.m.

Although the rest of the flight is uneventful, I never fully calm myself. I try 
to complete the crossword, but a few words elude me. Empty spaces await-
ing letters. 

As we land, I hold my breath until we brake to ground speed. By the time we 
reach the gate, I have packed my bag, and I wait, legs wound like springs. 
When the rows in front of me finally empties, I march with long strides off 
the plane, along the jet bridge, and through the terminal, not stopping until 
I collide with my husband’s solid body in the airport. 

Tears I thought had dried stream down my face. The story tumbles out in a 
jumble of dramatic gestures and words, the first I have spoken since board-
ing the plane. Even after I finish, my body still trembles. I feel my mind 
building toward something and manage to say, “I thought I,” before my 
body swallows my voice. Taking a deep breath, I finally admitted aloud, “I 
thought I wasn’t going to make it home.”

Finally, I feel my body relax, contracting back to some measure of equilib-
rium.

I have a recurring dream in which I am a passenger on a large plane flying 
without incident. I notice the carpeted bulkhead, the padded leather seats, 
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the smooth curve of the windows framing blue sky. Soothed by the hum of 
the engine, I let my eyelids slide closed as I slip into sleep.

Suddenly, the plane dives. My eyes fly open. Through the window I see the 
tops of buildings and trees. Sagging power lines threaten the wings. The 
plane dips to the left and then immediately rolls right. My stomach flips 
with each sickening lurch. 

I grab the armrests. Fear floods my brain. I feel hot and sick. I want to close 
my eyes, but I cannot stop watching the narrowly missed obstacles through 
the window. 

I wait for impact. With the ground. With a building. 

But the plane keeps flying, dangerously close to disaster. 

The plane swoops, tips, and dodges, managing to avoid impact. I do not 
hear the screams of the other passengers, only the rush of fear in my head. 
Although the plane appears to be losing altitude, we never reach the ground. 
There is no landing, no arrival. 

But no crash either. When I wake, the plane is still aloft.
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JOHN NIEVES

for René Char

EASTING

You kept trying to teach me
ceremony with stones
in your mouth—stones
of the river from which the dead washed
both up and away. In a forest,
mortar shells pass
as flora, live a little, grow
quietly. Their fruit,
silence. Their seeds,
archaeology: the skull
history leaves exposed.
The stones in your mouth.
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JOHN A. MCDERMOTT

Walt considered all the lists, all the letters, he’d written with the pen. Simple 
errands: buy bananas, remember milk. The letters: condolences and con-
gratulations, the usual sort—graduations, weddings, births, baptisms—the 
standard milestones.

He hadn’t expected this. Coming down from his upstairs study, knowing 
for years, yes, years (they’d bought the house a decade ago), he smacked, 
forehead against plaster, the low overhang above the first-floor door. The 
door was open—no matter how many times he scolded his wife, Patricia, 
for letting warm air escape upstairs in winter, for letting hot air invade in 
the summer. That’s what distracted him. He saw the damn door, started to 
curse her, and remembered: Patricia wasn’t home, hadn’t been home for a 
week. She was visiting her sister in Columbus. That’s what they called it, 
each ignoring the lie: visiting her sister in Columbus meant flying to Hawaii 
with her ex, Bob; or maybe it was the California wine country. Oh, hell, 
maybe it was Gary. Indiana. It didn’t have to be scenic. She was schtupping 
Bob and he was home, alone, coffee cup in one hand, his Waterman pen in 
the other, and seeing the open door he thought, “Damn it, Patricia, close the 
damn door.”

After the collision, in the twenty minute interlude: there was no Patricia, 
no sound in the house but the faint morning conversation of mocking-
birds and shouts of the workmen building the house across the street—fill-
ing the empty lot which had been there forever—and his breathing. Walt  

THE PEN
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considered the men. One day the lot was covered with grass; the next: a 
foundation; the day after: crowded with tan men listening to Mexican radio 
and hoisting a frame. Patricia joked, “If we’d been gone a week, we might 
have come back to a new house and never seen it built. It just would have 
been there. Like magic.”

Walt listened to his breath and the punch of a power hammer.

And then Patricia did go away, to visit her sister in Columbus.

He tried to say, “Ha.” Ha would have been a nice punctuation, but he 
couldn’t.

He’d seen the open door, cursed, remembered—and slammed his forehead 
against the plaster. The pain spread out over his skull like so much acidic 
Silly String caught in his hair, wadded behind his ears. The coffee splashed 
his hand—it would have been lukewarm a week earlier, but he’d gone out 
and bought a pot for his study the day Patricia went to visit her sister in 
Columbus. She never wanted a pot upstairs. Said he’d burn the house down. 
She’d seen on TV—one of those news programs—and they told her coffee 
pots spontaneously burst into flames. Just like that. She’d snapped her fin-
gers. He said nothing spontaneously burst into flame. There was a reason 
for everything. Morons left the pot turned on. Morons used frayed cords. He 
wasn’t a moron. He would turn the pot off. He would inspect the cord. On. 
A. Regular. Basis.

He bought the pot not an hour after he found her note. She’d used his fa-
vorite pen, his Waterman, and she’d written: “Walt. Went to Columbus to 
visit my sister. Be back Wednesday.” Be back Wednesday sounded like an 
imperative: (silent you) be back Wednesday. He wasn’t one in Columbus 
(Maui? Napa? Gary?). He was at the bottom of the steps.

His forehead throbbed. His hand bubbled. The fresh coffee was fast-
food hot, a steaming river over his thumb and wrist and forearm. 
He was going to lose skin. Yep, no doubt about it. And his knee was 
gone—the knee he’d ripped out playing hoops in college a million 
years ago (really just fifteen; before he met Patricia, before he drank 
a lot of coffee, before fucking Columbus meant fucking Bob). So—the  
knee was gone; what was left of the cartilage shredded somewhere between 
the fifth step, the third step, and the floor.

And then there was the pen.



b s r|192

That was jammed in Walt’s left eye, buried all the way up to the gold band 
where the cap fit snuggly against the marbled blue handle. The hilt? Do pens 
have hilts? Or just swords? This felt like a sword. A sword some demonic 
mouse-sized man, a master jouster, had run right through the soft jelly of 
his once-blue iris, the sharp metal nib pretty darn close to his brain. Of that 
he was sure. The pen was terribly close to his brain.

His vision blurred. He couldn’t read the initials, the monogram that so 
pleased him when his boss awarded his Ten Years of Service. WSG.

“Ha.”

This time he actually said it. He couldn’t shut his mouth after and began to 
drool, but it was worth it.

“Ha.”

He choked. Second times were never worth it.

What was best was first. He always loved what was first, best, top of the line. 
Patricia had been first. The pen: top of the line. He never went cheap.

His younger brother once told him to quit fetishizing the real. Fetishizing 
the real? What the fuck did that mean? “It means quit loving your damn pen 
so much. And quit bragging about your car. We don’t care what you drive. 
What you drink. What you own.”

I like stuff, he’d answered. My stuff. “Stuff isn’t what matters, dude. All 
this crap. It’s just a fetish. A mass illness. Like, imagine if everyone decided 
dominatrix boots—glossy leather seven-inch thigh highs—were it. Imagine 
everyone loves those. Has to have them. That would be dumb, right? And 
clown noses. Add clown noses. We’d all go around teetering on big black 
boots—guys, girls, little kids, the President, Mom, everybody—and wearing 
red noses. Would that be dumb?”

Well, yeah, he’d said.

“It’s all like that. Your car. Your refrigerator. Your computer. Your phone. 
Big black boots and red rubber noses. You long for it, you buy it. It’s a fetish, 
man.” His brother paused. “Quit it.”

Now, Walt couldn’t move. His left arm wrenched behind his back. His right 
leg twisted like a corkscrew. His favorite mug (“Not Listening”) shattered 
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and the coffee gone—only his second cup of the day—soaked into the plush 
green carpet.

Patricia wouldn’t be back for another four days.

By then?

Well, he’d smell.

“Ha,” he said. He choked again. Something frogged up his voice, his chest. 
A liquid weight.

He considered the notes he would write, but the words appeared where no 
one else could see them:

The house across the street will be done by the time you get back.

I hope Columbus was beautiful.

Sometimes I left the door to the first floor open, too. Hey, we’re all human.

I’m guilty. I fetishize the real. I really love this pen. I love my car. I love 
my new coffee pot. It’s off—don’t worry, I flicked the switch before I came 
downstairs.

I loved this house. I still do, though I wish I hadn’t hit my head. I knew that 
wall was there.

I love this pen. 

His next note was simpler:

Listen to “Guantanamera” sung by half a dozen carpenters some time. It’s 
really something. It’s amazing how quickly a house can go up.

He’s getting warmer:

It’s amazing how quickly a house can burn down. I wasn’t going to do that. 
I would have checked the cord. Honest.

He’s getting colder.
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How can you not fetishize the real? And who invented that freaking word?

Oh, Patricia, I love this pen. I love this pen. I love this pen. I love.

The real stuck in his head, “Ha,” Walt said, one last time. Black ink and 
blood pooled around his matted hair. Men sang in the distance again, but 
Walt no longer listened.
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RED WASP

VICTOR FLORENCE

I move my fingers
over your wrist
and pluck a pear
from your pulse.

I place it beneath
our bed, next to
the jar of fireflies
we found last July,

next to the dictionary
swollen with pressed
flower petals and
black ants, next

to the mandolin
strings humming
like a pocketful
of hymns. You

weave a red wasp
from all the words
spilling out from
my teeth and place
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it on my chest.
Watch it corrode
me until I’m a chain
thrown into an ocean.
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GRAHAM TUGWELL

DANCE AROUND THE 
RESERVOIR AND DOWN

“Here,” says Granddad, tapping the pallid slackness of belly with two broad 
fingertips, “In here.”

I look at his exposed stomach, wrinkled pale with sagging age.

Tap. 

Tap.

“That’s where it starts. I feel it growing.”

I follow his fingers, tracing slow patterns on soap-coloured skin.

“And when the end comes . . . It’ll come fast . . .”

Bending with bared teeth, he tucks his shirt inside his waistband.

“Will it hurt, Granddad?”

He places a hand on my shoulder. His eyes are dark and very soft.

“Aye, it will. Every day the pain will get worse. Will come more often, will 
last longer.”
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His fingers close to pinch my shoulder.

“And when I can’t bear it, when it’s agony to breathe and move and my mind 
begins to . . . ”

He rubs his temples.

“Begins to . . . come apart . . . ”

His eyes drift out of focus and lips part without a sound.

“There’s the reservoir . . . ” I whisper.

He smiles, comes back to me.

“Yes. The reservoir.”

The bed creaks under us.

“We grow old. We get sick. We pass on. It happens to us all.”

* * *

Our house is a bungalow, old and austere, squatting where Main Street 
turns. The front door is narrow, with weathered scars left by a car failing 
to take the corner— it juts onto the pavement so passers-by must swerve, 
must duck under the hanging baskets Uncle Martin keeps. The windows are 
small, cloaked with butter-coloured veils that hide us away.

