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This Is Where He Fell

W. Jack Savage

Billy Fell Through (Clam Lake, 1928)
Ice in his beard, the maelstrom outside
is one for the record books. Out there too long,
say the white man’s black feet when he pries
his boots off. Excess snow from his clothes
melts on the farmhouse’s floor. And the hole
where thin skim ice on the lake broke open.
A hockey stick’s left on the shore.
Boys ran up the hill, shouting
for someone’s invincible father
to make time turn backwards, to breathe
long enough underwater, to dive in winter.
Neighbor farmers, farmers’ wives
converged with their long pikes,
ready with the fatalism that comes from
sending animals to abattoirs and seeing
their young into the world, using
their own hands. Ice dropping from
the father’s hair in chunks, on to the hearth
where the man leans over the fire.
He feels the burn of cold extremities
struggling to normalize to warm.
He shakes, not invincible at all.
Billy, thirteen, a fine swimmer
in the summer, caught and pulled off
by the current, caught out counting on
a solid surface. And the guilty friends
who saw the accident. And the somber women
going home to cook for Billy’s stricken family.
And the lake itself. And the hole.

Todd Mercer

Fly Away Boy
Six black horses pulled the hearse, black silk drapes swathed the coffin, and mountains of
flowers greeted the mourners when they finally reached the church. It was a funeral of excess,
perfectly suited to the man it was for.
The lead car was stifling; the driver had the heat on and seemed unwilling to turn it down.
Perhaps he was under orders to keep his charges warm no matter the weather. Maybe mourners
felt the cold. Alfie gazed out of the window, apathy and grief mixing in his heart. It was all a bit
of a farce, and he wanted to get away.
As the procession wound its tortuous way through streets and past suburban houses, it
gathered momentum. People left their homes and followed the hearse, walking solemnly
alongside it or forming quiet lines behind the funeral cars. Despite the sadness, Alfie smiled
faintly. Nev would have hated the orderly way his death was being handled. He’d have wanted
wailing masses pounding on the hearse, trying to reanimate him by force of will. This quiet
British expression of grief wouldn’t have pleased him at all.
The hearse turned left down yet another street, and Alfie caught sight of the placard
leaning against Nev’s coffin. The words had been printed large enough to read at a distance,
Nev’s idea. Even in death he wanted his song lyrics to be on people’s lips. ‘I’ll linger on, I’ll
always stay. No one knows me, anyway.’
Alfie shivered. He’d never liked that song; Nev had written it during one of his lowest
times, and the whole piece reeked of angry disillusionment. To Alfie, that song was the closest
Nev ever came to publicly asking for help, to admitting that the rock star lifestyle he’d coveted
for years was actually killing him. But the public had adored it, demanding it be played on the
radio time and again, never understanding the pain behind the words.
Alfie’s eyes were hot with unshed tears. Nev; what a lovable, annoying, confused,
manipulative, wonderful bastard. He knew how to front a band, how to make an audience adore
him. His magnetic energy drew fans from across the glove and over and over, Alfie had heard it
said that Nev made every person feel as though he was singing directly to them, even if they
were in a crowd of a hundred thousand or more. Nev connected with people through music; that
was his gift. But everyone was so busy watching the flamboyant rock star, they forgot the quiet
Brummie lad behind the façade.
When it was all too much and he needed to escape, Nev had turned to Alfie. Alfie had
been the one who’d held him the night Nev had started crying and just couldn’t stop. When his
every move was documented by paparazzi and his nerves were at breaking point, Alfie was the
one who had sneaked Nev out of London and hidden him at a private country estate for a month.
When there were rumors of one-night stands and illegitimate children and a woman came
forward demanding a million for her silence, Alfie had made it all evaporate, quietly beating
down her price and sending her away feeling as though she’d won. Nev’s gift might have been
with lyrics and melodies; Alfie’s was his patience and loyalty.
The car slid to a halt outside the church. Alfie had slipped so far into memories, he hadn’t
noticed the final few miles of the journey. Nev would have berated him for that, ‘Always be
aware of your surroundings, Alf. Make eye contact with as many people as you can, they like
that. Be their best mate and they’ll buy any song you write, won’t they?’

Yeah, Nev had been everyone’s best mate. Millions of people heard his songs and
thought they knew him. But how many saw his exhaustion after a show, heard him croaking the
day after a gig because he’d sung until he couldn’t sing another word, how many heard him
bitterly wishing his parents could see the success their only child had become? None. Nev liked
his privacy, despite laying himself bare to the whole world through his lyrics. He’d been a
bloody mess of mixed-up emotions, half-formed ideals, and desperate loneliness. Only a select
few were permitted to see the real Nev behind the rock star’s mask. Alfie, Don the drummer, Mo
the bassist, Bootsy the keyboard player, they made up Nev’s world. With them, he could drop the
charade, ‘…yeah, darling, I’ll sing anything you want. Wembley? No problem, babe, we’ll fill
it…’ and be simple Neville Green, the lanky kid from Birmingham once more.
Weak winter sunshine cast down fingers of light as Alfie and the other pall bearers
carried Nev’s coffin into the church. Nev hadn’t gone to church a day in his life, but some
unknown and unexplored spark of faith had prompted him to insist on a church service for his
funeral. A tiny part of Alfie half-expected a lightning bolt to strike as they carried the obscenely
ornate coffin through the door, but of course nothing happened. They walked slowly between the
shining pews, the scent of many lilies warring with that of lavender and beeswax furniture
polish. The coffin was set down before the altar on a huge black marble plinth that had taken a
master craftsman countless hours to make.
Nev had wanted a big public service with his coffin in view inside the church, knowing
full well that large screens would be set up inside, broadcasting every word to the waiting
masses. A showman to the end, he’d made his own playlist mere hours before his death, pointing
out which songs he wanted played and trusting Alfie to make the arrangements. How terrible that
a man with such a voice had been unable to speak at the end. The lump in Alfie’s throat was
unbearable as he stumbled to a pew and sat down. Don and Mo sat to his left, and Bootsy shook
with silent tears on his right hand side.
It took ten minutes to get everyone out of the cars and into the church and to Alfie’s’
flayed nerves, the buzz of conversation was like a saw scraped over raw flesh. How could people
treat this as a social occasion? How could they speak in anything beyond whispers of grief when
the greatest performer the country had ever produced lay in his coffin before them, dead long
before his time? How could they live with themselves knowing that they’d failed Nev? Nobody
saw the pain he was in; nobody noticed how gaunt his face became and how haunted his eyes
were. Alfie, Don, Mo, and Bootsy were the only ones permitted to know. It had been an awful
secret to bear, but bear it they had. Nobody else suspected anything was wrong until a few weeks
before the end, when Nev collapsed on stage during a set Alfie had begged him not to do.
Then the rumor mill had gone into overdrive. What was wrong with Nev Green? Was it
drug abuse? Alcoholism? AIDS? Nev had refused to let Alfie draft a statement to reveal the
truth, saying, ‘A mystery’s good for business, mate. Leave it; let ‘em wonder.’
Nev had given so much of himself, sung himself to exhaustion so many times, shredded
his voice and reached for notes nobody ever believed he could manage, and despite it all the
universe had conspired against him, reminding him of his mortality in the most terrible way it
could. Alfie had never had much faith in God and the moment he found out Nev Green was
dying, he gave up believing in any kind of higher power. If there was a superior being lording it
over all of creation, why would they let a man like Nev waste away?
Nev—in his usual stubborn way—had refused to see things to a finish in a hospital.
‘Can’t sit in one of them places, Alf. It’ll drive me crazy; you can’t let ‘em make me stay there.
Please don’t make me stay there.’

Alfie bit the inside of his mouth to hold back tears as the background music died away,
and the vicar stepped to the lectern to speak. Of course he hadn’t let Nev stay in a hospital, when
he’d pleaded like that, how could he have said no? It wasn’t like Nev lacked the money for
round-the-clock-care at home. The nurses Alfie privately employed were probably better than
those Nev would’ve had from the NHS. They were stars truck, overawed to begin with, unable to
believe that larger-than-life Nev Green was their patient.
The service started and Alfie’s memories faded. The vicar had a quiet, melodious voice,
pleasant to listen to. But all the same, Alfie wanted to shove him away from the lectern and yell,
‘You didn’t know him! Why are you talking about him as though you were his friend? You
never met him!’ He stayed in his seat, biting his mouth till he tasted blood, and twisted his
fingers together.
Bootsy’s sobs continued throughout the service. Alfie leaned against him, offering what
support he could.
When it was finally over and the vicar had nothing more to say, someone behind the
scenes flipped a switch and Nev’s voice soared through the church, pure as a choirboy’s.
‘Fly away, boy, fly away. There’s nothing left, no need to stay. Fly away, boy, fly away.
I’ll always love you, come what may.’
Alfie bowed his head and cried. He’d been with Nev when he’d recorded that, pissed out
of his head and laughing so hard he could barely stand, he’d held on to the recording booth
microphone in order to stay upright. Then when the backing track kicked in, the drunkenness
slipped away and that voice floated out, as clear and perfect as a mountain lake. It was a sad
song, as most of Nev’s love songs tended to be. Who he was singing to or about, Alfie was never
sure, but he had his suspicions.
Now, with Nev’s perfect voice still echoing in the rafters, it was finally the end. The
curtain was about to come down for the final time, and Alfie didn’t want it to. It’d been a hell of
a ride; Nev had never been boring company. Now life stretched ahead of Alfie, wide and empty,
a road devoid of traffic and scenery. He clenched his teeth, holding back something like a howl.
It was too much to stand.
“Come on,” Don stood and straightened his jacket. “Gotta get him back to the car.”
The four of them stood, joined the other pall bearers and shouldered their burden once
more. The tears flowed freely down Alfie’s face as they moved out of the church. It had been a
good run and he didn’t want it to be over.
Nev’s coffin slid smoothly back into the gleaming hearse, pollen from the lilies leaving
tiny, fragrant orange stains on the wood. Alfie paused for a moment as Don, Mo, and Bootsy left
to get into the lead car for the drive to the cemetery.
Laying a hand on the coffin, he let his tears drip down his nose, then whispered, “You
selfish bastard. How could you just leave? What do we do without you?” he hiccupped, then
added, “What do I do? What do I do without you, eh?”
The silence was unbearable. Nev had never before allowed a question to go unanswered,
and Alfie’s grief overflowed. Crying harder than he’d cried in his life and feeling that something
inside him had irrevocably torn, he read the little polished plaque attached to the coffin lid.
‘Love dies and so do we, look me in the eyes and tell me we’re free.’
It’d been Nev’s clumsy attempt at deep and meaningful poetry, but it’d come out with
schoolboy simplicity. Alfie had always loved reading Nev’s poems. They were simple,
unpolished, lacking the slick arrogance of song lyrics and allowed the insecure Neville to shine
through, thrusting Nev into the background for once.

“Always,” Alfie whispered, patting the coffin.
He turned and walked away, unable to face getting into the stifling car again. The burial
service could be done without him. Nev would understand. He needed fresh air and maybe a sea
breeze. Anything to blow away the cloying scent of lilies and lavender and beeswax furniture
polish.
Outside the church, Alfie pushed his way through the assembled crowd, unnoticed and
unrecognized. Nev was the one they all wanted to see. He knew how they felt.

Amy Wood

Evening Pick Up
Late April, and I'm in my car
in the parking lot, a taste
of sun on my arms, cheeks.
How quickly we pink.
My son always wants me to come in
right at 5:15. So, I sit
in the school parking lot, let time
tick, and come in the glass front
doors at his time, and he
puts down his red truck, comes.

Kevin Rabas

Strindberg and Miller
I take pictures atop the Pompidou
and the scenes are as sunless and gray
and monochromatic as black and whites,
the rooftops lost in the fog and foul air
that has descended upon the city this week.
Paris looks bleak and lonely,
as it must have looked to Strindberg,
who abandoned Copenhagen and the theater
and came here,
depressed, alone, and fretful.
He had suffered a series of breakdowns.
He struggled with his writing,
his marriage,
and could find no solace.
He came searching and found nothing
and Paris almost did him in.
He became addicted to absinthe
and fell prey to hallucinations and paranoia.
Strindberg believed everyday life
was a poem with spiritual messages,
a correspondence between the mundane
and the transcendent.
He was looking for something
and I would have liked to help him find it.
If I had lived back then and had known him,
I would have visited the writer in his studio
and advised him to keep painting,
the pastime he loved.
I would have expressed my admiration
for his blue and black canvases.
Existential despair is difficult to paint,
yet his “Night” —
richly imbued with dread—
is the equal of his countryman,
Edvard Munch.
(Munch said he inherited
“the seeds of madness”
from his father,
but that is another story.)
Decades later Henry Miller
read Strindberg’s Inferno.

Miller understood that Paris
attracts the tortured,
the hallucinated,
the great maniacs of love.
He said, “One can live in Paris—
I discovered that!—
on just grief and anguish.”
Henry Miller seemed to have found
what Strindberg never could.
Miller would never go mad,
never cave in to despair.
When Miller, so poor,
hungry, and anonymous,
walked the streets of Paris
past cafes filled with pretty girls,
he said he felt rich as a king,
even though he had nothing,
absolutely nothing.

Richard Jones

Winking
My sister cannot wink. When she forces one eye shut, the other follows all aquiver: two
separate entities strung immovably together. The hazels and the browns with the gold and the
green bits spiral closed at once in pools of thoughtless light. The scar wallows like a pinkish
memory right above her brow still, a reminder of optical tendons crushed underneath.
She slathers them both with liquid eye liner, hiding the bound union with worldly beauty,
she dances the tips with wings. People always bluster and challenge this quirk of fate, they never
seem to take her at her word.
Whenever she tries to separate them, it looks like it hurts.

Sharon Tapia

The Divorce of Gravity
Her parents stole a quarter of the moon.
She remembered them as thieves
when she was seven.
They masked themselves with crescent smiles
and left her waning in the sky.
Each night out of tapestries of stars
she made up her own stories
true in another galaxy,
how the stars stayed
clustered together the same for centuries.
During the day she was invisible.
Her parents kept their love somewhere
on the other side of the earth.
She watched them turn the sun
on each other until they scarred.
How deep the burns, she never knew.
She only had those nights when she lit the world.
They looked back at her, satellites
unguarded in their gravity,
pulled toward each other in the dark.

Aden Thomas

That Stretch Out West

W. Jack Savage

To My Companion Along The Way
Let us take
the side roads,
you and I,
where sadness
and sun sing
different songs,
where dappled
shadows fall
and laughter
will sometimes
kiss those who
need it most.
Yes, let us
go this way.

Tom Montag

Forwarding Address
This is not my home, though the rain fills my initials
carved into the sidewalk on Napoles.
My birthday was two weeks ago.
She made a cheesecake,
I blew out the single candle as
Paulina snapped
a photo.
Day of the dead was six days ago.
The giant paper machete skulls:
flour
and water
and old newspapers.
Family members leaning drunk
over piled bones:
femurs,
teeth like wax nubs.
The altars
of photos, of clay skulls,
of sweet breads whose names I haven’t learned
but should have.
I could count beads
on a cold pew
or light a candle
at the statue’s feet
in a church I don’t
believe in,
but I won’t. I will
carry
what I can.

Matthew Wallenstein

Replacing a Panel

W. Jack Savage

Among Other Things
It ended before it could really begin. The woman recalled the moment: her back pressed
against the man’s chest, their hearts thumping in post-coital accord.
“You’re somewhere else,” he said.
Yes, the woman could have said, I am.
Instead she said: “I’m here,” and the man curled into her, his breath turning soft and
quiet, and she did not tell him about the pervasive numbness that she felt in her chest and the
deep hollows of her pits. She did not tell him about her mother, who had died six weeks before
that day while cooking canned chili on the stovetop in the bright heat of late summer.
She had met the man at a party for a person whose name she could not recall. She was not
the kind of woman who went to parties and did not remember saying yes, but then there she was,
talking to the man under dingy kitchen light; and later, slipping into the same cab; the man
patiently waiting as she fumbled with the lock on the front door; her breath catching in her throat
as the man’s lips tracked her bare shoulder.
Six months passed, and they fell into a routine wherein the man would arrive to her place
around nine, and they would proceed to do what they always did, after which the man would fall
asleep while the woman lay awake, steeped in darkness, waiting for the grapefruit sky to fill the
room with its unbearable first light. And though she could not understand it, the truth was the
woman had found something to hold on to in this shallow, tender intimacy with a man she hardly
knew, who did not know her.
But it was midnight, and still he had not arrived. She had washed the dishes in the sink,
clothed the bed with fresh linens, and drank half the bottle of wine she had opened for her and
the man to share.
Tick, tick, the second hand on the clock persisted, and a breeze blew through the open
slider, carrying the fragrance of death: wilting lilacs, which the woman knew she should have
watered more—among other things, as her mother often said, and might have said now.
The woman’s phone glowed to life: a promise of the man’s impending arrival. Her skin
felt feverish from the wine and she stood, peeling her dress away from her body and let it fall to
the floor. She slipped out into the darkness of the walled garden. The air felt clammy on her bare
skin, though it was early in the season for it to be so warm. With blind fingers she turned the
spigot and the plastic hose thrummed to life against her bare thigh. Water dripped from the
nozzle and swam like a pool of silvery fish down her forearm. Depressing the trigger, she
watched as a stream rained down on the bed of wilting purples and blues.
She had not heard the man come in, and flinched as his arms engaged her waist. “I’ve
missed you,” he said. His breath was warm on the back of her neck and her skin prickled as his
lips plucked the soft dip behind her ear.
“The lilacs want to die,” she said, and the man sighed; they were only flowers to him.
She unfastened the man’s embrace and knelt in the grass, cracked heels holding up soft
flesh as she inspected the fragile pea-shaped petals, rubbing them gingerly between her thumb
and forefinger. They felt leather-soft, resigned. She had cared too little, or cared too late. Perhaps
she did not know how to care.

“Come inside,” the man prodded. His fingers danced along the tops of her shoulders, as if
to draw her up to him. “Have a drink with me.”
The woman stood and turned to face him, her breasts milk-white in the pale garden light.
“I’ve had two already.” She dropped the hose in the untamed grass and leaned down to
tighten the spigot. She felt the man watching her as she wiped her feet and retreated into the
house.
“I think I’d like to go to bed.” She yawned, retrieving her glass from the coffee table, and
threw back the last of its contents. The warm wine tasted like the tart flesh of an unripe
strawberry and stung her throat as she swallowed. The man followed her inside but did not
approach her.
“You’re not mad?” he asked.
The woman thought.
“No,” she said, as retrieved her dress from the floor and pulled it on, cinching the belt
around her waist.
The man’s eyes revealed disappointment.
“What then?”
But the woman’s head felt too full for explanation.
“It’s all a little wrong,” she said.
The man sighed deeply, his brow furrowing with frustration.
“How can you know?”
“I suppose I can’t,” the woman answered.
It was a blank response; tired, lazy, unkind.
“You suppose?”
The woman considered her words. “Yes,” she finally said. “Among other things.”
The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down and he swallowed slowly, his lips pressed
together like a pair of white snakes. She could tell he wanted to touch her, perhaps to kiss her.
She understood this in the way his fingers curled into his sides and his temples throbbed. Or
maybe he wanted to strike her, and the woman understood that too.
The man’s fingers uncurled and his brow smoothed. “I’m sorry,” he said, though he did
not know for what.
The woman leaned into him, cupping his cheek in her palm; she felt sorry too.
There was a soft click as the door closed behind the man.
The woman lay down on the floor, the hard wood pressing against her shoulder bones; a
blunt, inviting pain. The air stilled. Finally, the woman could not smell the lilacs anymore.

Meghan McNamara

A Sky Language
What happens when your mom dies
and you have no one to tell
she was your best friend
when you were a kid, how your
dad was always off sailing with
the Seventh Fleet, and it was mom
who walked with you that two miles
in 1965 to the Grossmont Shopping Center
to buy those baseball shoes with the rubber cleats?
She didn’t know how to drive, so how
did she purchase Christmas presents
and later drag bikes and train sets up two flights
of stairs when she pretended to be Santa Claus?
In those holiday pictures, there is only the bounty
of gifts beneath the tree and my sister, brother and I,
playing in the morning light, my mother always behind
the camera, invisible. And yet,
I used to complain about dinners of beans
and collards, even the homemade cornbread. I never
understood that when you’re poor, you’re poor
and that’s why you sleep in a dingy duplex and your
friends at school live on exalted La Mesa streets
with palm trees out front of big ranch style houses
with emerald yards and a swimming pool out back.
Sometimes I’d get invited to pool parties
and wonder at the bounty assembled
in those suburban palaces, and wonder
at the women who wore a lot of makeup
and nice clothes and who looked beautiful
in a Debbie Reynolds kind of way.
I grew to be ashamed of our lives, embarrassed
by my mother’s southern accent, which my friends
made fun of because it was so uncool.
My buddy, Frank, called me a hillbilly
and now, fifty years later, I celebrate
the soft ways my mother spoke, our humble
lives lived beneath the giant cross
that looked down upon us from atop Mount Helix.

I am left with memories
that rush toward me unbidden
as synapses crackle with old age
and quick meaning: my mom in a purple
sweater, in her late twenties, dark black hair
falling down her forehead. Even when I was
a kid, I was an insomniac, so for the first three
years of my life, she rocked me to sleep
and told me stories about the Three Bears
and Jesus—somehow fairy tales and the King James
Bible blended together in a kind of song
I fell asleep to. It’s too late
to tell her how grateful I am now
for the Christmas presents, the school supplies,
the new clothes we wore each September—all the ways
she made love tangible, a sturdy thing
in a Southern California earthquake zone
where some days the world trembled
and the dishes my dad had brought back from Japan
rattled in the cupboard. We never used that pretty china,
nor did my sister play with the black-haired dolls
displayed above the saucers and bowls and cups
with their strange calligraphies in a light blue
that made me think of a sky language, of a way
of writing that was a beautiful way of knowing,
so foreign to me then but coming into focus
these days when sorrow speaks at dawn,
waking me to a new morning I remember
older mornings when I drank Tang and ate oatmeal
with lots of sugar before walking into golden
light that rode the soft shoulders of palm and eucalyptus.

Jesse Millner

How I Knew
In the corner room
when you leaned down
to kiss my fingers
I wanted the heat
of your lips pressed
and branded in my skin,
to burn that mark on me
for future days,
so when I shook hands
always they would see
the outlines of those
beautiful scars.

Aden Thomas

Caretaker
The radio crackles Beethoven.
Across the room she sits.
This woman: child’s mind and buckteeth,
stubby-bodied, kind,
asking again in her high voice if you can add to her
key collection, her collection of string, or her
collection of Beanie Babies.
You sit and count the blue veins in your legs
and name their constellations.
And you, her sister, smoke Camels into sheet music
that sits on a piano too stacked with hoarder spoils to play.
Your collection of an unused life,
the whittled bones of chance.
Outside the window the stars rattle like filament
and you smile at her,
the thief of opportunity,
the provider of your purpose,
object of your love.

Matthew Wallenstein

The Realtor
The Realtor walked the home, a palatial spread his main developer built on three lots of
land. He walked the home before the agents came, before the noise, before the listing party. He
liked doing this. He liked walking the home alone in a suit and thin gray tie with his hands in his
pockets and his feet taking short, erratic steps like he was a kid kicking rocks home along a
sidewalk after a long, hazy day in school.
He stood by the door and without saying much, welcomed in the people when they came.
He had a way of speaking with his eyes.
The realtors took position, took small plates of food, skinny glasses of wine or
champagne. They spoke to each other in mostly groups of five at listing parties like this,
conglomerates of well-dressed men and women toward the corners of rooms.
“I simply will not spend that kind of money on concrete,” said a real estate agent to
another real estate agent, spitting out brie thought to be provolone into his hand.
The Realtor made his rounds, hearing tidbits of conversation like this, walking along,
speaking with whoever wanted to speak to him, essentially everyone, those here seriously and
those not. He never caused a fracas or an argument, even with those clearly here only for the
wine and cheese. He knew a deal in the present could affect another in a decade. He knew a
smile could do the same. He would lean into people with his hands behind his back, listening to
them, their stories, their qualms, their issues with the palatial estate. He knew the good from the
shysters, and he smiled and leaned into them all the same and spoke to them mostly with his
eyes.
The one real estate agent said to a different real estate agent, “How is a man laying down
concrete making a better hourly wage than a doctor?”
The Realtor walked around asking people if they had a buyer in mind. It seemed they all
did.
Another real estate agent said, “It’s one of those needs. Concrete. We’re talking about
concrete. You have to pay what you have to pay. It’s a necessity. It’s stone. It builds these things.
It’s essentially what the Ten Commandments are written on for a fuck’s sake.”
“I realize now I only see you at listing parties,” the agent flummoxed by concrete said,
“and have never liked seeing you at any of them.”
“That’s because I speak the truth. And I outbid you every time because I have wealthier
clients.”
“Fuck you and this asshole with a listing like this.”
The Realtor asked someone, “Do you have a buyer in mind?”
She said yes and told him she’d submit an offer by noon tomorrow. He smiled at her in
the way a young man can when things in life are going just right.
“How did this kid get this listing?” a real estate agent said to another real estate agent.
“He’s six foot three and is nice to look at.”
“Is he even thirty?” said an agent standing on one foot for some reason as if about to
pitch his glass into the wall.
“I wouldn’t be surprised if he is exactly thirty. He looks to me to be exactly thirty. If he is
not thirty, he is thirteen.”

“He has a splendid head of hair,” said an agent.
“The mother fucker.”
“How am I fifty-three and overweight?” an agent said, holding onto his belly fat with two
hands like a basket of laundry. “I knew I’d get older. But I never thought I’d be overweight.
Look at this thing on me. This gut.” He shook the basket of laundry. “There’s no turning back
now. I thought for sure I would always be skinny. It’s going to sting making this kid an offer and
losing on it.”
The Realtor patted a man on the back. He shook another man’s hand. He laughed with
another. He poured a female realtor a glass of champagne and told her, “Cheers.”
They were all dressed wealthy but only about half of them really were.
A real estate agent said to another real estate agent, “He’s going to be on one of those
television shows soon. They’re moving in on him. They can sense these things, producers. TV
producers. They can sense this young, good looking thirty-year-old man selling million dollar
homes out here in the sticks. I wouldn’t be surprised if they showed up before the end of the
night.”
“I get the sense he’s too real or something, or is it too fake?” one agent said.
“Too real. I think I know exactly what you mean.”
“He’s too real, if this means anything.”
“I can’t even imagine him through a pixelated screen,” someone said.
“He’d come in blue or something.”
“There’s something very serene about him. I don’t know what. But he glides through this
place very effortlessly. I pray to God he doesn’t end up on TV.”
“That would ruin him,” an agent said, wiping sweat off his brow. “I don’t know exactly
why. But it would ruin him.”
“Let’s all hold hands and pray.”
“If he ends up on TV, I’ll lose all faith in every worldly thing.”
“I don’t know what a perfect cheekbone structure is,” an agent said, “But I’m sure of it he
has one.”
“Let’s pray for him. Let’s all hold hands and pray they don’t put him on television.”
“I like those shows,” an agent said.
“We all like those shows,” said the agent sweating profusely, placing a glass of iced
water to his temple. “We just don’t want him on one of them. Let us hold hands and pray.”
They all held hands and silently prayed for the young agent.
The Realtor asked another realtor if he had a buyer. He said yes, but thought the price
was a little steep. The Realtor assured him it wasn’t. The man shrugged his shoulders and walked
away, thinking he made a play on the youngster. He’d sleep better because of it. That shrug may
have been the sole reason he came here at all. He’d be more confident in bed with women
because of that shrug. The Realtor was happy to provide the man something. If not the house,
then at least the shrug. The Realtor was a giving man.
A real estate agent said to another real estate agent, “What does your buyer do?”
“He’s in money,” said the agent. “He’s in liquidated, cool, free-flowing money.”
“Sounds like he has plenty of it.”
“It flows in at a steady rate,” the agent continued. “He makes money all the time. At all
times, I should say. He is making money now, asleep next to his woman. He gets paid to dream,
my client.”
“Wonderfully said,” said an agent, tossing a baby tomato into his mouth.