Our back garden stretches up to the Protestant graveyard, a great slope for 
summer rolling, the land swollen with the buried dead, with oaks and chest-
nuts feeding.

There we live— my father, my uncle, grandfather and me.

Father sits on the edge of the bed.

“Dad,” he says, not meeting his eyes, “what do you want us to do?”

I stand outside the doorway and watch.

“For your . . . when you . . . ”
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Father is small, his hair is black, but grey is showing through his beard; his 
face is drained and deep in shadow. He can’t complete the sentence.

Uncle Martin is tall and silent and he stammers, to his shame. Hovering in 
the hall, I see his eyes are bright with tears and, when he turns, his smile is 
a pained twitch that sets his scarred mouth in a grimace.

Granddad moves in the bed.

“Son,” he says, words drifting up like pieces detached from a body, floating 
upwards through cold dark water.

“Say no prayers over me.”

“Da—” and still he cannot look at his father and the doorframe is cold 
against my cheek and Uncle Martin makes the softest noise.

“Be happy for me. I’m choosing to go.” He tries to smile. “When I’m ready. 
On my terms. Not when the . . . the disease . . . ”

Seeing me in the shadowed hall, Granddad holds out a hand. “Just me and 
my boys. Hah?” His smile is a black and toothless crack.

He wants me to come, but I can’t move.

His hand falls, and a rattling breath drains him. “No prayers, no priests. 
Just us, when the time comes.”

Father rises. “Okay, Da. Okay.” Leaning, he kisses his forehead, pulls the 
sheets up and strokes them smooth. “Get some sleep.”

Father crosses the room and places his hand on my shoulder, turning me, 
steering me down the hall. “Come now, let him sleep.”

Martin stumbles towards my father— “John,” bursts from him, an an-
guished moan, and I watch them hold each other.

I listen to Martin’s sobs and my father’s choked whispers:

“Marty . . . ”

“Ah, Marty . . . ”
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In shadows, I stand and watch.

* * *

I sit with Granddad and, when he has the energy, he tells long rambling 
stories of regrets and loves and places far away and, when he is too tired, the 
stories die mid-scene and so we sit unspeaking for a time.

I listen to him breathe.

I smell his breath.

Foul.

I fancy it colours the air in browns and greys . . . 

I take him thin soup, all he can stomach, and watch his mouth pucker and 
flex as I hold the spoon against his lips. He suckles on half-a-dozen spoon-
fuls, and eating them exhausts him.

The seventh spoon erupts in splutters and he falls back, fighting for breath, 
as I dab the fluid from his face.

Suddenly his eyes open— find me and fix me.

He grips my wrist, his face contorting; eyes fit to burst like blisters—

 “Remember me like this,” he croaks. “Not what I’ll become.”

“Granddad—” I gasp.

“Like this. Remember the man I am.”

He’s hurting me—

“Promise me!”

My voice a breath away from shrieking: “Granddad, I promise. I promise. 
I promise!”

He releases me and is asleep before I scurry from the room.

* * *



201|b s r

Granddad sickens. 

It begins to show.

They come from his throat and neck:

Feathers, brown and yellow— beginning as gooseflesh, as pimples that soft-
ly burst and bud; they grow out from his clavicles, about the curve of his jaw.

Granddad covers them with his hands. He doesn’t want me to see— “Don’t 
look . . . Don’t look.”

But they grow too big to hide, and he is too weak to try.

I see them: breaking through his bones at angles, softening him, bringing 
colour to his grey.

I see them. 

They smell like closed-up rooms.

The space behind the boiler at school . . .

The half-room over McIntyre’s, unlit and long forgotten . . .

But when you get near, when you press your face amongst them as he   
sleeps . . . 

There is a softer, subtler smell.

Vanilla and coffee and coconut.

Warm and comfortable.

It stays with me.

* * *

Father sits beside me, kisses my forehead, strokes my temple. “Shh,” he 
says, “Don’t be scared.”

I nod.
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But I’m not.

I’m not scared at all.

* * *

Day by day I watch him become.

His forefingers lengthen— catching on blankets and curtains, he calls for 
me to set him free.

A yellow gloss is crusting his lips—they’re hardening and sharpening, 
they’re rising from his face.

An amber froth beads round his eyes, fine bubbles rising between feath-
ers—they’re widening; one eye is larger than the other and changing colour 
too— gold is running through the blue in flecks, in sparks of fire.

I could stare at them for hours.

I do.

“Want to close my eyes,” is whispered between stiffening lips, “Want sleep.”

He tries to drag his eyelids down, but they won’t slide over his swollen eyes.

“Help me,” he says, shaking long and brittle fingers, “Can’t close them. 
Want to sleep.”

I cut lengths of soft tape to hold his eyelids down.

“Thank you,” he says, settling down into darkness. “Thank you . . . son . . . ”

A gentle amber glows between lids.

* * *

Granddad is becoming beautiful.

Scratching fingers reveal the feathers beneath his skin. Part the feathers and 
Granddad shines— the green and purple blisterjewels of a turkey’s neck or 
a peacock’s throat.
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I stand in the doorway and watch him sleep.

He whistles softly as he breathes.

Like a starling.

His hair is falling out in handfuls.

I take photographs to keep.

* * *

Father and Martin sit at the kitchen table.

Father lights another cigarette and Martin rubs the scars across his mouth.

“He can’t go on like this,” says father.

A breath of smoke turns in the air between them.

“Soon,” says father, “Soon.”

Martin rests his head on folded arms and shakes.

* * *

Granddad’s voice is weak and words run into each other. His tongue clicks 
in the base of his beak. “Wha . . . muss . . . I luh like?

He weeps from amber eyes.

What can I do?

I hold his moulting head in my arms.

“Granddad,” I say, “Granddad . . . It’s okay. It’s okay.”

And I want to tell him:

You’re beautiful.

You’re becoming beautiful.
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I stroke his soft and scented feathers.

* * *

“Water,” groans Granddad, “Can’ do it . . . my . . . self.”

He holds out freshly feathered arms—they crack when stretched to full 
length—

“Can’ hol’ . . . a thing . . . ”

With care I tip water into his crusty plunge of half-beak. His pink tongue 
moves in its dark trough, a dying worm in water.

Wet slips through the mis-join between flesh and beak, dribbles down to 
make neck feathers wet.

They shine like jet in butter-light.

I want to touch them—

“Granddad,” I whisper, “do you mind?”

“Care . . . ful . . . They come . . . away . . . ”

I touch the feathers of his neck.

Softly one detaches, a sprig of fluff, a dandelion drift, held to spin in breath-
less air.

“Sleep,” he says, “So tired.”

I tape his eyes for him again.

They’re larger now; glowing in dusk like setting suns.

I sit by the bed, watching him sleep until I sleep myself.

When he wakes, he leaves an ear upon his pillow.

A bloodless nothing, a scrap of flesh.

I keep it.
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Wrapped in cotton in my mother’s jewelry box.

* * *

I hold him. “Does it hurt, Granddad? What do you feel?”

“I’m suh-suh-scared.”

The skin of his nose has melted away, and his eyes have grown to amber 
plates, wet and shining, held in tufts of white-black feathers.

 “Suh-scared . . . ”

I roll back blankets at the foot of his bed and run my fingers on his alien 
scales, finding the toes he’s shed in the night and sweeping the mouldering 
things into my hand.

He can’t sleep. Can’t stomach the soup. 

We feed him mice; held by their tails, they paddle desperately in air.

Gone in a bite, tail left to curl between my fingers.

When I come too close or move too fast he lunges, vicious, for my eyes.

He screams at night like a squawking hen, dragged panicking towards the 
chop. He flaps his arms. Destroys himself.

So little of him left.

I stand in the doorway.

I won’t go further in.

He fixes me with molten eyes.

“Get . . . get . . . your father.”

He makes a low and throaty noise: “Ka-kaaaw . . . ”

“It’s . . . time . . . I can’t . . . I can’t . . . Ka-kaaaw . . . ”

*
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Day settles in a wash of pearl, the sun nothing more than a gleam on glass: 
the sky unbroken overcast as we make our way to the reservoir.

Father leads and Uncle Martin follows, carrying Granddad— small and 
limp. He trails a wing where the blanket gapes, bare feet crossed and scaled, 
his toenails turned to talons.

Behind them, picking my way, I carry my granddad’s CD player.

We all wear black suits and ties.

Still and silent are the woods, we come through stands of bone-white trees, 
losing red and copper leaves. Our feet crack on their curling bodies as we 
take him to the water’s edge. 

Martin’s been busy these past weeks— baskets, flowing with flowers, hang 
from every branch, while balloons and streamers, blue and green and yel-
low, arc in slices overhead.

(Celebrate, don’t mourn.)

The reservoir is a dead reflecting skin, held in place by slabs of stone. Leaves 
settle on its surface as Martin kneels, resting Granddad on the ground.

His chest sinks and rises, his legs twist under, bending the wrong way. 
Standing by the trees I can just hear his voice as he talks to his sons, his eyes 
unblinking, his beak snapping open and closed—“Remember . . . the day . . 
. I took you . . . ”

“Don’t speak Da . . . ” says Father, “You don’t . . . ”

“No . . . Remember . . . the day . . . ”

But recalling it exhausts him—his words break apart and fade.

Father holds out a hand. “Son, he wants to talk to you. It’s nearly time.”

I kneel on cold stone. He smells of old rooms and comfort.

I lean close to hear: “Dance for me . . . Ka-kaaaw . . . ”

“S’no . . . bad thing.”
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“Dance . . . Please . . . ”

Weakly he pushes me, turning to rolling on his arching back—“Now! Ka-
kaaaaw! Now! Ka-kaaaw!”

Father and Martin drag him across stone towards the water.

I press play. Music I don’t recognise, slow and beautiful, comes from the 
player. Music Granddad chose.

In time, we’ll find ourselves together.

In time, we’ll find our way together.

One day, in time, some day . . . 

Slowly I dance on the reservoir’s lip— I kick up leaves. Spin on my heel. 
Duck and duck and rise again.

“Good boy,” shrieks Granddad, “you’re young . . . You’re alive.”

His sharp mouth clacks open—

“Ka-kaaaaw! Ka-kaaaaw!”

Feathers in the autumn air and father and Martin look at each other.

“Nuh-nuh now,” says Martin.

The old man fights—his beak a flash of orange and black, his wings clatter-
ing, walloping things—

“Da, go easy,” gasps my father, “Go easy Da—”

Martin grunts “Hold-hold-hold—” his feet slipping on wet, struggling to 
grip.

“Huurk,” spits Granddad as hands close around his neck. “Love you— thank 
you— ka-kaaaaw!”

The CD skips—

In time—in time— in time—
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And I stop.

And watch.

They’re trying to turn him, to bring his face to the reservoir, to push and 
hold him under—

Father gasps— “He’s holding on—trying to hold—”

Wings are flexing on the stones—where does this new strength come from?

Martin stares, the scars on his mouth deep shadows— “Kuh-kuh-kick his 
ha-ha-hands away!”

I stumble cross the leaves.