“What does your buyer do?”
“I have two buyers. One got in on a hedge fund. The other invented a nose-hair trimmer
that was featured on QVC.”
“My buyer sells granite by the tons,” another said, flattening out his tie and looking at it.
“He cuts granite in half, in fourths, in eights, however necessary.” He looked up from his tie and
scanned the agents around him with very serious eyes, as if he was telling them about a niece
who was kidnapped and last seen three years ago in Conshohocken, Pennsylvania. “His hottest
item right now is a cheese plate made of granite. He has a warehouse filled with blocks upon
blocks of granite. You should see this place. He showed me once. An Italian guy from Garfield.
Ships in granite from all over the world. This is what he tells people. I don’t know how truthful it
is.” He looked down at the tie again, re-flattened it, and looked back up. “He ships in the best
granite in the world. I don’t know where the best granite in the world comes from. All people
know is that it must not be coming in from America. So you tell them, France, Italy, Africa,
Jerusalem, et cetera. I don’t have a shot on this house. He’ll come in at one point eight, the
fucking Garfield guinea.”
The Realtor took a piss in one of the bathrooms no one knew about. He washed his
hands. He patted at his splendid hair. He fixed his tie in the mirror. He made the water turn to
blood and let it flow over his fingers, figuring it was a trick of light. He made it go back to water
in his head and it seemed to in reality. He tossed what looked like a bloody towel into the
garbage and went back out into the party and asked a realtor if he had a buyer in mind.
“My buyer is a school teacher, and I don’t know and don’t ask what he does on the side.”
“My buyer opened up a brewery in Brooklyn. He’s an alcoholic, but since he gets paid
for it, nobody bothers him or thinks he has a problem. Told me to come out here and start a
bidding war. I believe he was blacked out, so I won’t.”
“What are you doing here then?” said an agent, holding a cracker in his palm.
“I’m here for the party. The camaraderie. I’m here to get drunk myself. I am an
alcoholic.”
“Thank you for sharing,” four agents said simultaneously.
The Relator glanced at his smart phone. He had messages. Missed calls. Pretty girls in
New York City wanted him to come in and spend the night. He would.
The developer of the house took a nap in one of the three guest rooms. He snored in his
suit, hanging off the bed.
The Realtor went into a deep black hallway and called one of the girls back and said to
her on the phone, “It’s now a matter of finagling them all away. I need to make them all leave in
a cordial manner somehow. The house is sold for asking. I already know that much. This house
is like a dream sequence in a movie. Hold on. I hear someone snoring. I’ll call you back.”
One real estate agent said to another real estate agent, “My buyer runs a limo service.
He’s an African guy who has more money than he knows what to do with.”
“I believe they are called African Americans.”
“No. This man is from Africa. There is nothing remotely American about him yet. He is
still adapting to the change. He’s gotten rich by accident. He doesn’t even want this house. His
white friends make him buy things he doesn’t want. He told me in his thick accent that he wants
to live in his apartment for the rest of his life. Two bedroom. Eighteen hundred a month. I told
him—Muhandis, I need to make a living too, you know…”
“My buyer plays internet poker and makes over five million dollars a year. He makes a
living in his undies.”

“God bless that man,” an agent said, taking a sip from his drink that was already empty.
“He probably plays in the nude, actually. He hasn’t put clothes on in over a decade, I bet.
His morning wood sits snug against the base of his laptop. He sits up in bed and opens up his
laptop and makes millions of dollars clicking a few buttons: call, raise, fold, check. That’s it.”
“My buyer is a producer on one of those reality TV shows.”
The Realtor, on his way toward the snoring, asked a female realtor if she had a buyer. She
said no, she was here for him. He laughed, and she took him into one of the offices. They
fondled and kissed awhile, hearing a man snore in a nearby room. “One second,” he said to her
and walked toward the reverberance, realizing he need not pursue this woman.
He sat on the bed next to the man awhile, letting him snore. The developer slept on his
back, legs hanging off the side of the bed as if he meant to come in here to sit a moment and had
accidentally fallen asleep, his gut rising high on each galloping breath. He had a messianic beard
of sorts that moved with the wind produced from the snoring, a gray and white beard, one that
contrasted or maybe complemented the perfect suit and baby blue button up shirt worn for the
listing party. He looked like a man who studied rock formations in places like Greece or the
Sudan, uncharacteristically wearing a suit. It looked tight around his neck. He began to choke on
his saliva, making asphyxiated gurgling noises, and the Realtor only watched him, sitting there
with his hands in his lap. Eventually the developer woke up. The Realtor found it fascinating
how quickly one can go from dire struggle to relaxed yawn.
The developer sat up and patted his main agent on the back. “Buddy,” he said, “I’ve been
fucking sleeping, haven’t I?”
“You snore.”
“Do I really?”
“The whole party’s been asking about it. I tell them it comes with the house.”
“What happened to you?”
“What do you mean?”
“Where’s your tie? Your hair looks messier than usual.”
“I was just accosted sexually by a female realtor.”
“God bless you, kid.”
A silhouette scurried past the room, holding heels.
“It’ll be sold for asking,” the Realtor said. “Everyone’s got a buyer.”
“That’s good news. I’m going to go back to sleep.”
He patted the Realtor on the back again and went to sleep.
Out in the foyers and grand living rooms, real estate agents said things to other real estate
agents. One real estate agent said to another real estate agent, “I feel like a character in The
Exterminating Angel.”
Agents came up to the Realtor one by one. There was a kind of glow around him that
caused this. His presence seemed to dictate confessionals. He had a face that beckoned life
stories, personal secrets, confidences. One real estate agent told him that his wife was just
diagnosed with breast cancer, and he was having bad dreams of rolling over on top of her in the
middle of the night and landing on her tender breasts, making everything worse than it already
was. Another told him sheepishly about a toy train obsession. There was the agent into bondage
and other outlier sexual practices who told the realtor and then covered his mouth and made
shocking eyes like he couldn’t believe what slipped out of his mouth. Another told the Realtor, “I
got into this business because my father beat me,” and though the Realtor did not understand the
connection, he put a soft hand on the agent’s shoulder and spoke soothingly to him with his eyes.

The alcoholic agent made a point of going up to the Realtor and telling him, too, about his
alcoholism, which he actually knew was severe, and the Realtor put his hand on the man’s
shoulder and seemed to say what was needed without words and the man would not have another
drink from that point on and live to be ninety-four and have seven grandchildren.
They formed a line to the Realtor. Maybe it was pity seeking. A play for a deal. Or
maybe they saw something in him. An agent said, “I have a pet snake named Muhammed.”
Another told him, “I bullied a classmate of mine for twelve years and now I dream for him to
come back and exact revenge so I don’t need to think about it anymore.” “I was once a woman,”
said a man. “I was once a man,” said a woman. A female agent confessed that she loved reality
television. She said, “What is real?” and he put a hand on her shoulder and said, “Thank you.”
The Realtor made a speech more with his eyes than his words and everyone left.
And the developer slept soundly through the night.
***
The next morning the Realtor began receiving phone calls under the covers in his boxer
briefs. He got a full ask offer and immediately called the developer, who was still asleep in the
palatial estate.
“That’s good news,” he said to the Realtor, coughing and patting at his beard, rising from
the bed. He began making his way to the nearest bathroom. He moved quickly and with a left to
right bounce because of the full bladder that seemed to eliminate the possibility of walking
normal. “Is it legit, though?” he said. “What does the guy do?”
“He’s in concrete,” the Realtor said to him as the girl woke and curled into him under the
covers.
“No shit.”
“All cash.”
“What do you mean, concrete?”
“Keep building houses,” the Realtor said.
“Great—” said the developer, letting himself free. “There’s a bloody cloth in the garbage
here.”
But the Realtor had already hung up the phone.

Rob Sobel

1968
Sometimes before sleep when the moon
has ceased its yellow howling
and the stars burst like silver berries into the palm
of the sky’s hand, I can hear the emptiness
of a thousand prairies where the struggling
rivers of summer whisper past the cottonwood
trees. Where are the bison? Where are the horse
people who camped in the foothills of the Big Horn
Mountains and screamed the morning light
in syllables of blood and sweat until the words
of whole nations thundered across the high
grasses of now dead places? Where is the grace
in a single minute out of the wind, one minute
when the humming buzz of invisible things
is forgotten and at last the light is heard,
when the ears turn away from music
and listen to the pink contrails of sunrise?
But I have tinnitus, so the wind never stops
and the bison thunder all night. I must play
games to trick myself into silence, which comes
at the beginning of a dream
where a window opens to a world I had not expected
to be in the living color of late 1960’s TV sets:
My lover’s face is slightly green. I adjust the tint
but can’t get it right. Behind her B-52s bomb
green rice paddies that stretch from jagged
mountains to a surging sea. Everywhere the fire
burns in the old vacuum tubes that
need to be replaced by repairmen every month or so,
and for a while the TV is silent
as we look around for meaning
in ourselves but we’ve lost that language,
so we go to bed early and dream of napalm,
of a time when Buddhist priests burned themselves in protest,
their yellow robed bodies perfectly still
until they were completely smoke. The dark
shadows they left behind were celebrated
by children who knew the power of immolation,
the way the sacred lives on the very tip
of each flaming tongue.
Jesse Millner

Morning: Late August
A morning bell
rings the sun up.
Dew on the grass.
The day will be
glorious. What
shall we offer
as payment?

Tom Montag

Prison at Alsace-Lorrain

W. Jack Savage

The Red Wheelbarrow
Think
good
of
others
I
say
to
myself
like
the
red
wheelbarrow
in
the
shadow
of
my
house
takes
a
load
off
my
back.

Danny P. Barbare

To My Ocular Migraine
So you think I’m Eve in the Garden.
You writhe,
wind yourself into a triangular pile.
Blot my vision. No apple in sight.
No pain.
Only light.
Around the edges
an aura.
Your serpentine form
wags
like Cerberus’ tail.
The onset a mystery,
your blinding spiral shimmers
in front of the world I must see.
I could be driving my kids.
I could be on a podium demoing software.
I could be brushing the cat’s teeth.
I close my eyes and watch your movie
on my lids, starring
you, the familiar twitching reptile.
You just coil
and uncoil,
coil and uncoil.
It’s very boring. Almost
like original sin.
The end comes
when Satan is good
and ready.

Cathryn Shea

Door

Samantha Peterson

Restoration

Some nights, I moved about the house in the dark, when Mother and Father were asleep
in the room next to mine. I stayed barefoot in my pajamas and closed the door slowly with one
hand pressed against it to pace myself so there would be no noise. It was solid, but old, and the
hinges cracked with too much dripped paint.
It was impossible to move down the stairs without them all to creaking. I tried sliding
down the banister once, but the polished wood only looked smooth enough, and halfway down
my legs stuck on it. It set up a long, low groan that seemed to come up from down under the
floorboards, from the space underneath the entire house. I would have liked to have heard that
sound in the daytime, when there was no need to leave Mother and Father to sleep. It was
though, around me, the house was breathing, taking an enormous, long-awaited yawn after
having been in a deep, old sleep. I pushed my hands through the syrupy heat in the air that came
through the cracks in the outside walls, in the floor, in the joining together of corners.
My favorite room at night was the living room, down opposite the kitchen. The light
through the windows was just streetlamps, but it was white enough that it felt like the moon itself
had come through the curtains and sat to rest on the molding between the dark floor and the pale
walls. When I walked through the room, it felt like a studio, an abandoned set from a film with
the furniture still arranged like a sitting room for the shot. The lead actress and actor stood just
off camera, outside the shot, waiting for their cue to walk in together, arm in arm, their courtship
already played out earlier in the movie, and then they would sit down on the soft, velvet couch,
the lady first, then her actor lover, and they would move close on the couch while the outside
lamps flickered and buzzed.
I walked through it, drawing my hands along the darkened red velvet of the couch, the
marble-topped side table that didn’t match with anything else, that might have been a stand for a
portrait, or the beginning of a baptismal basin from a church that had yet to be hollowed out. I
imagined the actress on the couch looking something like Mother, but glowing and radiating, and
the actor, edging closer to her along the cushions, his hands clutching one of hers, like father
with longer, darker hair. But it wasn’t them. They never would have walked in and sat down
together, so close to each other, like that. Mother would have come home first and gone to the
kitchen first for something to drink, and Father would arrive later and sit heavily in the living
room, silent, treating it like anything but a perfect set for a written scene, a life-size dollhouse.
They wouldn’t be good movie stars.
At the back of the room was the fireplace. It was plastered and painted over like the rest
of the walls, in raised waves and wisps, like someone had spread cold butter over them while
warmth seeped through from outside. There was no sign it had ever been used. I couldn’t
remember a time when we ever had. It was too hot, and I think the chimney was blocked
anyway. When would they have needed a fire here? Savannah in the summer was warm and wet
and close. Just outside, huge wrinkled oak trees leaned down over everything and everyone,
holding the thick air down onto the tight streets and against the windows and doors of the houses
like a blanket. At first I thought they were like Japanese people bowing in respect, like we had