In time—in time— in time—

Granddad rears, wingtips reaching to the tallest branch— his beak whips 
around, tears a wound across my cheek, just misses my eye— back I fall 
upon the ground—

And I see...

For a moment. 

For a long, exquisite moment...

Granddad, in full feather, spread out against the grey of sky, water glisten-
ing jewels in feathers— the pure and beautiful thing he’s become.

Strong and beautiful and so much more than man—

Its last call bursts the clouds apart—the streamers pull from branches in the 
breeze and shaft of sun.

A birth and not a death.

And for a moment . . . 

I see.

In time—
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In time we’ll find—

My father and my uncle hold it down before it can soar, hold its beating 
wings, its twisting head, they grapple it down.

Deny it the sky.

Hold it until it is swallowed by the reservoir.

“No,” I scream, pulling myself to my feet and running into the reservoir, 
cold water up around my thighs, “Don’t kill it—don’t—please!” 

Uncle Martin holds me, slack mouth failing to frame his words— “Duhn—
duhn—duhn—”

Father locks arms around its neck, pulling with all his strength, holding it 
while it thrashes, as it froths the surface of the reservoir.

They both go under, go under again and Martin holds me against the leaves.

“Let go, Martin,” I plead, “Please let me go.”

“Nuh-huh-nuh—” Tears are bright on my uncle’s face.

Stumbling, step by step, my father pulls himself from the reservoir, drip-
ping wounds on his arms and face. “It’s done,” says my father. “It’s done.”

Martin leaves me. Takes my father in his arms.

We’ll find—we’ll find—we’ll find ourselves together—

I look at them and feel no love.

Destroyers . . . it had just been born.

It lies in the reservoir.

Thin and broken, its amber eyes dull, fistfuls of feathers stolen from chest 
and neck . . . 

Wretched.

But I saw the birth of something strong and pure and powerful.
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For a moment, I saw something beautiful.

And that is how I will remember him.
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HOW TO BE A MAN

REBECCA GAYLE HOWELL

Don’t miss
Shoot her square

If you squeal her
you can’t shoot again

There are rules

You’ll be made
to chase her

And she will run
in black-dawn air

cold and clean
And you will run

And you will hear her 
screaming 

the other hogs
screaming 
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the other men
jeering at you, less than them

And you’ll be made to catch her
and you won’t

And you’ll be made to take her
four hundred, six hundred 

pound body to the ground, 
pin her with your bird bones,

bleed her throat
and you won’t

The black-dawn air 
cold and mean

The white fog, your breath
or is it hers
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HOW TO KILL A HOG

Do you remember how close 
you cared for her 

when she was farrowing
and she needed you 

her bawling drawing 
you out of bed 

a bad dream 
how you washed her vulva

soft warm water over your own
hands, how you scrubbed 

even your fingernails 
under your fingernails 

before you came to the pen 
and the sunflower oil you coated yourself in 

so she would not chafe, 
even as she hemorrhaged
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and how, against all this 
bloody shit and hay,

you took each piglet
out of her night and into yours,

into your palm and cleared 
its mouth, its nose  

of mucus how you brought
breath to each set of tiny lungs

how you washed 
how you opened her?

That is how to touch her now

Once she has been hung 
and cut, straight

cut from rectum to neck,
while the other men

take their cigarettes, find
quick coffee, food

Lag behind, wait
until the barn is empty

until you are alone 
Then step inside her

your arms inside her
death like it is a room

your private room 
peculiar and clean

Gather her organs up
into your arms 

like you once did your mother’s robes  
when you were a boy who knew nothing 
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but the scent of sweat and silk
Hold her and inhale 

Before reaching all the way around
to snip the last tendon,

before you cut the stomach,
intestines, kidney, liver

before you cut her heart 
out 

and she drops into you
and drops down

into the cold wash tub
of this day

close your eyes just once
just once 

do not turn away
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THE GUY AT CHUCK 
E. CHEESE’S CUT 
MY BANGS 

TRACI FOUST

My head is kind of big. It’s probably irrelevant to mention this but I’m sure 
there’s a few pictures of me floating around on the Internet and at some 
point you may see one and think, maybe if she had some bangs or a wide-
brimmed hat . . . 

It’s not horrifically large. I mean, not so much as like, I would drive to your 
house to pick you up for dinner or something and twenty years later your 
memory of the event involves me taking you to an examination table aboard 
my spacecraft. More like, if this was 12th century England my head would 
be walking a fine line between regal and a cage all to myself in Dr. Patter-
son’s Medical Mystery Show. My mother used to say my head was big be-
cause I was a little girl with big thoughts. Sweet. But only if you count which 
sodas work best for burping out the alphabet as a big thought. 

The summer before I entered junior high school the biggest thought in my 
big head just happened to be my big head. I was eleven, and for months I’d 
begged my mother to let me grow out my bangs so I could feather them like 
Linda Evans on Dynasty and every other eleven-year-old girl who wasn’t 
me. At first I couldn’t understand why she had such a problem with me 
wanting to upgrade my look. Well into her 30’s my mother carried more 
fashion sense in a single plastic pantyhose egg than I could ever stuff into 
my entire dingy backpack and duffle bag collection. There’s a whole photo 
album dedicated to my mother in Day-Glo miniskirts, shiny vinyl raincoats 
and gold snake bracelets curling around her bicep. She had big plastic head 
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bands in every color you could think of and owned the entire line of Rachel 
Perry skin care products. At the beginning of every work week she changed 
her fingernail polish to coordinate with the outfits she’d picked out for each 
day. From my mother’s matching pantsuits I learned colors and makeup 
had to be grouped according to seasons, weather and zodiac signs. 

“Scorpios look great in earthy tones,” she told me. “We need to buy you 
more brown turtlenecks. And orange. Only Scorpios can get away with 
wearing orange.” 

It’s not that I wasn’t interested in any of this, and I didn’t purposely play 
the Charlie opposite my mom’s Angel, I was just kind of stuck in that pre-
pubescent stage where going to bed in your bathing suit is considered a 
time saver. Also, I’ve never really been what you’d call a big shower taker. 
At age eleven it was my OCD and fear of fainting in a steamy bathroom that 
stopped me from washing. At thirty-nine it’s kind of the same thing but 
with Netflix and Cool Ranch Doritos. Of course I knew I was late to the good 
hygiene game. I was filthy not stupid. I totally understood by age eleven 
most girls embrace the idea of not smelling like a wrestling mat, and I knew 
my mother had to be disappointed in her lazy daughter who ate more of 
her lip-gloss than she wore and ran around in the same grape juice-stained 
sweatpants until someone had to actually throw them away at an undis-
closed location.

My mother had in fact let me grow out my bangs the previous summer, but I 
quickly sabotaged any chances of looking halfway decent because I wouldn’t 
wash. When it got to the point where the oiliness and smell of my head 
was too much, and no one wanted to deal with forcing me over the kitchen 
sink—a dish towel around my neck, screams of scalding water and shampoo 
dripping into my ears—my mom sprinkled my hair with baby powder and 
pulled everything into a ponytail. 

The problem with this look was, again: My big head. There’s just something 
not right about a little girl with the hairline of a Cockney fish monger. In the 
bathroom mirror I could see my mother’s face. A floating Bloody Mary with 
tweezed eyebrows and a Marlboro Light: “Traciiiiiii, keep your forehead 
covered . . .”

But all that was over a year ago, and now I was ready to leap into 1983 with 
both feet and my giant head. Still, my mother knew that me caring for a 
high maintenance hairstyle was about as likely as me turning in a completed 
page of math homework. When I asked again about doing something differ-
ent with my bangs my mother responded with the leery compromise you’d 
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expect from someone so well versed in the leopard/spot theory. “You show 
me you can wash and brush your hair for two whole weeks, then we’ll get 
you a new hairdo and you’re very own curling iron.” 

Simply put, I would have to earn pretty. 

All bath time challenges aside, I really had no reason in the world not to 
behave like a fashion savvy girl (or at least someone who knew the differ-
ence between panty and eye liner.) My thirteen-year-old cousin Theresa 
was always at my house with a purse full of samples from the Avon lady, 
and my older sister Kim had a giant plastic Coca-Cola bottle full of quarters 
and dreams for the Barbizon School of Modeling. Even my brother knew 
how to style his hair and did so with the all the finesse and Aqua Net of Jeff 
Conway.

The problem of my messy hair went beyond lather, rinse, repeat. Not only 
did I not know how to properly use a blow dryer or curling iron, but my 
compulsive fear of spontaneously starting an electrical fire made it hard for 
anyone to show me how to use these things. Theresa once instructed me 
on how to curl my wet hair with her fancy brush/blow dyer combo, but the 
minute I saw steam rising from my head I panicked. I was certain the smoke 
meant I was just a few follicles away from catching the bathroom on fire. 

But the issues I had with my sister’s hot rollers had nothing to do with safe-
ty. One morning, I awoke to Kim hovering over my bed, clutching her rollers 
against her chest and tapping her finger hard against the pink plastic cover. 
She asked me if I could guess what she was holding. 

“Huh? You mean, your hot rollers?” 

My sister’s lips tightened as she spoke. “Oh! Marvelous. Ding. Ding. Ding. 
You are so right. These are MY hot rollers. Not YOUR hot rollers. MINE. 
And I’ve told you a hundred times not to use them. Yet— here I am again.” 
She put her finger to her chin and looked up. “You know what I wonder? 
How is it that you can stare someone right in the face while they’re telling 
you not to do something, act like you know right from wrong, then as soon 
as you get the chance, you turn right around and do the wrong thing?” 

I didn’t answer. Not because I didn’t know what the answer was, I did. I’d 
screwed up again. Simple. But if my sister is talking to you and you can see 
the vein on the left side of her neck turning a green, pinkish hue, and if she 
happens to be asking you things while said vein is changing colors, you can 
bet the whole deal is a set up from the queen of the open-ended question. 
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Where my mother would sneakily try and get you to confess with either the 
promise of a new blouse or the speedy effects of Portuguese guilt—“Ok I 
believe you’re telling the truth because the last time you lied I got a weird 
feeling in my chest like a heart attack and I know you wouldn’t want that to 
happen again.”—my sister Kim wasn’t old enough to work the manipulatrix 
angle (that or she figured I’d think her having a heart attack would some-
how be funny to me.) Yet, instead of laying down the law right away about 
me not touching her stuff, I’d wake up from a scary feeling in my sleep my 
sister standing over my bed, one hand on her hip and something broken in 
the other hand. “Can you answer a question for me? Because I would re-
ally, really like to know. Just tell me how you not only scratched my Eddie 
Money record so it’s completely unplayable, but how did you manage to get 
a chocolate chip wedged so tightly into the center hole that I can’t even get 
it to fit on the turntable? Is ruining other people’s property in every way 
imaginable a special talent of yours?” 

When I was old enough to understand the chalkboard/fingernail force that 
is the passive-aggressive, my sister and I pretty much tied for the lead of 
Family Asshole. Even when we became adults and lived three thousand 
miles apart this David Spade dialogue carried us through on the phone until 
the next time we could yell at each other in person. When our grandmother 
died I called my sister from the funeral director’s office and left a super 
classy message on her voice mail: “Hi there, hope you’re having a good time 
not planning Grammie’s services because I sure don’t see you anywhere, 
even though you were supposed to be here last night. Would you like me to 
just go ahead and make the arrangements without you? Seems like that’s 
the only thing I can do at this point.” 

Her answer on my machine was this: “It’s funny how I distinctly remember 
telling you I would not be there until late Sunday and you said that would be 
fine. Maybe I’m wrong but I’m pretty sure it was you I was talking to, right? 
Call me back and let me know if that was you or someone else.”

And now I’d ruined her hot rollers because I wasn’t sure exactly what you 
were supposed to do with Dippity Do setting gel but figured since the word 
dip was involved there had to be some sort of insertion of the curling rods 
directly into the container. 

“You know what I think it is?” my sister said as she scraped bits of brown 
gunk from her curlers. “I think you actually choose to do things like this.” 

All morning she continued to hound me with questions like, was I the only 
person in the entire world who didn’t know how styling gel worked and 
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what exactly was I doing during the times my hair was being set? “So when 
me or mom spend an hour combing out your tangles and fixing you all up 
with gel and curlers do just like, float out of your body and come back when 
we’re done?”

I shrugged. I even laughed a little. How was I supposed to answer that ques-
tion? What did she think I was doing when my styling sessions took place in 
front of Knott’s Landing or The Phil Donahue Show? Was I supposed to be 
taking notes on what an awesome experience it was? 

Step one: Fill a squirt bottle with ice-cold water and crème rinse 
or olive oil or castor oil or whatever kind of oil works best to have 
absolutely no effect on tangles. Liberally apply contents until neck 
and back of nightgown are thoroughly saturated. Should nozzle 
become clogged shake bottle and curse loudly. Be sure to mention 
at five minute intervals how we would not be wasting time doing 
this if you : a) knew how to shower like a regular person. b) had a 
father who paid the child support.

When the day came to say yes to my mother’s wager of keeping my hair free 
from carpet lint and grass for an entire week, we went shopping for my own 
shampoo and conditioner, bought an ouch-free brush and took a peek at the 
curling irons. A glimpse of Could Be. Providing I did the right thing.

The right thing wasn’t something I did often. 

Instead of washing like I had promised, I locked myself in the bathroom 
and began the first step in what was to become one of the biggest hair styl-
ing fails of my life. For a good half hour or so I let the shower run while I 
sat on the toilet reading Flowers in the Attic and sniffed my new shampoo. 
After that, I sprayed lemon-scented room deodorizer in my hair then acted 
out television commercials in the mirror. It only took one time of me exiting 
the bathroom with my head completely dry and smelling like furniture pol-
ish for my mom to catch on. By mid-July it seemed I was destined to begin 
the seventh grade without a new look. I had to think of something fast, an 
immediate plan of action to quickly change the fact that even though my 
purple Converse and Sergio Valente jeans said I could totally play a minor 
role in The Facts of Life Goes to Italy, my hair was still on the set of The 
Waltons. 

The day my mom dropped off my cousin Theresa and I at Chuck E Cheese’s 
so my so she could “run errands without a bunch of crap,” was the day I 
found my in. Aside from Pac Man and writing dirty words in the tubes of 
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the giant habitrail, I never enjoyed myself much at Chuck’s place. The pizza 
was gross and expensive, the pit of plastic balls smelled like diapers, and the 
cute male employees who helped customers get their tokens back from bro-
ken machines never seemed to care if Space Invaders just inhaled what was 
left of my allowance (Later, while dating someone who worked at an arcade, 
I would learn that bra size dictates most changes in a token return policy.) 
The only real way to keep from taking a nap on the slide was to remind my-
self I was there for the tickets. And everyone who has ever been to Chuck E. 
Cheese’s knows there’s only one path to serious tickets.

Since Theresa refused to crawl onto the Skee Ball ramp and dump the wood-
en ball into the 50 points spot, it didn’t take long to figure out who was going 
walk away with the most erasers and plastic spider rings. While my cousin 
wasted precious ticket time playing like someone who didn’t want to get 
kicked out of the arcade, in less than one hour I had enough tickets for a 
Tootsie Roll and a mini sewing kit. Two strings of thread taped onto a piece 
of cardboard and a plastic needle that broke in half when I pressed it to my 
fingertip.

There was also a small pair of safety scissors. 

The memory of what happened next would always remain a bit fuzzy but 
somewhere between Theresa’s destiny with Bop The Mole and the arrival of 
our double cheese with sausage, I decided now was as good as time as any 
to make that new hairstyle happen. I slipped away into the girls restroom, 
picked up my safety scissors and cut off my bangs. Not trim, you see. I cut 
them off. I cut them all off. From my forehead to the sides of my ears I cut 
and pulled and twisted with scissors as effective as if I’d just wished the hair 
away. You might could say I scraped off my hair. When I was finished the 
only thing standing between my widow’s peak and my eyebrows was about 
three and a half inches of skin that hadn’t seen the sun in over a decade.

I tapped Theresa on the shoulder and told her I wanted to leave. “This sucks. 
Let’s go to Shakey’s and eat the bacon bits from the salad bar.”

“We can’t,” she answered, and kept her eyes on a score that didn’t seem to 
be improving. “We’re supposed to stay here and wait for your mom. Plus, I 
only need like a hundred more tickets for that keychain.” She turned to look 
at me then stepped back gasping. “Oh my God, what happened?”

“What happened where?”

“To your head. The front of your head is—it’s like, gone.”
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“Oh that,” I said, and touched the front of my gone head. I really hadn’t 
thought about what I would say to my cousin should she notice the disap-
pearance of my bangs. Of course I would lie. No problem there. The prob-
lem was Theresa couldn’t lie back. Concocting a story with my cousin meant 
me making up something that bordered between could’ve happened and I 
do so have a pet unicorn while Theresa folded under the pressure of plain 
ole’ fibbing. Once when we were supposed to be helping Brad and Brent 
Darden wash their father’s delivery truck for ten dollars we all ended up 
French kissing in their garden shed instead of working. Later my mom took 
us to McDonald’s and told us she was proud of us earning our own money. 
Then she said, “There’s just one thing,” in that way you suddenly realize 
your Quarter Pounder is part of a bigger agenda. “When I turned down our 
street this afternoon I saw Mr. Darden hosing down his truck. You guys 
didn’t seem to be anywhere around.”

I shrugged. “Weird. ‘Cause we were there.”

When it was Theresa’s turn to speak—which was basically my mom staring 
at her because she was all of a sudden very involved in her French fries— she 
said, “Yeah, we were there. We saw some girls in Brad and Brent’s shed but 
I don’t think we know them.”

* * *

In the car on the way home from Chuck E. Cheese’s my mom lit a cigarette 
with the cherry of the cigarette dangling between her lips and called me a 
goddamned liar. “This is the most asinine story you’ve ever come up with,” 
she mumbled through the smoke. “What a bunch of goddamn nonsense. 
The guy at Chuck E Cheese’s Traci? You expect me to believe the Guy at 
Chuck E Cheese’s cut your goddamn bangs?”

Kind of. I mean, I wanted to believe it myself. I thought if my bangs were 
gone, the parts of my hair that remained would just sort of—I don’t know—
sort of, cascade towards the front of my head. Like Jacqueline Smith in 
the opening credits of Charlie’s Angels when she does this over-the-shoul-
der model pose and soft brown curls fall seductively over one eye. I truly 
thought while walking to my mom’s car she would see me in the wind and 
sunlight as wisps of my new and improved head did what they were sup-
posed to, and she would hardly be able to catch her breath at both my hair 
style and the fact that she’d been wrong to not let me do this a long time ago. 
Instead, she made a U-turn back into Chuck E. Cheese’s driveway, parked 
in the loading zone and told Theresa to stay in the car while she walked me 
right back into the building.
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“Now, before I ask for a manager,” she said, “I’m going to give you a chance 
to tell the truth.” She squeezed my chin and told me to look at her. “Do you 
know what the word redemption means?”

I did. But in my head was a dictionary entry that looked like this: 

re·demp·tion [ri-demp-shuhn] noun: To give up. The act of 
getting yourself into deeper shit than you already are. See Also: 
No new curling iron. The liar with the big forehead chose making 
a fool of herself over redemption because she was not only a liar 
with a big head but also not very bright. 

Any chance for the me to tell the truth was just an opportunity to create 
more lies. Not because I didn’t know any better, but when you’re a weird kid 
who eats chalk and has to see a counselor due to the number five on a math 
test somehow being connected to your mom waking up with a stomach vi-
rus, you have to lie to make people think you do these insane things because 
you’re interesting—not because you eat chalk and hate five and have to see 
a counselor. 

We waited in line at the counter. I cracked my knuckles and would have 
pushed my hair behind my ears.

 “Hello there,” my mom said to girl at the register. “Are you a manager?”

She was not.

“Oh, well, maybe you can still help us. See, my daughter and her cousin were 
in here about an hour ago—” my mother made a sort of game show presen-
tation move with her hands in front of my head. “Now, when I dropped her 
off she had bangs. But it seems that’s no longer the case.”

“Uh-huh.” The girl gave us a look of confusion/boredom/annoyance. An 
expression I had not perfected yet because I wasn’t a teenager. Another 
cashier hovered in the background, listening to my mom’s story with her 
mouth open, ready to go fetch someone who handled bangs.

“So my daughter’s claiming a gentlemen who works here has taken it upon 
himself to give her a haircut.”

The girl with her mouth opened disappeared into the kitchen. The girl in 
front of us probably wanted to. 
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“I’d like to talk to the young man that cut her hair.” My mom turned to me 
and asked if I knew his name.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “He was just—he had scissors.”

“I see. OK so I need to speak to the boy who walks around here with scissors 
cutting off the hair of little girls. Do you know who that might be?”

The girl behind the counter lifted up her Chuck E. Cheese’s cap and touched 
her own hair to help her think. “Well—uh, I’m pretty sure Freddy works at a 
salon or something, but he’s only here on the weekends.”

“That’s who it was,” I snapped and pointed. “Freddy did it.”

“But he’s not here today. He wasn’t here yesterday either.” The girl looked 
behind her and waved someone over. “Actually I think he just does nails.”

My mom asked me if I could describe what Freddy looked liked. “Kind of 
tall,” I said. “I’m pretty sure he’s older than me.” An obvious observation 
unless Chuck was in the business of hiring thirteen-year-old beauticians.

Finally, a manager appeared. A black woman. She looked liked someone’s 
tired mom. The tired mom of someone who tries to pull a lot of stunts. She 
listened to what my mother had to say then put her arm around my shoul-
der. “Honey, now you know there’s no one here who cut your hair.”

* * *

I told the Freddy story for the rest of the summer and well into the new 
school year. By mid-October it was a pitiful little web I couldn’t stop re-
weaving with excruciating, heartbreaking detail, the kind of nervous talky 
thing a guilty person does while under police interrogation.