read about at school, but the dangling moss was too messy. I decided instead that they were like
Grandpa, when I was very little, before he died. He had a long grey beard and stooped over just
like the trees to press a finger to my nose as I squirmed in the stroller, but I had to ask Mother
about the rest because I didn’t remember anything else about him, not even if he spoke to me.
The trees were mostly quiet too, even in the Winter when the leaves came off overnight without
changing color, because they never had the warning of colder weather. It was sticky and warm,
and then suddenly there was a frost, and they dropped everything, still green, to the ground, and
the next day it was back up again like September and the sun was out. We never needed the
fireplace for heat.
But if it hadn’t been there, I would have noticed. Were houses incomplete without
fireplaces, no matter where? So much of the room was caught up in it, I thought, even though it
was just a decorative indentation in the wall, like everything were being slowly sucked into it by
a pull from out up the chimney. That’s what held the room together, that common attachment.
Mother caught me dancing downstairs one night. I felt the floor give differently in so
many different places, almost with my every step and twirl and curtsy. It gave off so many
noises, like a whole group of people talking to each other over tea on the velvet couches over the
coffee table that was too low. I stepped, and stepped again, making them speak, like I was there
to entertain the guests who marveled at the atmosphere of the room, at the pointless but beautiful
fireplace, the spotted, moonlit molding running around the whole place, surrounding them.
Mother hissed at me from the stairwell to get back in bed and stop making such a racket.
Father was very tired, and he needed sleep for work in the morning. We didn’t want to have him
wake up to yell.
***
Mother said the movers were coming in a week.
“Movers? What movers?” I asked her.
“They are going to move our things, sweetie.” She gave me a pat on the head. Her long
fingernails were the color of shining flowers. They touched my scalp as she pulled away, and
they made a clack on her glass.
“To where?” Where should our things be that they aren’t? Are they somewhere they
shouldn’t be?
Mother looked at me and reached out again to touch my face and pat my head, but this
time she brushed my bangs from my face and up and then over my ear. I shuffled my shoes on
the old wood floor, making an old, hollow sound by rocking from my heels to my toes and back
again.
“Don’t fidget, sweetie.”
“I’m not fidgeting.” I backed up to the white plaster wall, pressing my hands between it
and my back. The plaster lines were smooth and sweeping every which way like a paintbrush put
them up. I thought sometime there had been a painter here who had taken an easel and a palette
up and down the halls, brushing colors across the canvas and onto the close sides of the walls.
When the brush went off the easel along the wall, the colors disappeared into it, like it was
drinking them up. Or they were spiraling slowly down the sink drain, and all that was left were
the residues, the big brushstrokes, in white. Where was that painting? I used my fingers behind
me to scratch out and feel for the place where it might have fit amongst the wavy lines.
“Don’t fidget. It’s distracting.”

“I’m not fidgeting. Where are we moving?”
“Sweetie, don’t worry. We’re just going to go out for a little while so they can fix up the
house. You’ll have all your things in the apartment. We won’t leave anything behind.” She
didn’t look at me as she was saying all of this, and she waved her hand as if to point at or cover
everything around her that she wasn’t touching, without telling what things she meant. Her other
hand was clutched firmly to the sparkling tumbler, holding it close to her, letting beads of water
drip onto her arm, and her shoes, and the floor. “You’re worried we’ll forget Mary.”
Mary was my doll. I had a dollhouse for her that she didn’t fit in because she was as big
as a baby, maybe a little smaller, but the dollhouse was made for little dolls that could fit through
the door and sit on all the little furniture. There were even small forks and knives, but I lost them
when I was trying to put them away in the house, and they fell out and through a crack in the
floorboards. It was too dark to see down through the spaces in the floor, but I didn’t care much
because Mary was too big to use the silverware anyway. To her, they would have been like
pencil stubs that she sharpened down too far and found too difficult to write with. The whole
house wasn’t right for who she was either. She was like me, only prettier and with only one
outfit, and we felt the same about the paintbrush designs on the walls, and the creaking wood
floors, and the ceilings that didn’t look the same in each room.
“I’ll just take Mary with me. The movers can keep the dollhouse if I get a new dollhouse
that fits her.”
“What’s wrong with your dollhouse? I think it’s very pretty.”
“It’s too small, and it’s not like any houses I like. It doesn’t look like this house, or any of
the houses on the street.”
“Well, I think it’s very pretty. If you were Mary, I think you’d be very pleased to live in
that house.”
“I wouldn’t. It’s an ugly house.”
“Don’t be rude, sweetie.” She reached out again, quicker than before, and I tensed
against the wall, but she didn’t touch me this time. She gave me a look I had seen before, the
face she put on when she was thinking somewhere else, up through the ceiling and through the
shaky shingles on the rooftop, into the clouds. She looked like she was looking down on me from
way up like a bird wondering what all the little people are, like I pretended to do in airplanes
when we took a trip up to see Grandma in Charleston.
All the cars are so little and far apart on the big road. I thought of the book we read in
school with the rattlesnake in it, coiled around the mouse it had just bitten. It waited close and
still for the mouse to stop thrashing and twitching, which seemed to take much too long even
though the book said it was only minutes, before it unhinged its jaw larger and wider than several
snakes all bunched together. It slowly swallowed the mouse and unraveled to move along to find
another mouse, and it never went fully straight. The mouse traveled down the snake’s body when
it curved back and forth; it blended in, grey and brown, with the dirt and the leaves, like the road
from the airplane window. I asked Mother one time why we didn’t drive on the road to
Charleston like those other people in cars, and she gave me that look. Like another picture from
the book we read in school, the picture of the red-tailed hawk with tired, half-closed eyes holding
the bleeding, broken rattlesnake in its talons.
“Why do we need to fix the house?”
“We are having the house fixed,” she paused and took a long sip of the sweet tea,
dripping condensation onto the floor near her heels. “We are having the house fixed because it
needs to be fixed. It is historic.”

“But it’s not broken.”
“Madeleine. Sweetie. I asked you not to be rude. Speak in a civil tone, sweetie.”
“Yes ma’am. It’s not broken. There’s nothing wrong with it.”
“It’s not broken, but it’s not right. It’s historic, but it doesn’t look or feel historic. The
city is going to help us change that.”
“It doesn’t look historic?” I imagined the painter again, with his long brushstrokes, a
smock muddy with rainbows and crayon shavings, painting the house into an art gallery between
the Mona Lisa and a picture of Jesus hanging on the cross, all white in plaster with his blood
leaving only raised lines, no color, down his face and hands and leg.
“It’s very old, but it doesn’t show it properly. They found out that the walls and the floor
and some other things are not right about it, historically, and they want to make it like it was
when it was first built. That way, it will feel properly aged.”
“The house already does feel old.”
“Yes, it does, but in a bad way. It feels like it is falling apart. It will be much nicer when
the restoration experts have their way with it. It will be old in a good way, a pretty way.” She
was still in that place, the sky look, the hawk look. Her sweet tea was gone, and she moved from
the hallway into the living room, across the dusty cotton-ball carpet to the kitchen. I followed,
suddenly thirsty for a sweet tea as well, but with more sugar than Mother put in hers. It was more
interesting than cookies to me, which were just sugar and nothing else and then I wanted more; it
tasted like ten things at once, and you still tasted it afterward, and even though it wasn’t my
favorite, it felt correct. Mother said proper. She took out a tray and some small fat glasses and
filled them with ice and a gold drink that I could smell from across the counter.
“I think it’s in a good way.” I searched for the words. “It has a, a personality. You can
hear it and feel it when you move around in it. Like the walls. They’re like the paintings we saw
in the museum, remember?”
Mother took up one of the glasses and drank its contents very quickly, and then refilled it
without looking at it. She stared at the door.
“And I like the floors.”
“It’s in a bad way.” That was that. “Things will be how they’re supposed to be.”
The doorknocker was very loud and made the whole house shudder like it was frightened
and cold.
“Ah, they’re here. Madeleine, would you carry the tray?”
“Who’s here?”
“The experts. And the inspector. They’re going to look and see for sure what needs to be
torn out. Carry the tray and offer them drinks.”
I adjusted my skirt, making sure the yellow blouse was tucked in properly and neatly. I
spent as long as I could making myself up at the end of the kitchen counter to stall, but the
knocker sounded again, and I felt afraid for the house. I made a short apology very softly to it,
but so that Mother would hear and think it might be meant for her and her waiting. She took a
square-folded tea towel from the stack by the aluminum sugar jar and the tea pitcher and wiped
her forehead clean of sweat that I couldn’t see. I could feel it too, on my own face. It was always
like that in July, even with the air conditioning going. I wanted to ask for a towel myself and
imitate her, but the knocker went once more, and I had to quickly grab the tray from the counter
and begin walking back to the hallway. It was hard to balance the drinks, even though they were
only partly full. I spilled a bit onto the napkins on the tray. It smelled sweet but awful, different
from how sweet tea smelled, more like if I’d gotten some amber liquid in a bottle at the doctor’s

office to help with a cold. I held the tray as far as I could from my nose, resting it on my arms
and wrists and pushing it away like I did with trash bags, but I couldn’t let it go too far out or it
would spill. I felt dizzy from the smell like sweet tea, trees, and medicine.
Mother clicked her heels fast to get ahead of me and open the door. It was bright and hot
and the air flowed in like the tide on the beach, so that I didn’t notice it was all around me until I
felt like I was underwater. My face didn’t feel sweaty now, just covered in something soft and
warm. An itching like bug’s legs crawled up the back of my blouse and to my neck, and I had to
resist the urge to let go of the tray to scratch it, which would have sent the medicine drinks and
their glasses tumbling at Mother’s feet. I squinted and tried to focus my eyes. The light shone
through the sparkling glasses and made the drinks swirl, the way water under cars does, but
without a rainbow, like cooking oil or a dirty river.
Two men and a woman came in through the doorway but didn’t close it.
“Hello – ”
“Hello good afternoon, my Mother asked me to ask if you wanted something to drink?” I
was as still as possible in front of them, and my shoulders and elbows shook. The sides of the
glasses were sweating too.
The man who was closest to me looked down and laughed. He was bald and the hair over
his ears was grey like Father’s, but he was also much bigger than Father, much fatter, and he
breathed loud in between laughs. He leaned over to me with his hands on the thighs of his
pleated tan pants, the way Mother and Mrs. Hampton talked to her baby next door, or the way I
talked to puppies. He had bright blue eyes that looked like they were going to cry all over his
lumpy red cheeks.
“And who is this fine young lady?”
“My name is Madeleine.” Mother looked at me fast and breathed in. “My name is
Madeleine Beauchamp. It’s nice to meet you.” I looked away from his wet eyes, down into the
glasses on the tray, and my eyes watered a little. “Are you here to take our things and change my
house?”
He laughed again and took the glass on the left, unbalancing the tray so I had to try very
hard to keep it up. He took a sip from the glass and leaned against the white brushstroke plaster
by the doorframe, rolling his round face to the ceiling. His wet, squinted eyes dashed around and
he swallowed the sip he had taken and gave one more little laugh.
“Well, sort of. It’s not really changing so much. We’re going to restore it.” He even
sounded fat and red.
“Restore it to what? I like how it is now.”
“Madeleine!” Mother twitched her head just a little.
“No, no ma’am. It’s alright. Looks like Miss Madeleine has an interest in working on
houses, isn’t that right Miss Madeleine?” He put the glass back on the tray as he said Miss.
I wasn’t smiling. He took out a tape measure from his pocket and, turning, drew it across
the width of the door. The other man started scribbling with a pencil on a clipboard, his eyes
never leaving the end of the metal tape as it left its housing in the fat man’s thick hands. The fat
man hooked it up onto the molding on top of the door and crouched down in the doorway. More
scratches on the clipboard. They sounded like rats scurrying around above me. The fat man got
up and started tapping around the edge of the door frame. I didn’t know what he was listening
for. Maybe something that he thought wasn’t properly done with it, but we’d had the same door
as far back as I could remember. I worried he would stand back and that the frame, door and all,

would just rip right out of the house, cracking the walls around it and leaving nothing but a
gaping hole for them to fill. I stomped my foot.
“There’s nothing wrong with this house,” I insisted. “It doesn’t need to be fixed.” I could
feel Mother glaring through the back of my head, but she didn’t say anything.
The fat man smiled. “No, not fixed. It’s not broken, but it sorta is in a way. It’s wrong,
and we’re going to make it right. It’s like it’s missing something. Have you ever been missing
something that you wanted to find real bad but you just couldn’t by yourself?” He moved along
the wall away from the door, pressing against it with his hands, sometimes up against the
moldings at the floor with his feet. Always to his side, the other man was scribbling notes. The
lady I noticed just then had already moved into the kitchen, brushing her hands along the
countertops and chairs, writing about them on her own scratchy clipboard. They were both
completely silent except for the sound of pencil-stub against plastic-backed paper.
I looked at the wall he was leaning against, thinking of the painter and his square canvas
sliding right into the slot that the fat man was leaning against. Maybe that was the spot I was
looking for, and he was in the way so I couldn’t see the ridged pattern and fit it into place. He
just laughed again.
“We’re going to help y’all have a house that isn’t missing anything. Everything will be
back like it was way back when. It’ll be something, that’s for sure.”
***
I hated the apartment that we lived in, and even though it was very close to the house, but
they wouldn’t let me go and look at what they were doing. It felt too different, like a hotel we
stayed at in Florida once with old things and new things right next to each other. The bedside
tables wanted to attack the bed and its big wood end board with their sharp edges. The highbacked chairs in the dining room reminded me of the pictures of knights I’d seen when we read
about medieval Europe in class, and we talked about chivalry, but it didn’t mean anything more
than being nice to ladies, which most people seemed to do anyway. The knight chairs were very
uncomfortable and I had to sit up perfectly straight in them all the time, but the table was just a
bit too high and thin. The chairs bumped into it a lot and nicked the corners.
“It’s a nice contrast, this place,” Father said after dinner one night. “It’s surprising.
Refreshing. To be around things that are different from what you’re used to.”
I tried to adjust myself in the chair, but there was no way to sit that felt right or that put
me up close to enough to my plate with its food spread around in circles. “It’s too different.
These chairs aren’t for real people.”
“Different’s like an adventure. Exciting. Don’t you think so?” He stood up from the
knight chair and bumped his waist on the corner of the table and swore.
“When will we be going back home?” I asked.
Father was silent a moment, and then shoved the chair against the table. It rattled the
plates and silverware on the glass tabletop, and I imagined a tiny crack in the surface from where
he’d put the chair back, spidering and sliding along like the roads in some far-off city that hadn’t
been planned, springing up wherever they could until the whole thing shattered into snowflakes
and fell to our feet.
He picked up his plate and moved away from the table to the kitchen, holding his hand
tight to the spot where he’d struck himself on the sharp corner. Mother, staring down at her plate,
flinched as he walked past her. I could hear his heavy breaths as he stomped out of sight, and I