As far as my head was concerned, I did not get my own curling iron. I did 
not get to be Jacqueline Smith or Linda Evans. My big head had made it 
impossible for me to see the fine line between stubborn and stupid. It also 
allowed me to the start seventh grade with a boy’s bi-level mullet. Theresa 
tried not to laugh but kept staring at me while she poured water into her 
fancy steam curling she just had to bring over every damn morning before 
school because somehow getting “ready together” was a lot more fun now 
that I had nothing to get ready with. My brother however, made it a point 
to laugh and said I looked like the guy from Kajagoogoo only gayer. He also 
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strongly suggested Freddy quit beauty school and aspire towards another 
career.

My mother shook her head a lot. She stood over me in the bathroom mirror 
with a brush pantomiming out the question, Where do I start? 

I cried in my bed and laughed in the mirror. Sometimes I laughed while I 
cried. 

Ultimately, it was my sister Kim who spent her own money and took me to 
the New You Salon in the Safeway shopping center to see if anything could 
be done. She told me to wait in the car while she went in to ask if they could 
take me right away. I watched my sister in the window as she spoke to one of 
the hairdressers for longer than what was needed just to ask for an appoint-
ment. By the way the stylist looked as if she had just tasted a slice of rancid 
bologna when I entered the salon, I knew Kim had pre-warned her on what 
was about to walk through that door.

In the barber chair with the patient beautician who I’m sure never had to 
practice on a hedgehog in cosmetology school, I spun the Chuck E. Cheese 
tale even further. By the time she was finished I had Freddy not only chop-
ping off my bangs, but asking for my phone number and telling me I looked 
just like his old girlfriend who had to move to Sweden because her father 
needed a specialized lung operation.

“He just seemed so sad,” I said. “How could I say no to him when he asked 
to do my hair?” 

Every so often the stylist would turn my chair towards my sister who was 
sitting in the lounge area. It was hard to really hear much of anything over 
the soundtrack to Romancing the Stone, so they couldn’t actually talk to 
each other, but their exchanged shoulder shrugs and eyebrow raises said 
everything their words could not.

This is probably the best I can do with this wreck. What do you think? 

Sorry, but my dad couldn’t talk my mother into the abortion so I guess it 
will have to do. 

When it was over (and I did look like the guy from Kajagoogoo) I walked as 
fast as I could to the car so I could cry. Again.
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Kim bought me my first can of styling mousse and said I shouldn’t cry any-
more because that’s as good as it was going to get until my bangs grew back. 
“I kind of like it,” she said. “You look sort of punk. Like that girl in the video 
with that weird wrestler—the one with the noodles in his face.”

I shrugged.

“Or like Leather Tuscadero on Happy Days.”

But a closeted lesbian who was once forced to put on a dress and go to a 
dance with Ralph Malph is a far cry from Cyndi Lauper. 

As we turned onto the freeway I scrunched a dollop of mousse into what was 
left of the top of my head then grumbled something funny about a Mon Chi-
Chi. Instead of laughing, my sister asked me why I felt like I needed to lie all 
the time. “You don’t have to make up stories about everything, you know. 
OK so you made a bad decision. People make bad decisions every day.” She 
asked me if it ever gets tiring—keeping track of so many lies.

“Not really,” I answered. “You get used to it.” And that was the truth. When 
someone knows they’re a disappointment, a cluttery burden of obstruction 
in between what could have been a decent life and getting the phone turned 
off, a short trip into a made up world where everything’s funny can last 
longer than you planned , if you’re not careful, a fucking lifetime. Even now 
as I tell you this story I can’t help but wonder if those exact events in the 
bathroom at Chuck E. Cheese’s that afternoon remain fuzzy because maybe 
I’ve convinced myself the whole Freddy thing really did happen. Maybe in a 
parallel of my slippery sphere the guy at Chuck E. Cheese’s really did cut the 
hair of another me. A better me. A me who can actually get into my mother’s 
Monte Carlo and tell her how great it was that these true events unfolded. 
A me who doesn’t ruin my sister’s things without trying to make it right. A 
me who really did wash Mr. Darden’s car for the money she earned instead 
of slipping ten dollars from her mother’s wallet then slipping the tongue to 
Brad Darden in his garden shed. Perhaps, in this other world my head and 
the stories that come out of it aren’t so big or so ugly, and I don’t have to 
cover anything up with bangs.
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These boys, goddamn them, goddamn these boys.

sitting around the truck stop on 20 before school
going over how much they scored Friday night

grabbing at any passing tits like they’re footballs
to rush to the goal line.  Anymore, they make me sick.

I’m sick of rubbing my fingers over back acne like it’s Braille
trying to read how far we’re going to go in the back of some mom’s station 

wagon.

I’m tired of these goddamned boys trying to lube me up and get me going 
like I’m their dads’ goddamned lawnmower or something.

I don’t want to spend anymore Sunday mornings pissing all over some 
small 

stick and praying to God not this time, not this time, not this time.

Goddamn them, goddamn these boys.

 

KAREN EILEEN SISK

THESE BOYS
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ATHENA SPRUNG 
FROM ZEUS

Athena sprung from Zeus’s head fully formed 
with toga-draped curves, bare creamy arms complete 
with bronze spear and shield—migraine blinding white 
cracked his skull open, an egg broken 
on bowl rim, produced the shining goddess 
of weaving, warfare, wisdom—the golden 
side effect of the memory he swallowed—
a woman he devoured whole.  Dad, I 
drug myself out of you partially formed—
smashed your forehead into egg shell shards on 
our yellow aluminum siding. 
I can’t get away from you, from your diseases. 
When I was seven and found your decades 
of Playboys, Penthouses, and Hustlers, 
read them for story time sitting legs crossed 
Indian style on the carpet, learned how 
to be a woman, to lay on my back
naked holding my vulva open with two 
fingers the way ants hold open peony petals 
peeking through white fence slats.  Nights you came home 
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angry drunk, flinging me into easy 
chairs, tipping them over from the impact 
of  my rag body.  All I have are words 
to sharpen and throw at the eternal absence 
your lung cancer left.  My eyes and lips hold 
your shape and color, the museum preserving 
your face from ruins, hating you in all reflections.
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HEATHER HUGHES

L’ESPRIT D’ESCALIER

in love like walking
up steep stairs — deep
aching in muscles forgotten
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Named for a long-time member of the Hampton Roads community and fa-
miliar face at ODU creative writing workshop tables, 2012 marked the in-
augural year for the Norton Girault Literary Prize. The winner receives 
$1,000 and publication in Barely South review. In honor of the 94-year-
old Girault’s preferred genre, this year’s competition was in fiction, but will 
change on a rolling basis between fiction , poetry, and nonfiction.

This year’s guest judge was Cristina García, award-winning novelist, editor 
of two literature anthologies, and poet.

García chose the story “Ayida,” by Karim Julien as the ultimate winner. Gar-
cía said of “Ayida,”: “A haunting, beautifully imagined story that surprises 
the reader on every page with its arresting imagery and insights. Although 
the two main characters are quite young, their preoccupations are serious: 
identity, displacement, rites of passage, death. The setting, too, is immacu-
lately rendered – and we linger in the unforgiving cold of their remote Ca-
nadian home.”

Thank you to Cristina García and all of the people who sent their wonder-
ful stories. Keep an eye open next January for the announcement of 2013’s 
competition.

THE NORTON GIRAULT 
LITERARY PRIZE 2012
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It felt temporary, as if we’d stepped out of real life, in San Jose, and ac-
cidentally ended up in this strange Lincoln Log cabin getaway during the 
off season. I half expected my father to come home any minute and tell us 
he was very sorry, we made a wrong turn somewhere on the highway, we’d 
drive home as soon as the storm let up. But that wouldn’t be, because my 
father didn’t make mistakes.

It was his first day running the Laundromat that his brother had bought 
a few years back. My uncle couldn’t find anyone in the area trustworthy 
enough to manage it while he continued to man his new fireworks store 
down the street, so he called on my father to move us all up to Snag, Canada, 
one of the coldest and most remote places in the world. My sister, Hea Jung, 
was upstairs on the phone, giggling with someone from back home, and 
my mother sat cross-legged, peeling garlic behind me and the window that 
framed the storm. She was watching a TV series that Smiley, of Smiley’s 
Korea Video, gave her as a going away present. 

There’d be no Korean market days here, no more crowds of picnicking aunts 
and uncles at Guadalupe Park, and no more swarms of extended family 
buzzing through the house after school. 

I spent the morning staring out that living room window. I’d never seen 
snow before. A white hare emerged from the blizzard and then disappeared. 

KARIM JULIEN

AYIDA
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I stared at its tracks, but as soon as they were filled, I couldn’t remember 
where they’d been.

I took out paper and pencil from my backpack, and looked at the blank page 
as it mimicked the snow. I tried to draw the familiar, things I knew from 
home: CiCi, my cousin’s chow who painted my palm with her wet nose when 
I snuck her handfuls of cereal under the table, the canopy of seagulls that 
hover in orange-pink sunsets over the Bay, my father admiring the toma-
toes in his garden with his hands resting on his kidneys. But already, the 
snow blurred those images, abandoning me to my imagination. It became 
simpler to invent than to remember. 

I covered the page with the fantastic: a quilt of water spiders that bobbed 
in unison to the sound of dancing helicopters overhead. Enormous, sand-
colored tongues wrestling in the snow, their saliva melting everything, 
connecting the world outside with the oceans, where they dominated as 
sea monsters and we swam by their side in our log-submarine. A couple 
of woolly mammoths trudging through the vast white dessert en route to 
that oversized, golden peanut that awaited them on the horizon. A pack of 
smiling wolves lounging by the fire, playing marbles and chatting with over-
weight ninjas that wore mittens (hands were hard to draw). 

In the middle of my third drawing I saw a girl. She was maybe a little older 
than me, wearing an Eskimo hooded one-piece and walking on what looked 
like tennis rackets. She was being pulled by a little yellow puppy that sei-
zured with excitement in the swallowing snow. The girl stopped, centered 
by the window, and looked at me. Her skin was brown. She squinted to put 
me into focus through the flurries and when she did, gave an affirming nod 
and marched around the house toward the front door. 

I turned to my mother who was still watching Hangui, the bounty hunter 
whom the police call after they come across the unprecedentedly complex 
case at the start of each episode. I felt like I should warn her, tell her that a 
person from the outside was coming. She sat, open mouthed, half-smiling 
at the TV, scrubbing blue and yellow mold off of soy paste patties with a 
brush. They’d been fermenting in an electric blanket for the last two weeks, 
traveling with us in the car and now making our new home start to smell like 
home. After she finished cleaning one patty off, she would place it in a large 
bowl of warm water to her right. At the bottom of the bowl sat an unshelled, 
hard-boiled egg. The egg stayed sunk until the patties broke back down into 
paste, making a dense, batter-textured liquid that caused the egg to rise 
from the bottom. This meant the paste was done. 
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The doorbell rang a long, churchy jingle. It was the first time I’d heard our 
new bell, and it embarrassed me. My mother sent me to open the door with 
a wave of her head along with a grunt, “anh,” that had the power to mean 
yes, go, or no, depending on body language and context. When I opened the 
door, the brown-faced girl spoke quickly, “Don’t say a word,” she said, “I 
have very little time. Here, read this.” She handed me her note.