jumped in my chair and almost fell out of it at the sound of the Father’s plate shattering in the
metal sink.
Mother flinched again. She hadn’t looked at Father the whole dinner. I noticed for the
first time I can remember that she wasn’t a hawk now, or even the rattlesnake winding along the
swampy coastline. I saw her tiny, hesitant motions, ones I realized much later that I had been
familiar with for years, and thought she had the look of the slowly-dying mouse, wide-eyed and
twitching.
“When it’s ready for us,” she said.
“When will that be?”
“Don’t be rude.”
***
It was really different, and I hated it. The first thing I could tell was when I stepped
through the doorway and the floor sounded differently. It didn’t sound like it was breathing in
and out anymore, like it was alive. It was a dead, hollow echo, like someone tapping on a tree
trunk or a massive drum. Each step was a drumroll that played at a funeral. I nearly cried, but
Mother would have gotten angry.
The painter’s flowering masterpiece along the walls was gone completely, replaced by a
single thin yellow layer over brick. It looked perfectly smooth and still wet. I was hesitant to
place my fingers on it. When I did, the only changes along it were the grooves between the
bricks, and they were predictable and symmetrical, trying to be like the streets outside that
everyone could find their way down even if they’d never been there before. I thought I should
have something special for being here so long, that people shouldn’t be able to come into a house
and know it as well in five minutes as the girl who has lived there her whole life. Mother had
called them experts, a restoration crew, but they didn’t know about the painter and his free
brushstrokes, or the movie-set furniture holding the couple so nearly like Mother and Father,
leading up to their first magical kiss. How could they have seen in their minds together the
elegant joy of a girl and her dance and the captured voices of the adoring partygoers, the
appreciative murmur and soft applause in the warm, breezeless air?
The living room as I had known it was gone entirely. The velvet couches were not there.
In their places were curving, upright wood benches with little red cushions stitched into the seats
and backs. Those would have fit with the church-marble table, but it was gone as well. The tables
were spindly and tall, like insects. I imagined them crawling up to me, over me, through the
house in the night, clicking unnaturally against the walls and the hollow-drum floor. I shuddered.
But I saw in the corner on the far wall, the fireplace remained, its interior bricks exposed
and pink under the sun that came through the curtains. There were scorch marks up the wall.
Someone must have used the fireplace at one point, long before the painter swirled his paintbrush
over it, and even longer before the past weeks when that paint was stripped off. But why use it,
in the hot, close Savannah air? When it’s a cloudy night, no moonlight shines through the
windows. The streetlamps were weak and flimsy back then. They couldn’t have shone through
the darkness while everyone else slept. On that cloudy, strangely cold night, someone, a girl long
past maybe, must have needed light by which to dance, to entertain her guests as they sat upright
on the red cushions. Maybe the restoration experts knew, and they’d discovered her life told in
the black marks burned up the brick duct.

I danced there, in front of the once-used fireplace, but the sounds of the new wood were
different. No one spoke from them, applauding the performance. No one said what a wonderful
party. How would a girl back then have danced here if the only sound to come up from the floor
was the empty noise of dead wood? Did she move differently through the house? Was I moving
wrong?

Robert Schuster

Rescue
You place your hand
on top of mine
and draw me from
another bad dream
a sea-wracked sailor
buffeted by capricious winds
then caught in irons
on a breezeless summer day
the sheets heaped around my knees
like a fallen jib.
And had you not been here
to rescue me
I would have drifted forever
parched for the kisses
that used to fall
like sweet rain
unable to navigate my way
back home again.

Art Heifetz

January
Winter’s reliquary. Tinsel
ornamental reburied.
Claus more hirsute, you
resolute. So be it. Long
month, light short and ghosted;
to do’s and W2s posted.
Mindset a southern hemisphere—
it’s summer there. Like
the thermometer you’re going
nowhere anytime soon, still
you open the door to a new year
and peer out: fog. Slog
through to the end, beyond dreary;
you’re greeted by another month
that ends in uary.

Joseph Dorazio

Man BOLD

Richard Vyse

Love
Mathan stumbled upon the ground, on the straight faultless street when Sadhana along
with her friend Saritha, both dressed in lovely green and red color Sarees respectively, crossed
by.
‘Would you stumble even on a perfect street?’ Saritha asked with a wicked smile.
‘The street might be faultless but your friend’s landscapes are so slippery’ Mathan said
politely staring at Sadhana.
That’s when Sadhana, looked at herself once and realized her exposed waist. She blushed
instantly and immediately held the loose end of her Saree and covered her landscapes.
‘You have a tongue that is sweet’ said Saritha.
Next day, even though, having seen Mathan at a distance, Sadhana covered her
landscapes with her Saree folds, Mathan stumbled again to the ground when they crossed him.
‘Now what!’ Saritha asked.
‘Same dangerous landscapes’ Mathan told as he got up.
‘What is that you got behind your eyebrows? X-ray vision? She is all covered now. Don’t
you see her Saree?’ Saritha asked with false frustration.
‘It was only your landscapes that I complained about to Sadhana yesterday’ Mathan
replied firmly.
This time, Saritha blushed while Sadhana froze in shock.

Sri Ram

Death and Taxes
So Jim G., the teacher of philosophy,
and I were talking about taxes, which
I guess we got to because we had been
talking about death before that, and after
one talks about death one logically talks
about taxes, and he said he had to pay
much more this year than he anticipated
because he hadn’t withheld enough, and
I said, So what difference does it make,
if it isn’t a little at a time over the year
then it’s all at once at the end of the year,
it comes to the same in the end, like death,
and he said, Spoken like a true philosopher,
as soon as you ask what difference does
it make, you’ve become a philosopher,
and I said, Jim, what difference does
that make, philosopher or no philosopher,
we pay our taxes, then we die, then
we pay back what we owe again in kind.
Anyway, the only philosopher I have
ever had any use for is Diogenes who
died, it is said, by refusing to breathe.

J.R. Solonche

To Gut Bacteria
Patriot blue flagella teeming in gut tides.
From the panning shot it looks like an ocean floor,
a bright pacific blue plant,
and nestled in its hummocks, red eggs
the color of a dashing sky at night.
The bright yellow colonies
shine for no one. I know you have no color,
no body, only odor.
But I do hope you blossom blue over blue,
or a pollen green so fine
the very forests would pine and ache
for the want of you.
You flower best when rubbed up against competition,
some mud, the dirty hands of some rogue raccoon
that fondled a peach, a small bug,
a mosquito, a stray leaf in the teeth.
To think some future parent might doctor a sandbox of soil
mixed with sewage and fungus,
just the right amount to build up some kid’s health.
Paying a maid to scrub the fruit with dirt?
A kind of reverse work,
the kind of thing that becomes a fad for a while,
and fades, thankfully, at last.
I remember playing in the dirt,
and eating all the fruit I dropped.
What’s a little grit to make your garden grow?
Once men slept in grasses,
and you bloomed your red blossoms
along the northern stomach wall,
all those microbes urging you on and on.
Feet upon feet your gardens grow in the gut.
Yards of tending to do, or un-tending.
To garden with a fork,
well, that’s something I could do.
For you a fine diet of corn and venison, hot buttered wishes,
blackberries, blueberries, potatoes and fishes.
S. Whitaker

Man Edge

Richard Vyse

Loneliness
Loneliness.
The night sings
till morning.
Solitude.
Candles burn
the darkness.
The poet
holds all of
silence in.

Tom Montag

Walking without your Shadow beside me
There are days she remembers the garden
Chock full of flowers, chrysanthemums and dahlias
the way the sun fell beneath the clouds
as though it were in search of heat.
How her grandmother made a path
of cobblestones between the fragrant orange
trees in the orchard, how the stones burned
her feet when they’d walk together
amid the scent of summer.
She remembers her hands under the warmth
of the amber light, and how her grandmother
squeezed her fingers tight between hers
and how during their stroll they’d sing
and sometimes the yellow pilled magpies
would fly along the trail or call to each
other as they perched high in the valley oaks.
And even though it’s been half a century
since she walked with her grandmother
there are days she waits outside for the sunlight
to find her, for the heat to pierce through
her skin, the yellow pilled magpies suspended
far above the woodlands somewhere between
the highest valley oak and her grandmother’s
outstretched hands.

Carol Lynn Grellas

Consider the following scenario:
Girls A and B come into the classroom together, just before the Professor, laughing and talking
about something they had done over the weekend. Shortly thereafter, Girl C comes jauntily into
the room, thrusting her bag to the ground and taking a seat in front if Boy A. Boy A recalls
smelling Girl C's heavy, rustic perfume on her many times, as she often comes jauntily into the
room, thrusting her bag to the ground and taking a seat in front of him, but he cannot identify the
smell by anything other than its belonging to Girl C. Girls A and B continue their conversation as
the Professor glances over the class to take attendance, and Boy A wonders if Anyone Else
smells Girl C's heavy, rustic perfume. Boy A asks himself, Why would Girl C, who appears to be
my age and does not carry herself in an especially odd manner, wears a perfume that has such a
particular effect? He begins to wonder if Girl C's perfume is, in fact, Old Woman perfume, and
tries to recall his many encounters with Old Women in beauty salons and department stores
when he was a younger boy – encounters that had familiarized him with the pungent strength of
Old Woman perfume and had made it one of the stock descriptive qualities he could use to
describe certain smells (much in the way of words such as Musky or Citrus or Vanilla for most
people), but cannot remember what Old Woman perfume smells like because he is overwhelmed
with the power of Girl C's perfume. As a result, Boy A decides to make a snap judgment and
associate Girl C's perfume smell with that of Old Woman perfume, effectively nullifying his
concern at being unable to identify said smell by any descriptors other than those that are already
in the smell's name (i.e. Girl C perfume). Somehow, still, Boy A is dissatisfied with his
conclusion. He quickly realizes, as the Professor begins discussion, that he (Boy A) does not
understand why Girl C would wear such a scent, when other, less intrusive perfumes should be
readily accessible for someone of her sort. This brings Boy A to an impasse, where he must ask
himself, What is 'her sort'? Asking this allows Boy A to, via another snap judgment, conclusively
identify Girl C as a particular type of person, thus justifying her choice of perfumes. Boy A
reflects on his few encounters with Girl C. Most recently, Girl C knocked Boy A's thermos off of
his desk a week ago, while stretching her arms. Previously, Girl C asked Boy A if he burned
Vanilla incense, because he (according to Girl C) smelled like the Vanilla incense that she often
burned. Boy A wrote this interaction off as meaningless at the time because he often drank
coffee that was lightly flavored with Vanilla. Otherwise, the only things Boy A could say about
Girl C were that she was often late to class, and her hair was usually wet and in disarray. These
statements, though faulty and based on a short range of interactions, were all that Boy A had to
make his snap judgment by, and (though a snap judgment was, by virtue of its limited and hastily
gathered evidence, not guaranteed to be accurate) Boy A felt the need to make such a judgment
in order to satisfy the inner questions that were clouding his thoughts. Boy A concluded that Girl
C was a frequent smoker of marijuana. He justified this by way of further defining the heavy,
rustic smelling Girl C/Old Woman perfume as the ideal scent to mask the powerful odor of
marijuana, making it the ideal perfume to douse herself in as she hurriedly trotted her way to
class, late, because she had been up smoking too late the night before. Girl C's hair was always
washed (Boy A derived) because she wanted to keep the odor out of her hair as well as her
clothes, in order to keep a more respectable appearance in the collegiate atmosphere. Finally, her
knowledge of incense was an extension of her marijuana usage, as both are burned and produce

an odorous smoke. The interaction in which Boy A's thermos was knocked off of the desk by
Girl C as she stretched her arms did not seem to be of particular importance in his case against
Girl C (though he believed the other evidence to be strong enough to justify withholding this one
piece of potentially faulty logic), as it could be an extension of:
A. His bad luck with coffee
B. Her muscle stiffness due to sleeping uncomfortably on a futon in someone's basement
after a long night of smoking marijuana
C. Her lack of attention/motor control, as a result of smoking earlier that morning
D. His placing the cup too close to the edge of his desk that morning
Thus, Boy A could not necessarily use this last incident as evidence one way or another in the
case of her marijuana habits and perfume choice. Satisfied, Boy A joined into class discussion
and used the aroma of his coffee, which coincidentally smelled of Vanilla, to block out that of
the Girl C perfume for the rest of the hour.

William Morris

Visitation II
I remembered Aunt Florence
now dead,
who phoned me
on her rotary dial telephone
when she was 95 years old
and confided:
“I’m at the crossroads
of my life.”

Gary Beck

Obscured Series 8

Patty Paine

Verde y Oro
A student writes that in his imagination
the girl grows bigger than a mountain,
and he means it as a compliment.
Which mountain, I wonder? A peak
from the Appalachians, old and worn
down from the slow pounding of geologic time?
A volcano just born in the South Pacific,
its smoky summit surrounded
by a necklace of gleaming coral?
Or perhaps he means bigger than
the Sierra Nevada, white-capped
and rising beyond the Alhambra in Granada?
Legend has it that Lorca looked
up to the mountains just before
Franco’s minions gunned him down.
At last the duende rose from
a night bed of peonies
and glided toward the sleeping moon.
Sad mountains sing deep songs
of free men enslaved by tyrants,
of green eucalyptus and yellow orange blossoms.
Sad mountains, the pretty girl whispers
from the lemon grove as dusk’s
sweet scent rises to the stars.

Jesse Millner

Going Walkabout at Romilly-sur-Seine
The room is spare, square,
windows open, he can hear the birds
that will wake him tomorrow,
see the river-path he will take
on his first day of exploration.
He knows the train station,
boulangerie, and the desk clerk
who grew up in this town, left,
then came back, his curiosity
satisfied— now he will be guide
and storyteller. But first,
a glass of red from a bottle
he reads only by the dark inside,
rich as pomegranates, a sliver
of cheese, the crust of his travelling
bread, a small jot-down to plan
a scaffold of days, easily changed
or completely forgotten. Lowering
sun dapples his note-pad with promise,
and away from home, he is home.

Tobi Alfier

Wisdom
The birds.
The trees.
The grasses.
Small, furred
creatures.
Each knows
its place.
What do
we know?

Tom Montag

They All Float Down here in Texas Flood
Waters
Stretching off
in ululating circular pattern,
endless greeny grassland
prairie lands of America’s
countryside.
Steady storms above Texas,
flat linoleum gray sky,
rain snaps at window shields,
thin droplets stretch,
car hiccup and bounce,
cut and spray,
west shifts the pavement
at clouds behind
Changed lanes—
Yesterday I awoke in Virginia,
Today bolt lightning severs
the firmament like a river fissure
cuts the landscape blue, the map
iridescent incandescent indomitable,
Tomorrow I will be somewhere else
entirely,
Tomorrow I will have traveled
two thousand miles,
Tomorrow,
but, not yet.

Tom Pescatore

A Straight Line through the Labyrinth
Love’s fueling station, in the desert outside Quartzsite, was as remote a place as Theo’s
mind had become. The night was hot and dry and uncomfortable, but he didn’t seem to notice.
He stood beside his black Toyota Corolla, listening to the numbers on the gas pump tick upward
and watching the moths. There were thousands of them, flown in from the remotest parts of the
Sonoran desert, huge brown moths with black spots on their wings that looked like eyes. They
were everywhere. They flew in weird spirals in the open spaces in between the gas pumps. They
bounced off the flickering fluorescent lights overhead. One of them, struggling in its flight,
slapped against his arm. He didn’t react at all. He stood looking at one of the white pillars
supporting the canopy, watched the moths crawl over it like skin growing over bone. He
remembered that moths were blind, and it made him sad.
His phone was vibrating in his pocket. He looked at it, the screen read: Mom cell. He
answered.
“Theo, I know this is hard... Your Dad listed you as… Ann can sign to take…” The
sound of her voice faded in and out, became louder and softer as she spoke. “I’m really worried
about you. Just tell me where you are, and I’ll come get you.”
“I don’t know. I’m getting gas. I’m, I don’t know, Quartzsite. I’m going home. I’m
sorry.”
Every time he spoke, the edges of his vision dimmed as if he had entered a tunnel. He put
the phone back in his pocket and rubbed the place on his arm where the moth had touched him
minutes ago. He paced for a minute before he noticed that the gas pump was finished. He
replaced the nozzle, put the lid back on the gas tank, and pulled the car up to the convenience
store.
Before he got out he grabbed the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut tightly. He
couldn’t really remember the drive from Palm Springs, but he had a clear vision in his mind of
red lights flashing in the hills.
He stood looking at the refrigerated iced tea for a long time. He couldn’t decide which
brand he should get, which size or which flavor, raspberry or 50/50, sweet tea or green. The light
was bright and it bothered him, but every time he closed his eyes to shut out the white, he saw
distant red lights flashing. He began feeling claustrophobic and grabbed something without
looking.
“Did you find everything ok?” the clerk said to him at the check-out.
“Hey, how are you?” he said back.
He paid with a debit card and struggled to read the screen on the card reader through all
the red, blinking lights.

They were driving along a canal bank, stopping to lift up each sluice gate and secure it
with a long metal rod. A wide stretch of alfalfa fields spread out to either side of the canal. It was
a clear, sunny day. The driver’s side door shut on his grandfather’s blue GMC truck. He was
sitting in the middle seat as his grandfather started the engine and put the truck into drive. He

turned and saw his father was still getting in on the passenger side, one hand on top of the door
frame as he lifted his right foot up and into the cab. His grandfather started driving. He saw his
father lose his balance as the car began to move. His father shouted, “Hey!” and the truck came
to a sudden stop.
“Whoa. Sorry about that, Jim,” his grandfather said.
His dad got in and shut the door. His grandfather turned to him and said cheerfully,
“Theo, you’re supposed to say something when your dad’s not in the car yet.”
Theo looked down at his knees. “Oh,” he said.

He was driving down the I-10 towards Phoenix. The cab was dimly lit by the glow of the
dashboard lights. In front of him the grey road sped through the illumination of his headlights.
He couldn’t really see anything beyond that save for the occasional creosote bush that zipped by
and was as substantial as shadow. It gave him the feeling of being in a tunnel again.
He tried to keep close to the speed limit, but he was having trouble focusing. He thought
for a long time that he could see an orange glow on the horizon, far away out of the driver’s side
window. It made him think that there was a brush fire spreading through the desert. He felt a
need for urgency and speed, like he should outrun it before it got too close, but whenever he
looked directly at it, it wasn’t there, like it was some trick of the dash-lights reflecting on the
window. He would feel startled to find himself pushing past ninety and would let off the gas till
the car was back to a safe speed.
He kept hearing his mother’s voice on the phone. I know this is hard…your dad listed you
as…
The more he thought about it, the clearer the voice on the phone became, like he could
fill in the missing parts that he couldn’t make out the first time. I know this is hard for you. Your
dad listed you as the one to make decisions…
Then it would start all over again, the rising need to drive faster, the distant glow in the
corner of his vision growing brighter in his mind, the sound of the air rushing past his car, and
the freeway speeding underneath him growing louder until he was almost overwhelmed.

The stadium lights flooded the football field. It was the night of the homecoming game,
and there was a big turnout. They were walking up the steps in the football stadium bleachers.
Theo was with his father and his older brother, John, who had come back from college to see the
game. There was a train of people above and below them. His father looked much older than he
really was. His hair was greying and the thick lenses of the glasses that he wore no longer helped
his sight much. Climbing the stairs was slow going, and he was struggling to keep his balance
with each careful step. One of their relatives, a distant cousin of his dad’s, stepped up from
behind and held onto his father’s arm to steady him.
“You need some help, Jim?” he said.
“Yeah, sure. Thank you,” his father replied.
The man stepped up and walked side by side with his father, holding his arm, careful that
he made it safely onto each new step.

Theo felt a hand on his arm that stopped him and heard his brother’s voice in his ear.
“Next time, you help him.”

His cell phone rattled in the front console in between the seats and the screen lit up. It
was a text message from Ann. He looked at the message, but he had trouble focusing on certain
parts.
Dads … Moms really worried. She’s afraid you’re going to do something. We’re waiting
to sign papers to ... Where are you?
He put the phone down. He was driving too fast again. He could see clearly the orange
glow in the sky when he looked at it. It rose into the air like a tendril and swirled around in a
circular pattern. He pulled over at the next rest stop and turned off the engine.
Your dad listed you as the one to make decisions when he isn’t able to anymore. Ann can
sign all the forms if you can’t do it, but you really should be here.
The lights inside the restroom were a dull yellow. They didn’t bother him. He felt calmer
there. It was a long room with brown and tan floor tiles. There was a line of sinks on the right
hand side. The mirrors had spots on them. He stood listening to the sound of his piss hitting the
back of the urinal. He knew that his father was dead. It wasn’t a revelation. It was a dim, familiar
knowledge, like the dull, yellow lights in the restroom, too obvious to ignore and yet impossible
for him to think about directly.
The urinal was set all the way down to the floor and was the kind that you flushed with a
foot pedal. He flushed it and then he washed his hands. He looked at himself in the mirror. He
had dark circles under his eyes and badly needed to shave. There was the line of a greenish vein
outlining the circle under his left eye that had never been there before. His brown hair was
disheveled, and he tried to fix it with water from the sink. He gave up.
He walked out and sat at one of the park benches in the recreation area. There were
names carved into the wood, a pair of trashcans nearby chained to a tree. The orange light in the
sky had diminished. He didn’t look at it.
He saw a few people come and go. It was late, but he didn’t think about the time. No one
asked if he was okay. One old man with a thick grey beard looked like he was about to for a
minute, but then he just nodded slightly and walked away back to his RV. He texted Ann back
before he got in his car. I’m going home. I’m sorry. I love you. He sat in his car for a long time
before he started driving again.

His sister was there to meet him when he walked through the front entrance to Desert
Regional hospital. He had spent the night driving the six hours from Phoenix after he had got the
call from Ann that their dad was badly injured, that he was being air-lifted from Palo Verde
hospital to Palm Springs. She said it was very serious. He texted her once he had found parking.
The glass doors closed behind him as Ann walked towards him from somewhere deeper
in the hospital. She kept her brown hair short now, only down to her shoulders, and was dressed
professionally in a black pantsuit and white shirt.

She contrasted Theo quite a bit. She looked perfectly ordered and together, not a hair out
of place, like she was about to argue a case for the law firm she worked for in Long Beach. He
worked at a call center for Discover Card in North Phoenix. From his appearance you would
think he worked at a biker bar. He looked like he hadn’t combed his hair that day or slept much,
which he hadn’t yet because of the drive, but he always looked that way. He wore a black
Grateful Dead t-shirt and shorts he bought at Wal-Mart. He was tall, and she was short. He had
blue eyes, and she had brown. She was older than him, but looked younger than he did. They had
lived very different lives.
“They have him in the ICU. It’s just around the corner here, to the left.”
There were no hugs or extended greetings. Her expression was serious but not overly
emotional or sad. Ann had always been professional.
He followed her into the waiting room for the ICU. It was a large, open room with
cushioned chairs arranged into individual cubicles. Tall wooden planters with live plants
separated them from each other. There was a high, bar-like blue desk with a receptionist next to
the entryway. There were a few groups of people clustered together here and there, but it was
quiet and not overly crowded. There were no TVs or magazines anywhere. It was very somber.
“How long have you been here?” he asked.
“I got here around nine. Visiting hours are very strict for the ICU, so I haven’t been able
to see him yet. We can go in from twelve to two, and again in the evening.”
They sat down in one of the cubicles against the wall. The windows were tinted slightly,
but it still looked bright outside. She sat looking at him. He sat looking out at the grass and the
palm trees.
“Oh,” he said. “How bad is it?”
“He hit his head pretty badly, and there is some swelling. He is really badly bruised down
one side of his body and,” she hesitated for a minute and when she spoke again there was a lot of
emotion in her words, “he has a fracture in his neck.”
He went from looking out the window to looking at his feet. “Oh,” he said. It was silent
for a few minutes.
Ann took out a tissue and dabbed her eyes a little. “He was going to the graduation for
one of Victoria’s kids, Stanley I think. He lost his balance and fell down the steps to the
bleachers. At the football stadium.”
There was another long pause.
“The hospital has housing assistance nearby for families of critical patients,” she said
softly. “I put in an application for you.”
“You didn’t need to do that. I’m not... I have money. I have a life now.”
“I just thought it would help,” she said. “And how would I know about your life? I never
hear from you. None of us ever hear from you. We’re just invisible to you. Maybe if you hadn’t
run off to Phoenix in the first place…”
He winced a little. Even though she hadn’t finished the thought, he knew what she was
saying. He should have been there. Dad wouldn’t have gotten hurt if he had been there.
“So it’s my fault,” he said quietly.
She didn’t say anything more, and it made him angry. He felt like a sentence had been
passed on him unjustly. “You know what? Where were you?” he said loudly, looking at her now.
“Where were you all the years I was taking care of him? Where was anyone?”

“I was putting myself through college, trying to do something with my life besides sitting
around getting high. I was trying to give us a better life than what we grew up with. Who do you
think paid for all his medical care the past two years?”
She was agitated now. Her cheeks were getting red, and her head shook a little with each
word she spoke. It made her hair fall over her face, and she brushed it back with her hands.
“And I’m just supposed to give up my life to take care of him? How is that fair? I’m not
supposed to make something of my life? I’m supposed to take a bullet for you to make yours
easier?”
“Yeah, you’re always the victim. Always the favorite child no matter how much you fuck
up.”
The other people in the waiting room were looking at them now, and it was making him
uncomfortable. He felt hot and frustrated. He stood up and walked out of the room through the
sliding glass doors to smoke a cigarette on the grass.
“Yeah, sure. I’m the favorite,” he mumbled to himself in between drags. “I get all the
worst gifts.”
Dad’s gone. Moms really worried. She’s afraid you’re going to do something.
He was in his grandmother’s kitchen looking for munchies. He had just spent the day in
his bedroom getting high and listening to Thelonious Monk. He wasn’t a stoner, he was cultured
and he liked to experiment. Earlier in the day he had taken mushrooms. It wasn’t his first time.
He was coming down now and his body felt funny but the visual hallucinations had stopped, so
he smoked some weed. Now he was starting to feel it again, and he was hungry.
His father walked into the kitchen from the living room. He was a small man with almost
completely gray hair. He wore thick glasses and a blue and white plaid button-down shirt with
jeans. His steps were slow and somewhat labored.
In the same way he looked much older than he was, he seemed much smaller than he
was. His medical conditions had worn him down before his time. He had muscular dystrophy
and high blood pressure. His blood pressure medication left him fatigued, and he moved more
slowly than ever and slept a lot. Most recently, his diabetes had gotten progressively worse, and
he required regular insulin injections.
Theo had to help him with those. The day the doctor had prescribed them, he had Theo
come into the exam room and showed him how to do it. Just pinch a little fat on the arm or
stomach and lightly push the needle in, kind of sideways. This is what his dad was asking Theo
to do now.
“What? Is it time already?” He had forgotten about it completely. It was his day off from
Burger King, and he was under the general impression that he had nothing to do today. He was
nineteen; he never really thought too hard about anything. His face started to pale. I’m way too
high.
“I’m supposed to do it every day.”
“Okay, yeah. You’re right.”
They kept the insulin vials in the refrigerator door, each in their individual boxes with the
prescription info and instructions listed on them. He grabbed the box that was open and a syringe
from the medicine cupboard. He set the syringe on the counter with the orange cap still in place
and went to take the insulin vial from the box. He fumbled with it, dropped it, and the glass
broke on the counter top.