To Whomever and Forever,

Today is my last day in this body. It would take far too much time to explain 
and I doubt that you would understand anyway. I don’t want anyone to no-
tice my departure and I don’t want a funeral of any kind. All I ask is that you 
continue living as fully or unfully as you always have, forgetting about me 
as soon as possible. 

Love, Ayida

(please flip over for further instructions)

I flipped the page over. 

-What to do with the corpse-

1. Freeze it in a block of ice. 

2. Connect the block of ice to a long chain link. 

3. Wrap the chain link, like a pendant, around the peak of Mt. Saint Elias 
(facing Kebler Pass). You’ll probably need helicopters and cranes. 

Leave me dangling as Beckwith’s necklace for the winter. When spring 
comes, let me melt to the ground, for the animals to eat me. Thank you.

The paper looked like it’d been steeped in tea, the edges seared with a 
match. When I looked up at her, she said, “I know you just moved here, so 
I’ll make this fast: I’m going to kill myself today. Don’t make that face. We 
don’t even know each other. Besides, death is a fact of life. I only thought it 
was right to tell everyone. It’s selfish when people make a single note.” Her 
face was round and strong. 
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My mom yelled for me to shut the door, the cold air had gotten to her. Hear-
ing this, Ayida turned to walk away, but then stopped, looking as though 
she’d just thought of something. “What’s your name?” she said.

“Kwan?” 

“Well, is it?”

“Yes?” 

She squinted at me. “Do you wanta come over? I live just over the pass.”

I turned to my mother, whom I’d felt staring at my back the whole time. 
Her raised eyebrows demanded a good reason for why the door was still 
open. I turned back to Ayida, feeling that I should invite her in, but I was 
uncomfortable asking her to take off her tennis rackets. I was also afraid of 
her smelling my mother’s patties; I knew most families liked their homes to 
smell like fake lemons.

“Do you want to come in?” I asked.

“I’ll wait for you out here with Jean-Jacques.” She looked down at the yel-
low puppy and it smiled back up at her, panting chilled breath.

“Okay.” I shut the door. I charged up the stairs, and my mother asked me 
what I was doing. I told her I was going to play with a new friend, Ayida. 

When I got outside, the air was crisp and the ground a crunchy-hard pow-
der that once broken brought you down to your knees. Ayida was faster 
than me, her special shoes allowing her to pop into every step, never sinking 
like Jean-Jacques or me. My lungs were tight with thin, blue air, and the 
cold pinched the nerves on my nose. The pain felt important—heroic. Ayida 
stopped, waited for me to catch up, and asked, “So did you move here on 
affirmative’s action?”

“Um, my dad got a new job?” 

“What was wrong with the old one?”

“I don’t know.” 

She took a moment to search my face for something. Then she ran off and 
I followed. 



b s r|236

We got to her house and it looked identical to ours—stacks of glazed, yellow 
logs. I wondered if we hadn’t just run in a giant circle. When we pushed the 
front door open, Ayida and Jean-Jacques marched right through the living 
room, dragging the snow in with them. Ayida stopped halfway between the 
door, where I stood, and the stairs to take off her snowshoes. A middle aged 
white man sat on a recliner in the living room, facing the fireplace. He held 
a mason jar of wine in one hand and a tightly gripped roll of newspaper 
in the other. The curtains were drawn shut and the fire was all that lit the 
place. The walls were cluttered with things that I hadn’t ever thought of as 
decoration: a pair of intersecting pickaxes, a hatchet, a cast-iron skillet, a 
Bible nailed shut into the wall, and a bright yellow miniature chainsaw. It 
didn’t smell of fake lemons but of body odor, beer, campfire, and peanuts. 

The man wore tattered jeans and a baggy, turquoise flannel shirt. His face 
was red and unshaven. He had blistered lips and his hair was greasy and 
parted to one side by sleep. Moisture hammocked in his eyelids, reflecting 
the flames brightly. He seemed completely frozen by the fire, giving no sign 
that he noticed the two other bodies in the house. 

I followed Ayida quietly up the stairs. Her room had a desk lamp on the floor 
next to a bare mattress. The wall to my right was covered with a dozen or so 
overlapping blueprints of some sort of facility. Jean-Jacques lay tired and 
wet under the lamp’s heat. He was still catching his breath from our trek. 
The wall to my left was covered almost entirely with wax. Ayida must have 
been melting candles and crayons on it, drop by drop, for years. It was about 
half an inch deep and held things in it: doll appendages, letters, pictures, 
poems, and drawings. The drawings ranged from an industrial wasteland 
to a unicorn impaling a princess to hundreds of angrily drawn geometric 
shapes, one on top of the other.

I strained to see the large photo of a pretty young black woman blurred 
in the wax when Ayida looked up and said, “She’s dead. My mother. She’s 
dead.” She then picked up the Polaroid camera to her right and took a pic-
ture of me. While shaking the picture, she continued, “There’s an old Hai-
tian legend that says a daughter will dream her parent’s death exactly one 
fortnight before it actually happens. A fortnight means two weeks. I usually 
don’t believe in this kind of stuff, but this one’s real.” 

“How’d she die?” I asked, looking back at the picture of her mother. Her 
matter-of-fact tone was starting to make me less timid. 

“Avalanche. It was painless. I had the dream about a year ago so she’s defi-
nitely gone now.” She stopped shaking the Polaroid and stared at it for a 
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while. She smiled and said I looked frightened. I told her I wasn’t. Then 
she stood up and lit a candle. “My dad’s got another three days left before 
he goes.”

“Your dad?” I asked.

“Yeah? What about him?”

“He’s going to die too?” 

She flattened my portrait on to the wax. “Dehydration. He’ll cry himself dry. 
How about you, how do you want to go?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t think about that stuff really. In my sleep maybe?”

“Not me, I want to feel it as much as possible.” She let the candle drip on my 
picture. I did look scared. 

“Why do you talk about dying so much?” I asked. 

“What else is there to do but talk about dying before we die?”

I shrugged my shoulders.

“The response you’re looking for is live,” she said in a mock-adult voice. 
“You want to say I should live instead of think about dying all the time. But 
after you say that, I’ll tell you that living is dying. We’re always dying. Every 
day you’re a little more dead than the day before. Besides, it’s not like other 
people don’t know this, I just have the guts to talk about it.” She brought 
her shoulder up to her ear to get an itch. “Have you ever been to a funeral?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, why do you think everyone was crying?”

“Because they were sad?”

She faced me and said, “Yeah, sad because they knew they were gonna die 
someday too.” Behind the glow of the candle, her eyes looked like copper 
coins. “No one really cares about the dead person, that person’s already 
dead. All they’re thinking about is who’s gonna be next. Whenever someone 
cries, it’s because they know they’re gonna die too someday.” She went back 
to work on my portrait. “So why the hell not talk about it? At least then you 
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get used to the idea.” Wax dripped on her fingertips and the skin around her 
eye flinched.

“Are you really going to kill yourself?” I asked.

“I don’t know. The notes are just practice. It’s good to practice.” Once the 
corners of my portrait were waxed into the wall, she walked to Jean-Jacques 
and rolled him over with the ball of her foot. She bent down and picked up 
the hand mirror that he was lying on. She brought the mirror up to my face 
while still holding the candle and told me to try. Try what? I asked. Try prac-
ticing saying goodbye to it, she said. My face was impermanent and that I 
needed to get used to it, so saying goodbye. I asked her what impermanent 
meant but she didn’t answer, so I just stared at my face. I saw my mother’s 
thin eyes, and my father’s trapezoidal jaw line. I saw my grandmother’s 
worried, pink lips and my grandfather’s flat, broad nose and widow peaked 
hairline. My small hard ears were mine. They didn’t remind me of anyone 
else but me. 

“Say it,” she said. “Say goodbye to it.” 

“Goodbye.” I couldn’t help but feel a bit silly and smiled at myself.

She dropped the mirror and told me to give her my hand right now, and 
that she was going to teach me something. I held it out and she grabbed me 
tightly by the wrist. She brought the candle over the top of my hand and let 
it drip on my skin. I tried to pull away, but she was stronger than me. 

When I got back to my house at seven-thirty my father was already there. 
He asked me where I’d been and I answered, “With my friend, Ayida.” He 
openly discouraged my sister and I from spending time with friends. He 
didn’t understand the use for them when we had a family. 

“Hmm.” He pushed his silver-rimmed glasses up the shiny bridge of his 
nose and took a sip of plum wine. He put his hand on my shoulder, turned 
me around, and walked me to the living room. The air was heavy with my 
mother’s cooking: beef, tripe, sesame oil, chitterlings, and rice. We sat on 
the floor in front of the blanket my mother had laid out as our dinner table. 
My father and I faced the window and waited in silence for my mother and 
sister to bring dinner. I glanced at the side of his face and examined the 
grooves spearing from the corner of his eye. I wondered if he ever thought 
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about dying, or practiced. I stared at the reflection of our new life in the 
blackened window.

It would still be night when I forced myself out of bed after dreaming of 
home all night: Bae and Thomas playing dominoes, Donald eating rice 
crackers with his shirt off, Alexander’s hand-slap trick, my grandfather 
smoking on the porch, Chin Ho, Charles, Jane, Dae-Jung, all of them, play-
ing basketball, throwing Chinese boomerangs, little Chris Min crying on the 
swing, the house smelling of onion and kimchee, my sister giggling and gig-
gling and giggling, my um-ma painting cabbage leaves with anchovy juice 
and telling me, Stop your worry, you are his boy, of course he love you, you 
are his boy.

I’d go downstairs, make some tea, and walk over to the window. Some 
mornings the snow stopped falling, making the world twice as large. Other 
times the storm came down so hard I couldn’t see more than a couple of 
inches past the window and worried our ceiling would collapse under the 
sky’s weight. Then Ayida would come and get me. On clear days she ap-
peared in the window and motioned for me to come out. On unclear days 
she rang the doorbell. She never asked to come in, making it clear we had 
very little time and she had a plan.

The first day, she took me to a half buried, rotting couch that sat near an 
abandoned mine a few miles away from her house. She said this was where 
the miners used to bring prostitutes and have sex with them. We spent a 
half an hour digging it out and brushing it clean. Then, from her backpack, 
she carefully pulled out the bible with a nail through it that I recognized 
from her living room, along with a can of kerosene. She soaked the couch 
in kerosene and laid the bible in its center. She pulled out a lighter and ig-
nited a gloriously loud flame. My face felt like it would boil off, but I didn’t 
step back. The snow around the couch quickly turned to water. Jean-Jaques 
barked angrily at the flame, and I looked over at Ayida’s copper eyes from 
the side, the flaming couch dancing frantically in them. Just as soon as I 
turned away, I felt her kiss the corner of my mouth. 

 I lay in bed that night replaying the fire and the water and the angry puppy 
and most of all, the kiss, until morning. The excitement of it opened some-
thing so deep and glorious in me that sleep became unnecessary. 