“Fuck,” he said.
“What happened?”
“I dropped it. It broke.”
“It broke? Come on, Theo, be careful. Those things cost a hundred dollars each.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“Is there glass on the floor?”
“I think, yeah.”
“I better get the broom.”
He put the broken vial back in its box and wiped the spill with a paper towel. He took
another vial out of the refrigerator but he dropped that one too. It broke. He looked to see if his
dad had heard. He hadn’t. He didn’t say anything. He cleaned up the mess and threw everything
away in the trash can under the kitchen sink. He took the broom from his dad and made sure to
sweep the floor carefully. He took out a third vial and asked his dad to hold it for him. He filled
the syringe and gave him a shot in the arm. Every movement he made very slowly and very
carefully, concentrating as hard as he could. He would have felt comical if he didn’t feel so
guilty.
“That didn’t hurt, did it?” he asked.
“Only a little,” his dad said, rubbing his arm.
We’re waiting to sign papers to have his body sent back to Blythe. Where are you?
After their first visit with their father, Ann sat next to Theo in the waiting room. She put
her hand over his on the arm of the chair. Neither of them said anything. They just sat there
together silently. After a while she leaned over and rested her head on his shoulder.
The days they spent at the hospital were mostly in the waiting room, in between visiting
hours. Ann got in touch with their older brother John and his wife. They were out of state, but
would come as soon as they could. Their parents had divorced when they were children, but their
mother was there during the day. She and Ann were staying at the same hotel. There wasn’t
much conversation. Ann read a book or talked on the phone to work or to update family
members. He mostly looked out the window.
He tried to read, but he couldn’t focus on the words. He kept reading the same passages
over and over again but couldn’t make his mind process the information. In three days he got
through a paragraph. He ended up just staring blankly at the page or over the top of the book.
There was a young Asian woman he saw frequently. She was tall and pretty, but it wasn’t
her prettiness that got his attention, it was her sadness. Her face was smooth and long as if all
expression had been ironed out of it. There were no tears, but her eyes welled with deep,
profound hurt. He looked at her more out of recognition than interest. She looked the way he felt.
They would sometimes see each other across the waiting room, or when they looked out from
one unit to the next in the circular ICU wing during visiting hours. He would look at her and she
would look at him, mirrors of each other.

Theo was in the room when his father took a turn for the worse. He always sat in a chair
near the bed, in case his father needed to say anything. He was conscious and able to speak until
the very end, though it caused him pain when he talked too much. He would stop in mid-

sentence, his face would turn red, and he would tense up in an arrested spasm. When it was over,
he would moan and say in an exhausted voice, “That hurt.”
He looked smaller than ever covered and surrounded with medical equipment. He was
connected to monitors and an IV. His neck was in a brace and the metal brackets on the sides of
the hospital bed rose above him. On the wall above the bed there was a hand written sign that
read: legally blind.
Earlier that day his father spoke to him. “Theo,” he said weakly.
Theo looked up and saw a tear trailing down his father’s face. He stood up quickly and
came over to him. “What’s wrong?” he said. “Should I get the nurse?”
Another tear came down. “No.” he said. “Are you going to be alright? I’m worried about
you.”
Theo touched his father’s forehead. “Hey,” he said. “It’s okay. I’m fine. I’m going to be
fine. I’m just worried about you.”
Later, a nurse came out to the waiting room and spoke with Ann. Theo saw her face go
pale, and he stood and walked over to them.
“Can we see him?” he heard Ann ask.
“Yes,” the nurse said. “I’ll take you back.”
Ann turned to him. “Dad’s lost consciousness. He’s gone into a coma. It doesn’t look
good.”

Theo stood at the foot of the bed listening to the quiet beeping from the medical
monitors. Ann was standing over their father. Her hand was on his head, and she was stroking his
forehead with her thumb. She was crying silently. He watched the two of them as if he was
looking down a tunnel. The edges of his vision seemed to fade and go dark like a burning
photograph. He kept rubbing his eyes to try to fix it.
When he was six, he had been jumping on the couch and an ink pen had stabbed through
the bottom of his foot. His father had come and picked him up and carried him to the kitchen
counter. He pulled out the pen and cleaned the wound with peroxide and bandaged it.
“I remember that,” Ann said. She was looking at him.
He hadn’t realized he had said any of that out loud.
The door to the ICU closed and locked behind him as he walked down the hall. The
fluorescent lights overhead made a steady, static hum. There were only a few people still left at
this hour. An older man was sleeping in a cubicle against the wall, huddled for the night in a
corner. A little boy lay across two chairs facing him. The tall, sad girl was gone. He felt
discomfited by that, as if her presence would somehow prove that the part of himself he felt was
missing was still there.
He remembered his dad’s face the day he told him he was leaving to take a job in
Phoenix.
“Grandma can still drive you places,” he told him. “And mom said she’d be willing to
help out.”
He didn’t argue with Theo about it, but he got very somber. Theo felt guilty the way he
had when he broke the insulin vials because he was high. The way he had all the times he should
have helped but didn’t.

“I’m an addict,” he told him. “I can’t get better here. I can’t keep seeing the same people,
going to all the same places. I can’t change that way.”

The sliding glass doors opened for him into the dark warm night. He walked straight
across the grass lawn and through the dimly lit parking lot to his car. He didn’t think about where
he was going. He just started driving the route to Phoenix out of habit. He was on autopilot.

His dad threw the shovel into the back of his grandfather’s truck. The truck was parked
on the side of the road on the border of the alfalfa fields. The green of the fields stretched out as
far as Theo could see. They swayed in the wind like clouds.
His dad was wearing big rubber boots that went almost to his knees. He sat on the tailgate
and stripped them off. He threw them in with the shovel and closed the tailgate. He was tall and
had black hair and dark glasses and wore a blue baseball cap.
“Hop in,” he told Theo. “It’ll be another hour or so before we need to shut off the water.
Remember to always shut off the water before it gets too close to the ends of the field, otherwise
you’ll get runoff. It takes time for all the water to spread out.”
Theo was tired after spending the whole day in the fields. As his dad drove to the next
spot, he lay down on the seat next to him. His dad reached down with one hand and stroked his
hair while he drove. “Just another hour,” he said. “Then we’ll go home.”

The sun was rising over Phoenix by the time Theo got to his apartment complex. It was
already hot. It was still dark in his apartment when he locked the door and dropped his keys on
the floor with his phone and wallet. He kicked his shoes off and lay face down on the couch, one
arm dangling over the side.
He had a beta fish that he kept in a bowl on a lamp table. He had a TV with cable. He had
a glass coffee table with a book on it. The TV screen was dusty and so was the coffee table and
the fish was hungry because he hadn’t fed it in three days. His father was dead.
He heard the sound of the refrigerator cooler coming on. The fish swam up from the
bottom of its bowl to poke around the top looking for food. Finally, it took a breath from the
surface before settling back down at the bottom of the bowl, in the gravel next to a rock with a
fake plant sticking out of it.
Theo remembered that most fish breathe by moving water through their gills, that’s why
sharks always have to keep moving. He saw the freeway speeding past his headlights beneath the
orange light swirling in the sky. The freeway was curving up and being swallowed into the
orange swirl over the mountains. His dad was saying something about irrigating, his hair was
dark and he stood tall and he could still see. There was nothing around but alfalfa fields and open
sky and it was quiet. He could hear the sound of his own breathing. Each breath was longer and
louder than the last but he still felt like he wasn’t getting enough air. His brother grabbed his arm
to crush the moth that had landed there. He felt bad because he should have been the one to do it.
Or else he should have saved the moth but he was too far away from it now. It was too late.
Elisha Holt

Where Light, Where Shadow
Always the cry in the night. Shipmen hear it from
the bows of swinging decks, compute the path of
solace against the wave roiling in moon’s fierce
passion.
The mother lifts her brow to the flame dark
skies holding her bomb dead infant like
an empty chalice.
And the nomads far lost in a desert’s maw,
they know how wind and sand break apart
all words of piety, all gestures pointing backward
to a lost homeland. Their cries reach for the clouds
and descend like daggers to the heart.
Travel far into the cities of darkness
the voices say.
Go where streets point only to dead ends,
refuse any easy escape, hurl you backward
in poolings of your own blood until
your gasps become pleas and
you begin the learning of
the unspoken.
If you take flight into poem
let the poem be your cry,
signal of the human kind
asking why, why.

Doug Bolling
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Patty Paine

The Exile Knows This Ghost
In this separation
from existence

or sleep

in this night
bright with the fall
of moon
to this frost of gray hair
in this place
where all that is green
is muzzled by
darkness
you laugh
as if laughter
could be your body
when
you are fleshless
and drift
as simply as sea smoke
just before
its dissipation
in morning wind

David Anthony Sam

January Evening
The cold hands of evening
close the curtains. The sun
goes down and now darkness
funnels the fragile birds
into their spare refuge.
Snow, of course, is forecast.
Out the window, a ticktick-tick, metal against
metal, something meaningless but repeated, the way
the stars repeat themselves
across the night again.

Tom Montag

Stardust
You say you need space
In your faraway eyes
Love becomes a field of
Cosmic loneliness
Galactic togetherness
In my dreams
I become an astronaut
Play house with you on Mars
You build me a love nest on Venus
A glittering casino to throw away
Our fortune on Mercury
Throw glamorous parties on Jupiter
Go from one galaxy to the next
Leaving behind grumpy men, frumpy women
and white fenced houses
Celebrate on Neptune
The arrival of our
Sapphire skinned Topaz eyed
Love child
Make celestial love
In the heart of Pluto
Time travel through centuries
Leaving behind legacies of
Hundreds of dusty villages
Thousands of vast cities
In a world unborn yet
A new sun ushers in
A dawn of unimagined colors
And beams
We are the species
You had no name for
When you said you wanted space
I didn't know you meant
Stardust in our fist.

Chumki Sharma

The Eighth Day of Hanukkah
“Tonight’s the very first night of Hanukkah, and Abigail wants you to be present when
she lights the candles.” Saeed, in his salmon-colored T-shirt with a star-shaped, sharp-edged hole
near one armpit, blocked the door. Nina nodded. She’d torn the hole years ago, when he’d
prevented her from giving water to their sick toddler. In his native Morocco, they’d wait until the
vomiting vanished. In her Motherland, they’d heal children with as many liquids as possible –
water and chicken bouillon and fish oil and gooseberry compote – wrap them in blankets and
seal the winter windows with cotton balls and tape from the draft. Saeed was impenetrable and as
huge as a boulder, always with a plate of a lamb tagine in his hand, so she, overwhelmed by her
powerlessness, had just dumped a cup of water on him and shaken him.
Now she held a tea cup again, but this time with vodka. “It's crucial for Abigail.” Stocky,
meaty, with messy gray hair, imposing, he repeated his words, and she stepped back so that he
couldn’t smell what she was drinking at 7 a.m. His family, Jewish by origin, had split into
Muslims and Jews a thousand years ago, and even though he himself was a Muslim, he always
displayed a menorah at the counter in his Mount Zagora, Mediterranean Eatery and announced
to customers that he still cherished his heritage.
“Today I need to be present,” Nina decided, driving home with the girls and deliberately
not glancing at grocery stores. Her older daughter, a third-grader, had developed some kind of
red rash and now sat next to Nina in their beat-up pickup truck reading a Kindle, immersed in
digital words, her hair wrapped around her finger, which, in turn, was in her mouth. The younger
one, Anya, had just turned two and until half a year ago wore braces to fix her hip dysplasia.
Nina still cringed, remembering the pointy, stiff Pavlik harness plastered against her torso and
breast and a constant desire to give up breastfeeding and get lost in a bottle. But alcohol would
get into the milk.
Today she had to be present, so she steered the truck as far away from their undignified,
dingy East Oakland FoodMaxx as she could, but suddenly ran into an unexpected speed bump.
And then again. Apparently, she'd turned off International too early and inadvertently
approached the place she’d been trying to avoid. “I'd better buy some just in case.” Unbuckling
the kids, bagging the bottles. Waking up only the next morning after the evening of drinking,
ashamed.
The second day of Hanukkah, Saeed brought the kids to her work and went straight to
Mount Zagora where he stayed well after midnight, until the last lonely, greasy, grouchy guest
left. “Doesn’t Hanukkah involve bread and wine?” – Nina vaguely remembered the gatherings
they had had in Russia and asked Abigail to help her find kosher wine on a grocery shelf. At
home, she showed her daughter how to strike a match to keep sparks from landing on her skirt –
strike it away from yourself. “Your Granddad taught me this. He read you Pushkin’s fairy tales
when you were five.” Abigail’s face could not get any redder because of her allergies, but Nina
noticed the tears.
“Did I say something wrong?”
“Anya stole my secret box and destroyed the leaves I picked once with Grandfather. Now
there’s only dry pieces, small brown bits – that’s all that’s left.” Nina’s father – Abigail’s
Granddad – had had a heart attack on a bus on his 60th birthday. (The driver performing CPR. A

straight line on a cardiogram she was given later.) Now she had to finish her drink very fast.
(One gulp, then another one. His grave, wet grass, lumps of earth, earth slowly rising to cover the
coffin.) That night she again failed to light the candles.
On the third day of Hanukkah, she fell asleep after drinking again, and it turned out that
although the children lit the candles by themselves, they did not burn the house down, as Saeed
expected.
“Abigail cried because you weren’t with them on such a significant day,” he noted
sternly.
“I’ll do my best this evening,” Nina answered honestly, and Abigail’s face brightened.
The pale face of a zombie with red spots under her eyes. A walking mummy. A marble raccoon.
“Who’s been beating you up?” – her classmates would ask. Nina wondered if Abigail’s allergies
had gotten worse because she hadn’t joined her daughters for the Hanukkah ceremony. She took
a vacuum cleaner and aimed the hose at the corner, hunting for dust. There was a bottle labeled
“Electricity” behind the fridge. “I can’t miss the lighting today, I simply can’t miss it,” she swore
to herself, then wondered what this bluish “electricity vodka” tasted like. Yesterday she’d
wanted to know more about that Straw-ber-Rita from Bud Light. And the day before, – if
Chilean wines were better than Argentinean ones. “Stop it,” she ordered herself. “Tonight you
must be present.”
She flipped through the booklet to the description of the Havdalah night, which fell this
year on the fourth night of Hanukkah. Made sure there were plenty of matches lying around.
Inspected the chipped paint on a menorah, which practical, “no-nonsense” Saeed used to wash in
the dishwasher, alongside newly-purchased plates for his restaurant. Read that this night was
meant to define the boundaries between the sacred and the everyday. Thanked G-d, “who granted
her life, sustained her and enabled her to reach this occasion.” Frequently, when drunk, she
thought she wouldn’t wake up.
Ashamed again, she reached the next morning, having skipped the Havdalah. In the same
way, she missed the following three nights. On the eighth day of Hanukkah she made an
elaborate dinner for the kids, putting her bottle away, but at the last moment, when Abigail sat
little Anya in a high chair with a cookie and apple juice and was ready to open the booklet with
the blessings, she couldn’t restrain herself and drank up everything. But she still managed to
wake up at midnight and get out of bed. The girls, naked, barely covered by a blanket, lay next to
each other with their matching plush pups. One by one, she lit all eight candles for them,
hesitating to wake them up so late at night to behold the Hanukkah miracle. Learned from
Abigail’s booklet that ages ago unadulterated, undefiled olive oil with the seal of high priest had
been needed for the menorah in the Temple, but only one flask was located with just enough oil
for one day. Miraculously, it burned for eight whole days.
Turning the green flask of Jägermeister upside down to get at the last drops and
sardonically smiled: her own personal miracle, despite the Hanukkah, had not taken place. For
years her regular dose of happiness was an entire 750 ml bottle of liquid. Never less. Often more.
Her feverish festive mood – infused by alcohol – could not stretch for eight days like the magical
olive oil found by the Maccabees because she could never make her flask last more than one
evening.