The second day we tracked a hare. Ayida had a dream that gave explicit 
instructions as to how (but not why) to sacrifice it. My duty was to catch 
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the rabbit and hold it by its ears while Ayida punctured it three times with 
a stick that she’d spent the morning sharpening and designing to match her 
dream’s every detail. I was relieved when the whole day passed without us 
coming within a hundred yards of a hare. 

The third day I followed her to the middle of a frozen lake, the storm furious 
with us. She took two pickaxes from her backpack, along with the cast-iron 
skillet. She said we were going to catch some fish to eat. She started chip-
ping away at the ice, blue veins splitting off in every direction. I told her we 
were going to fall in if we did it this way. 

“Stop being scared of everything and help me,” she said, handing me the 
other pickaxe. 

When I didn’t move, she stood up and repeated, more slowly, “Stop being 
scared of everything and help me.” When again I didn’t move, she shoved 
me. “Are you going to help me or not?” I shook my head no. Just before 
she lunged and tackled me to the ground and started rubbing snow in my 
face with her palm. When she got off me, I felt blood dripping from my 
nose, melting the snow around my mouth. I looked down at the ground 
and watched the brilliant red drops fall onto white. My eyes watered but I 
wasn’t crying, though I knew she’d think I was. I got up and ran to the shore, 
holding my hand to my nose. I turned back but couldn’t see her anymore. I 
waited there for ten minutes, walking back and forth, nervously, imagining 
Ayida had fallen in as soon as I ran away, and now floated in that block of 
ice her suicide note talked about. 

I ran as fast as I could to her house to get her father, slamming on the door 
with my fists, tears streaming down my cheeks. It was Ayida that opened the 
door, wearing soft pajamas, her skin emitting light. She smiled sweetly and 
gratefully, took me by the hand, and pulled me into the house. The relief her 
warm hand shot into mine made me feel I was exactly where I was supposed 
to be, alive. She led me across the living room where her father still sat. It 
was as if he hadn’t moved an inch. He wore the same clothes, held the same 
jar and paper, and had the same wet eyes. All that was left of the decoration 
was the hatchet and chainsaw. 

We went upstairs and spent the rest of that day painting rocks with whiteout 
that Ayida planned to place in the middle of the road in hopes of causing an 
accident. 

The following morning was the clearest since we’d moved here. I heard my 
father drive off to work, and I went downstairs to start the kettle. After a 
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few minutes in front of the window, the sun opened its eye and shot an or-
ange beam through the glass. What Ayida had written with a green dry erase 
marker in the night appeared backwards on the bottom of the window. I 
went and got a mirror to be able to read it:

Look at the hill in front of you. There’s a perfect circle of aspens at the top. 
Meet me there at seven.    

-A 

The hill with the tuft of aspens at its top looked close, but I had already 
learned the illusion of open space from the ocean, how things that look to 
be at only arm’s length are sometimes miles away. I put my snowsuit on 
and charged outside, stopping at the window to rub the writing off with my 
glove. The sun continued to spike the shadows away, revealing a clear block 
of blue sky frozen overhead. A single unmoving cloud floated like the sail of 
a boat. I ran toward the aspens on the hill, my lungs working cold air into 
heat. Snow swirled off the blazing white landscape, turning into towering 
whirlwinds of crystal. Some of them danced with possessed, tribal steps; 
others were livid bulls, striking through me and burning my face; and still 
others looked like stacks of wobbling plates about to crash onto the white 
floor. 

I didn’t realize how hard my lungs had pushed until I got to the top of the 
hill and let myself catch up with their heaves. Ayida wasn’t there yet. I stood 
at the trees’ edge and looked into the perfect circle that her note had prom-
ised. The Aspens around it were tall, white, black-specked wizards, standing 
around their marble table.

I stood beside the wizards for a while, admiring the brilliant white with 
them. I squinted, trying to keep it pure and steady, but my eyes watered, 
bending the light, spots and stars trailing. 

With a sudden surge of energy, I took a running start and jumped as far as 
I could into the circle. I began shuffling my feet one in front of the other, 
plowing a trench line. First, I drew a big ring. Then I made another big leap, 
further into the white and drew a second, bigger ring. I was redrawing the 
galaxy and had fashioned a moon and a sun for it. Now I needed stars. The 
only rule I imposed was that I couldn’t leave any footprints that indicated 
walking; no extra marks. So I hopped, landed, and twisted as hard as I could 
on my heel, making the brightest star possible. Then I hopped again, twist-
ed, hopped, twisted, hopped, twisted. I must have made twenty stars before 
I started losing balance. Finally, I fell. 
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I heard Ayida’s voice say, “Just turn it into a snow angel!” 

 I didn’t know how long she’d been watching and felt exposed. “A snow an-
gel?”

“Yeah!” She turned so her back was facing me from where the aspens stood, 
set down her back pack, and jumped as far backwards as she could, landing 
on untouched space with a dull thump. Then she began to open and close 
her arms and legs to make the angel. It was beautiful and I did the same. 
Afterwards, we lay there in our success: two angels, a sky, a sun, a moon, 
and some of the galaxy’s stars staring up at the other sky above. I dragged 
my eyes across the different gradations of blue; the variation was slight, but 
change was there and it empowered me to notice it. 

“Kwan, I think this is it. You found it. We should die and just float like this 
forever.”

I turned my head to look at her. Her eyes were closed and a pained expres-
sion squeezed her eyebrows together. 

I said, “Yeah,” but I wasn’t thinking about dying. I was saying Yeah to being 
caught between kissing skies with her. 

Ayida stood up too soon, and I said, “Wait, let’s just wait.” 

She didn’t respond, and walked over to her backpack. I closed my eyes and 
filled my lungs with the cool air. Again, peace overwhelmed me. 

Suddenly the violent roar of loud machinery jolted my eyes open. It sound-
ed like someone had started a lawnmower in my ear. I propped myself on 
my elbows and looked for where the sound came from. Ayida revved the 
bright yellow mini chainsaw. 

“What are you doing!” I yelled. 

She started waving it back and forth over her head like a flag, making it 
spray grey smog with every scream. She smiled greedily. She pointed to her 
open backpack that had the hatchet half hanging out of it. She wanted me to 
pick it up and follow her lead. She turned around and aimed the saw’s teeth 
at one of the aspens and started cutting into it, revealing its champagne 
flesh. 
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Clear-green juice dripped down its base as she finished severing it within 
seconds of starting. It fell opposite us, moaning as it slowly collapsed and 
then landed with a sore wallop. 

“Stop!” I heard my father’s voice boom from me.

She cut the engine, and turned to me, “What?”

“Don’t do that!” 

“What’s your problem?”

“Just don’t do that!”

“I’m getting sick of you being scared!” She was angry now too. I stared at her 
twisted face and began to breathe hard cold air at her. “My dad’s going to die 
today, do you see me crying about it? No! So don’t you cry for some stupid 
tree!” She marched toward me and pulled the cord, starting the angry roar 
of the chainsaw up again. I tried to sit up, but she stepped on my chest, pin-
ning me down into the angel print. The chain was still wet from the pulp of 
the tree, spitting water and bits of wood onto my face.

I clenched my eyes as tightly as I could, hoping it would make her go away— 
I was too scared to move, too scared to fight. I could feel the fan of air that 
the chain created as she slowly brought it closer and closer to my face, yell-
ing something about fear that I couldn’t understand. The saw’s shriek was 
moments away from exploding my eardrums. Its fumes heated my skin as I 
turned my face into the snow, trembling, tightening my eyes into indignant 
fists, waiting for her to tear through my cheek, my temple, my skull and 
mouth, splitting me like a watermelon, my eyes facing the ground. I pressed 
my face as hard as I could into the snow and repeated the word Please. 
Please. Please. 

A rush of cold pushed up from the ground and seeped through the back of 
my snowsuit, congealing my sweat into an armor that grips and steadies 
the body when it knows it will die. The deafening howl of the chainsaw was 
white noise now and my ears relaxed. I opened my eyes. The hurt I saw in 
her face touched the same place her kiss had opened in me. I looked past 
the saw only a few inches from my nose and stared at her, feeling her. The 
sailboat cloud hung above, just passing by. 

When she cut the engine, she stayed over me, breathing heavily and con-
torting her face as though she were using all her strength to not cry. She 
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took her foot off me and walked over to her backpack. She left the saw and 
hatchet on the ground, picked up her backpack and walked back down the 
hill, leaving footprints to her home that wouldn’t be filled until the next 
storm. 

I lay there, in a kind of shock, nervously drawing constellations on the blue 
sky. When I stood up, lightheaded, I could see her in the distance, like a 
little toy. Her smallness made me miss her, want her back. She would be out 
of sight soon and I knew she would not come for me tomorrow. So I started 
after her. I was sure to catch up eventually. 
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The Academy of American poets sponsors over 200 annual prizes for poetry 
at colleges and universities nationwide, including Old Dominion University.
The winners and runners-up, with comments by contest judge Adrienne Su 
are:

Graduate Winner – Kevin O’Connor: “The energetic language, the 
delight in repetition . . . the unexpected yet plausible images . . . and the 
sensory description made these poems stand out. This poet seems to savor 
the word and the thing equally – and to celebrate both with music.”

Undergraduate Winner – Richard Frailing: “This poet knows how to 
get quickly from one place to another, wasting not a single word on transi-
tion, yet bringing the reader along. The proximity of words to each other – 
‘skeletal’ and ‘zealots,’ ‘emptying’ and ‘entropy,’ ‘sycamore’ and ‘mysterious’ 
– suggests a sensitive ear.”

Graduate Honorable Mention – Jeffery Turner

Undergraduate Honorable Mention – Amanda Ralph Lawson

OLD DOMINION 
UNIVERSITY COLLEGE 
POETRY PRIZE 2012
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RICHARD FRAILING

THE FROZEN GROUND 
OF A CORN FIELD IN 
AMISH COUNTRY, 
PENNSYLVANIA

Submitting to the stars, the nubs from last years’ stalks push into my back, 
Contrasting this moment further
From the thought of lying on a forgiving beach,
As I extend my gaze upward
To observe the inverted curvature of sky 
Meeting a line of skeletal trees
Huddled like a cult of zealots. 

I cannot imagine what is on this wind
More alive than anything for miles,
Stealing life and emptying it into its swirling entropy,
Quickening my impulses and mocking my mortality,
My morals.
The humans around me have all made jolly retreats into warm houses, 
While their chickens cluck and fuck in filthy pens,
Pecking at watering troughs
Frozen solid.

Why am I afraid of field mice
And coated figures with burlap faces
Sneaking up as I lay prone?
I know I am the only fleshed anomaly
Being filled with this circling wind,
As it thickly rushes over the threaded veins
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In my pink lungs
Like a wet and heavy gust 
Flooding apple blossoms in the pale green of dawn.
 
I stumble lucidly into the middle of the field,
And with my loneliness weighing down,
A child locked in some room of my mind
Puts his hand to a burner and begins to cry
As the rest of me stares on passively
In the moonless black.
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COLD WINDOWS

“For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now 
I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known.”  

1 Corinthians 13:12

The whole world wears a fur coat
And underneath mine, the cold moon pulls skin tight,
Encasing me in moonlit and smooth
Sycamore bark.

I am riding down the highway drunk
Off loneliness, and shattered empathy 
For my tiny dog in the passenger seat,
Freshly shaved and shivering, hairless
Under an insufficient doggy sweater. 

We hurtle through the winter air
Like an Eskimo’s cigarette.
The exhaust trailing my Volvo
Is death, frozen in the atmosphere,
That I wish I would inhale
To send my thoughts spinning, spilling
Like a bowl of Skittles
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Thrown from a lazy susan
Onto an icy pond.
Illuminated.

* * *

I pet my dog, feeling the ridges in his smooth rabbit-like sinew,
And imagine his thoughts in the dark interior of my car 
With only light from the occasional streetlamp 
To reveal the surreality of his situation,
And an occasional crack in the window
To let in a flood of aromatic desire
Along with the bitter cold.

I take curves on the empty road with desperate imprecision
Causing the world to shift under him, 
And he must regain his footing in the dark,
But I keep my hand on him tenderly
Like a posable sycamore branch
With soft, mysterious strength
But without scent or face.

* * *

A Geo Metro pulls up alongside my car at the red light
Before the overpass onto interstate 664.
There is a small black boy in an oversized coat
Huddled in the back.
His face is full of sad wonder
As he puts his forehead against the cold window,
And stares blankly,
Pulling back to look at the moon 
Higher in the sky.

I realize this is a life of drives
In Geo Metro’s of different sizes-
Our bodies, cars . . .
Planet
All hurtling through cold space,
Foreheads pressed to the glass
Until they get cold.
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* * *

We pass by a trailer park 
And countless garish nativity displays.
With the window cracked, 
My dog stands with his front legs against the car door,
His nose extended whole-heartedly to the crack . . .

Israel will obliterate Iran if they get the nuke,
But now all I care about is my little dog standing prone
Drenched in red light from a Walgreen’s sign.
The Son of Man is a small dog with a crocheted sweater-
My source of empathy.
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These dilemmas strewn along, these bright inversions—
pinpricked clouds, strictures of supreme inversion.

Sky, anti-sky, how to describe autumn’s golden mask?
A woman kicks chestnuts, relents to strange inversions.

Riverbeds of silt and mica, fools littering the sentry’s post;
cranes, trusses, muddy banks—that only send inversions.

A million frames collect the sun-worn, brittle excavations.
Rain sears dust in plastic gears, the pistons of inversion.

Light coheres to air, hastened by time’s drams.  An audience
sews feathered hats, croons spells against inversion.

Tigers hunt the alleyways of night, ice cream huts collapse.
Summer deigns to clip the thorns of winter’s dark inversions.

Cocoa, evaporating dust: what hammered tower does not fall?
Wedded to release, words shimmer, blue-globed inversions.

KEVIN O’CONNOR

CONCURRENT BLUES
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I lean against the window ledge
in a friend’s library in Geneva,
columns of smoke rising from rings
of candles, molten yellow wax,
scent of wood, lemon, spring rain.
A symphony sounds on the radio,
and outside, in the overgrown sedge
a band plays a waltz, rhythm spliced
between tuba and French horn,
melody snared by trumpet:
symphony of a revolving dream
pressed into grooves, music sifted
into skin through pore and ear.
I want to empty my thoughts—
press my fingers into the wax,
dye everything red, hum tunes
the blackbirds and troubadours sang
in eras of war.  I wonder
about dirt’s capacity for peace
and love, or is it trees
that show the most emotion?
I am anxious to speak of nitrogen,
piecrust dusted with cinnamon,
a crow’s shadow as it passes

PEARS IN THE DARK
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into the greenness of the small pear
orchard my friend keeps.
Maybe each siren is still listening,
clutching black feathers in a wisp
of clouds, holding a basket
of raspberries, tasting ash, torn
between return and dispersal,
even as rust-hued bindings decay,
shelves moan, and friends fumble knives
in the pale afternoon, opening letters
from lovers who have vanished,
unfettered, into harmony.
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The painter died in the heavy rain 
beside the chipped wall: painted pink,
alabaster, orange—the wall

in the neighborhood along the crescent bridge,
the river where children and trout swam.
He had wanted to lay in heaps of dandelions;

had feared Jupiter and Venus: soaring rings,
electricity shorn of its brilliant dust, 
an architecture of dismantling.

And the blueberries, the spider-plant
climbing the dark house…

His family: ten engineers, an abstract expressionist,
a bond man; and his mother: maker of quilts.
The painter washing his family

from an off-white canvas.  The canvas carried
beneath a canopy of birch and eucalyptus
to a cabin by a dried-out pond.

The painter and his sylvan escapades,

RUINS
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more mirage than reflection, attenuated
to the silent frequencies of the wind.

In retrospect, the wind tasted like strawberries;
the tower on the hill where the fool lived
was always unoccupied.

There was no fool, no flower—
only a perpetual rush,  emotion singeing his frame, 
newspaper after newspaper he would never read,

which he could not afford, for all his traversals,
meager pilgrimages through huts and hotel mirrors,
plains of rye, rainforests haunted by jaguars

and leaves fallen from a thousand trees.
Such were his journeys: they had lasted too long—
the jaguar’s snarling, the potato bug’s boredom.  

The wall remained to be painted—
several more lingered along some distant interstate,
crossed out by flashing lights.  In his hours of rest,

the painter would dash color on them all, 
and sell his consecrations where he could not
carry them: into the air, the multiplying clouds.
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AMANDA RALPH LAWSON

PLENTY

A. tells me about history and logic, topics I don’t

know enough about. He and B. talk about military strategy,
which I have almost no interest in, while I play
with my cats or watch my tea steep, the sap slips
into the water like paint from a brush.

B. and I watch a movie, images rain down on
our collective skin, like his fingers do. Then we stretch
on his soft bed gossiping about our favorite stars,
and B. slips into one of his fake accents to make me weak.

C. prefers not to see A. or B. after that unfortunate
discussion on radical feminism at the Indian restaurant
last August. So C. and I snuggle on the back porch
listening for thunder and discussing dystopian diatribes. 
She mentions Octavia Butler and I add her to my list
of writers to read. We sip tequila and slip into one another
with familiarity. 
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RYE

I was a professional baker following the accepted schema
for years, under the impression the bread was dead. 
I never created the dough from eclectic ingredients. Said dough
arrived fabricated, frozen, processed into arbitrary forms.
Through my noxious sanitary gloves, the tactile sensation
was cold and impenetrable, it numbed my hands. 
One day last week I found myself (having followed my inner divining rod
on some half-baked adventure) in my least favorite thrift shop
standing toe to toe in a standoff with a book of bread recipes. 

The first attempts were not well-received with my audience,
whose taste leans decidedly away from experimental or fussy palates
and favors tastes rustic, simple, reminiscent
of afternoons in an oven-warmed kitchen with a doting mother. 

I suppose my perception changed as I fingered a tiny packet of yeast. 
Living organisms, my cookbook explained. 
They must be kept in appropriate temperatures and they most certainly 

expire. 
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Almost changed my mind thinking of little yellow seahorses in the 
aquarium, but

I remembered “life feeds on life” and thanked the critters for their contri-
bution. 

I soon discovered my hands were far superior
to a wooden spoon for mixing the various substances.
Fought the urge to immediately wash
my hands or scrape under each finger nail, held tight
kneading the dough like fleshy clay, feeling its vitality like a glowing wine,
feeling the bread absorb warmth from my hands. Kneading, rhythmically 

pushing,
creating an orifice where there was none before. Removing fingers, pinch-

ing,
repositioning, watching each ingredient dissipate
into the larger whole. 
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SO, WHAT IS META?

Is it watching the movie
that was filmed in my hometown?
Is it dropping the name
of my hometown in this poem?
Is it the referencing 
of this poem within
this poem?

Is this even a poem?

Is it thinking about meta while
watching others talk about meta?
Or is it recognizing
that the brooms and the food
don’t belong in the cabinet
where the dead roach is stored
and writing the word
cabinet (when pantry is more apt)
just as the TV narrator says 
cabin?



b s r|260

This effect is best observed with the sun at our backs, thoughts intarsia, 
thunder clouds in horizontal patterns, staggered with premises of equal 
thickness fit precisely into seamless joints, unreitered and always prepared 
for genuflection on a hard pellucid surface. Glass is best. Armed with a 
fine razor blade used as a sword to bifurcate and dismantle the vanishing 
boundaries of the unified horizon. As always patience is required for this 
task, as well as skill and cleanliness. Take a big pine forward and breathe 
deep through the nostrils. Take care to prefer neither dissonance nor con-
sonance nor let the glue seep through the vivisected background. It would 
ruin the quilted fantasy.

JEFFREY TURNER

THIS STRANGE 
EFFECT OF THINKING 
IN SITUATIONS
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The hardwood peeled up and rolled back the floral patterned carpet, and 
bare, ran free lengthwise about the house showing off their stained but 
translucent grain the first day of spring last year.

The roof, always watching, inspired, and no longer seeing the need to ren-
der protection from drizzling invaders returned to the earth, alongside the 
buried foundation, leaving the paisley sofas and foreign coffee tables to biv-
ouac under the migrating light of the waxing moon.

Walls creaked and sighed, relieved of heavy odium, rolled down headlong 
to luxuriate with the grass between the grooves of their clapboard siding.

Lamps lifted off shades of self-doubt and imagined the long untold lineages 
while staring up at their obsolete ancestors endlessly materializing.

The dining room chairs no longer felt obliged to incubate tucked under ta-
bles, and socialized with goldenrod colored leather recliners and moseyed 
into kitchens to sidle alongside spiritually elevated barstools.

Doors stood no more as obstacles and boundaries, but rather as greeters to 
cedar gusts, and spread wide for ambling iron clawed tubs, hippopotami, 
seeking the thaw of marshy ponds.

 

AN IDEA OF LIBERATION 
IN THE SUBURBS
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Bedroom sets awakened in dark, musty dungeons, flung open curtains, tore 
off the shades of shadowed tormenters, and sought light refreshments with 
next day biscuits for their ravenous first breakfast.

The temperamental fichus initially shivered off yellow leaves in the appar-
ently colder climate fearing each undomesticated moment before it adjust-
ed to the pleasures of untethered living.
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remember first and foremost
the dead neither fight to live,
nor give charity to the rich.
I don’t offer this as a call
to arms or as a warning
about a forthcoming turn
of events, but as a means
to lay it bare before the hard
wood gavel. The wind 
is a form of reconciliation
between two prognosticators.
Call out the jury sequestered eating
sandwiches, drinking sodas, always
asked to deliberate the squishy seeds
of change. Demand an undivided
verdict! Find a small stream and patch
of rocks to plant through.
Do not revel in first fruit; it’s
the same as loafing around the table.
Circumambulate the stalk’s meridian,
watch it weep humid complexity.
There is nothing so simple
or important as this.

DEAR APOSTROPHE,
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