Margarita Meklina

Man Marble

Richard Vyse

Tanka 1
Car accident…
I’ve never enjoyed so much
a lizard
across
my leg

Lavana Kray

A Quick Lunch from the Noodle Stand
Every Friday evening, he visits
the corner noodle stand to eat steaming noodles and
to see her.
She passes the bowl to him, fingers meet
briefly. She smiles. He could tell her
she’s pretty and sweet, and she could
become a bigger part of his life –
walk side-by-side and stop to pet
stranger’s dogs, run with a half-eaten
picnic back to the car in the rain, talk lazily
of the birds that visited the back yard
that day, talk deeply of why life ever began,
kiss in the kitchen over boiling noodles –
her fingers could rest on his chest as she sleeps,
but he only says thank you
and pulls his hand away, returns to his
small room, small bed, small table, lone chair.

Lisa Stice
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Silver Muse
That night he wrote in charcoal verse
the cursive of her body’s curves, her hips
gliding across the solitary page.
It was all that he could do
to form her out of snowflakes
rising in his chest. When he was through,
her hair fell in stanzas, her eyes
mirrored the softening of vowels,
the rhythm of her breath
metered so he could memorize
the moment there with her.
He wished she were his creator too,
the thin strokes of her fingers
smudging him into view, so they could bridge
the barrier and live inside the paper rhymes,
where their forms and silver words
would rise and intertwine.

Aden Thomas

Reviews
Scrapper: A Novel by Matt Bell. New York, New York: Soho Press, Inc., 2015. 301 pages.
$26.00, hardcover.
Matt Bell creates magic again in his newest novel, Scrapper: A Novel. Kelly searches for metal
in the abandoned buildings in Detroit. His life changes when he finds a kidnapped boy. Bell
explores what it means to be a good person as Kelly searches for the boy’s kidnapper.
Bell begins the novel in Detroit, describing the landscape of plants and how the city has fallen
into an empty zone. The repetition of “See” at the beginning of each paragraph points the reader
in the direction of the city’s deteriorated landscape. “See the body of the plant, one hundred
years of patriots’ history, fifty years an American wreck. The remainder of a city within a city, a
fortress of squared buildings a mile long and five blocks wide. Three million square feet of
interior. A century of reinforced concrete and red brick and steel crossbeams still standing
despite injury, of parking lots stretched around miles of emptiness, their lights long ago
darkened, their torn and opened fences made an invitation to the gutting” (1).
As Kelly works in the abandoned homes in the zone, “Kelly pretended he carried the last human
gaze door-to-door, window to window, exploring the first outpost of a culture pushed past repair.
It could be destroyed but could it be fixed? All the better futures might not arrive. He didn’t
think his was the final generation, but perhaps the last might already be born. What did this mean
for him, for the good man he had tried and failed to be? In some houses he found handwritten
notes. He found one taped to the cracked plaster across the house’s front door: WE’RE
LEAVING IN THE MORNING. And then the date the last inhabitants left, not so long ago” (2425).
In high school, Kelly wrestled. His father was the wrestling coach, “…Kelly his best student, a
state champion like his father before him. In those boyish days Kelly had loved the father with an
intensity never again felt, loved the way the man strode the earth grimed with work, his bones
shining through his skin as he sat silent before the glowing television, his voice rarely eloquent
except in the darkest hour of night, when sometimes he came into Kelly’s room, as some stranger
Kelly would have to pretend was not still there when they awoke” (28-29).
Kelly dates Jackie, which brings up memories of his previous relationship with a woman and her
son. Kelly thinks, “She wasn’t as emotive as every other woman he’d dated. He didn’t know the
shapes of all her thoughts, had no taxonomy for her modes of expression and speech and careful
withholding. After her third bite of pie he realized he didn’t have to respond. As with every other
conversation it was often enough for him to be the listener, to remember what he’d been told”
(113). When Jackie is ill, Kelly stays by her side and takes care of her.
Bell is a must read, with his strong and powerful word choices and sentences, as he tells a
moving story that reminds us why we are human.
—Suzanna Anderson

The Bloody Planet: Poems by Callista Buchen. New York: Black Lawrence Press, 2015. 30
pages. $8.95, paperback.
Callista Buchen begins her chapbook The Bloody Planet: Poems with the poem “Bluebird:” “To
say bluebird is nothing. / To say bluebird is saying hello / or hard or evening-tide” (1). Her
images are evocative, flowing throughout the stanzas, “I could tell you about the mountains / that
form under your tongue / and stream into the air. // About the violets and the golden / eagles, the
pine trees damming up / the space between your tone // and mine until it isn’t funny / anymore.
The way the light / drowns in the cliffs” (1).
Buchen explores the universe with poems “On Mercury,” “On Venus,” “On Earth,” “On Mars,”
“On Jupiter,” “On Saturn,” “On Planet Uranus,” and “On Neptune” throughout the chapbook.
“On Mercury” begins, “Less skin than wrapper, less concrete than gauze, / the ground
crumbles—floats away, cools, // gray-brown dust tornados, magnetic, lost in tides. / What does it
matter? Broken ground folds” (3). Each poem has different stanza lengths and different
indentations of the lines, and in the case of “On Venus” it is one stanza. Buchen describes the
planet’s terrain but expands the planet onto a higher plane of beauty with her language,
repetitions, and images. “On Neptune” ends the chapbook, “brown packages wind / without force
one landing / to another wings and stones / exactly in place the willingness / of weather to turn /
vortexes vanish reemerge / for a while something / the size of Earth nestled inside” (30).
The poems in between the planet poems explore nature on Earth. The poem “Medium” has three
stanzas that are in italics, exploring different artistic mediums; for example, “On paper. Mixed
media on board. Ink and blue pencil on board, on paper. Ink on paper. Ink, gouache, and collage
on board. Handmade. Color pencil and pencil. Crayon. With acetate. Overlay. Marker on paper.
Watercolor and air-brush” (4). In “Slip,” “Water is made of touches: pearl / after invisible pearl,
a white palm / toward the shore” (11). One of my favorite poems is “Rounded by Water,” where
“My mother gives birth / to a polished stone. / Even the air is pregnant— // My mother gives
birth / to a polished stone. / She asks if I want to see. // I say no. / The stone has always been / in
the belly of the river….” (18).
Throughout The Bloody Planet: Poems, Buchen explores Earth and the planets with her musical
language and images. Buchen has a forthcoming chapbook, Double-Mouthed (dancing girl press,
April 2016).
—Suzanna Anderson
Camp Olvido: A Novella by Lawrence Coates. Oxford, Ohio: Miami University Press, 2015. 98
pages. $15.00, paperback.
Lawrence Coates is the author of Camp Olvido: A Novella. The story follows Esteban as he sells
wine and brandy to men who work picking cotton in the fields. The novella begins “Everyone
knew the sound of Esteban’s car horn when it rounded into the camps in the evening, a twotoned horn, a low note followed by a high note, piping through the light dry breeze that cooled
the darkening valley after another hundred-degree workday. He’d had the horn installed on his

’28 Dodge so that the pickers would know he had arrived, know it was time to drink, to enjoy, to
forget” (3).
Esteban’s life changes when a man asks for help to save his dying child. Esteban gives the
mother a five-dollar bill, “A gift, he said. For what? Isidro asked. Medicine, perhaps. Perhaps a
doctor. Or a priest, Isidro said. As Esteban left, he heard the old man’s voice croaking after him.
What you want, you cannot buy. You cannot buy what you want” (11). When the father spends
the money on a gallon bottle of wine after the mayordomo refuses to let the family leave, the
father asks Esteban to “Take me to see the biggest boss you can, Isdiro said. I will talk. I am the
father of a son who is dying” and Esteban agrees, “I will take you to see Mr. Walker. But this
favor I do for you is no favor. It will only show you how little they think of you” (28-29). The
events at the meeting with Walker and Aaron spiral into a terrible series of events that end in
tragedy.
Throughout the novella, Coates does not use quotation marks for the dialogue. It was effective
without the quotation marks with the dialogue tags attached, in an indented paragraph. Coates
balances the Spanish phrases as well, using phrases like zopilote, gracias, chiquito, and so on.
This novella is a must read for those who want to see the best of the form. The language invokes
the California setting in 1932. Coates is also the author of four novels, most recently The
Goodbye House.
—Suzanna Anderson
My Unsentimental Education: A Memoir by Debra Monroe. Athens, Georgia: University of
Georgia Press, 2015. 256 pages. $24.95, hardcover.
Debra Monroe’s My Unsentimental Education: A Memoir takes the reader through her studies as
an undergraduate, graduate, and PhD student as she negotiates the world of dating and marriage.
The book has chapters, with a prologue, intermission, and epilogue. The chapters have titles like
“History and Practical Math,” “Regional Trades,” and “Drinks Are on the House.”
Monroe grew up in Spooner, Wisconsin, and she says, “This was my hometown, schizophrenic.
It had fragmented thinking. The post-hippies thought they were better than horny old-timers.
Horny old-timers thought that they were no worse, for instance, than a bearded guy talking to a
stripper about happiness sitting next to another holding a ten-spot near the stripper’s crotch.
Outside, all around us, in houses with lights turned down, furnaces humming—my sister and her
husband had just moved back into their house, so recently remodeled it still smelled like paint—
were people who’d married because sex felt like love, and the feeling sometimes lasts and
sometimes doesn’t” (43).
Monroe simplifies her past to her husband Gary because “…I’d lived like a man….I hadn’t
meant to be a ‘sexual adventuress,’ as I’ve heard Edna St. Vincent Millay and Martha Gellhorn
described, which doesn’t seem fair….The conventional wisdom would be that I’d been naïve:
wanting it all. Freedom plus routine. Go-for-broke ambition plus a home life. But I hadn’t
premeditated any of my wanting. I wasn’t even ambitious” (175).

One of my favorite stories from Monroe’s life is when she has a toothache and they used gas,
and “My mother leaned over the top with a woman dressed in white, and light was brighter there.
I must have had no better way to sort this out than Sunday school imagery: ‘There is a hell?’ I
said. The dental assistant, in white, removed the gas mask. ‘Oops,’ she said, ‘too much’” (41).
Monroe’s memoir is a must read for writers pursuing degrees of their own, as well those who
have also experienced interesting boyfriends/girlfriends as they negotiate their careers and
livelihoods.
—Suzanna Anderson
Beautiful Day: Poems by J. R. Solonche. Cumberland, Maine: Deerbrook Editions, 2015. 75
pages. $16.95, paperback.
Beautiful Day: Poems by J. R. Solonche is a collection divided into two parts. The title poem
concludes part one. In couplets, Solonche begins, “It was a beautiful day today. / It was mild.
There was a breeze, // firm but gentle….” until “…My daughter // made beautiful swings in the
swing. / My wife made beautiful sounds at the piano. // I thought beautiful things in the chair on
the lawn. / It was so beautiful I wanted to scream. // I screamed a long, loud scream. / It had one
vowel and no consonants” (43)
Part two has several ghazals and odes to parts of the body. One of my favorites is “To My
Beard,” where Solonche says, “What can I say but I am sorry, / I apologize for what I do to you,
/ my daily ruthlessness and cruelty. / What can I do but ask for your forgiveness / and your
patience. For someday, / I promise you, someday I swear / on the beards of the prophets, ….I
will not stop you any longer, / I will let you go free, I will take down / the fence around you
made of sharp blades” (58).
In “Wine Ghazal,” Solonche writes, “Sometimes I want to think a clear thought and write a clear
line. / Sometimes I choose the clearest of clear white wine. // Sometimes I want to sleep a deep
sleep and dream a deep dream. / Sometimes I choose the deepest of deep red wine. // I will tell
you what the best wine poem in the world is. / It is Pablo Neruda’s glorious Ode to Wine” (66).
Solonche’s lines are musical and the language fresh as he takes common experiences and
expands them, examining their beauty. In “Depressed,” “I get up from / the rocking chair, /
which then / rocks thirty-four // times by itself. / The lights, diagonally / in the room, crisscross
me. // I cast two shadows. / He was right. / One should not / write poems at night” (25).
This poetry collection is a must read, one to savor and share.
—Suzanna Anderson
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