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EDITOR'S NOTE

On frequent occasions in recent weeks, I've been gazing longingly at our web-
site: its secret admirer. It felt, truth be known, like a guilty affection, or at least
an indulgent one—akin, perhaps, to bodybuilders studying their muscles with
unabashed approval in full-length mirrors, particularly those whose sleek shapes
were sculpted following years of fallow health and sparse gym attendance.

Here’s my gaze’s rationale: When I began my time with descant, the journal had
a website in place. It consisted of a few text blocks and vividly colored blobs.
Since that time, of course, the importance and criteria of a sophisticated web
presence has undergone a sea change. With that in mind, we proudly unveil our
new/old online footprint. We can still be found at the same address as before
(descant.tcu.edu), but this version of the home is suppler and, well, homier in
every way: in terms of layout, navigation, and ease on eyesight. Many parties
made it a much stronger and slicker representation of our web self, from fellow
staffers to graduate assistants to our intrepid designers at Kearley and Company.
I want to single out Webmaster Curt Rode, who navigated a gauntlet of hiccups
and setbacks while steering the site through its evolution. Curt’s enduring effort
stands in stark contrast to the easy clicks and swipes we typically associate with
web surfing.

Closets full of bells and whistles amount to nothing, though, if the website
doesn’t offer something new under the sun, beyond the journal’s pages proper,
to leave viewers with more than they expected when their visit began. Besides
offering excerpts from the current issue and a winners’ list for our post-publica-
tion prizes, our new online countenance features portions of craft talks given by
guest authors on TCU’s campus, and pages devoted to our rich history. And the
undertaking is just underway. This year, Editor Alex Lemon will begin to curate
book reviews and criticism from prominent writers. As space in print magazines
and newspapers has thinned in recent years, it has been a relief and delight to
see websites pick up the slack, and offer a bounty of their own for books deserv-
ing larger audiences.

In fact, our new online material has already begun. We are lucky to have one
of Matt Hart’s poems gracing this issue’s last page, while a second poem of his,
“Unsettling the Dust,” inaugurates our web exclusive content. I encourage you
to check out this latter poem, part of Hart’s latest collection, Radiant Compan-
ion, out from Monster House Press by the time this journal returns from the
printers.

The journal’s evolution is afoot, as well, as colleagues at TCU Press deliver
descant to readers as a more vibrant document. In the end, though, it is the
stories and poems arriving on our desks—or, more ecologically soundly, via our
free Submittable system—that hits refresh. The words used are not new (though
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blogs were foreign to the lexicon available when the journal began), nor the
emotions (emoji?) illuminated. But each new arrangement, emphasis, and slant
introduces us to knowledge we might recognize already at our core, but never
saw articulated until that writer, at that moment, led us to it.

North Texan Stacy Tompkins is the issue’s featured artist. I've been partial to
Tompkins’s work for some time, as we collaborated on other occasions as author
and artist. I will let her statement speak for itself, but I am impressed with how
she merges the aural and visual in pieces like Yashweh, our front cover. Speaking
of aural notes, a fiction writer from our prior issue is also an accomplished mu-
sician. In the spirit of fostering collaborative play, he and a partner have offered
us a recorded song, to pose a kind of “ekphrastic challenge” to writers. This song
and call will appear on our revamped website soon, with the strongest response
pieces appearing in next year’s edition of descant. I encourage you to listen to
the music, and take up the challenge in your own voice and way.

We are grateful to Andy Schoolmaster, Dean of the AddRan College of Liberal
Arts, who has enabled us to expand the scope of our journal. Thanks also to
English Department Chair Karen Steele; the TCU Press staff; the editors and
assistants listed on our masthead; the journal’s loyal subscribers and donors;
libraries stocking our issues in their stacks; and finally, the present-day writers
who, in entrusting their work to us, continue a creative conversation that has
developed during six decades.

Everything new is old again.

—Matthew Pitt



ATOAST

Buzz Mauro

Here’s mud under your nails.

Also sand in your eye, a stone
in your kidney, salts
collecting in your arteries, if they do that.

Here too’s water on your brain, swamp gas
to bloat you, tar-lung, calcification,
oxidation, bubbles in your capillaries,
gravel in your larynx.

Here’s all manner

of earth and air inside you, friend,
that you may know you belong here.
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BIRTHDAY

GLEN Pourciau

Fiona and I had listened to “When I'm Sixty-Four” on YouTube first
thing in the morning. We knew the lyrics and sang along. We'd reserved a table
for dinner at a new restaurant because of a rave review in the newspaper. It was
located at a busy intersection, its quadrant dense with five large rectangles of
storefronts, and I drove around most of them before I found the place. At the
valet station our doors were opened the moment I stopped and the man on my
side asked for my cell number. I told him I didn’t have it with me. He looked
in my eyes, taking a moment to process the thought, and said I should ask the
restaurant to validate my parking.

Inside, we were escorted to a booth and given menus and ice water. We
sat next to each other, Fiona by the window, and within a minute our young
waiter appeared, introduced himself as Sullivan and said he wanted to tell us
about their specials.

“We'd like to order drinks first,” Fiona said. “It’s my husband’s birthday
and we want to take our time.”

“No problem,” said Sullivan. “I won’t rush you.”

Vodka martini for Fiona, pale ale for me, a straw for Fiona’s water.

He nodded. “We have a number of specials today.”

“We'd like to get the drinks started,” I said.

He walked away but stopped at the booth in front of us. He recited the
specials to four men and took their drink orders and an “app” order.

When he finally came with our drinks he asked us if we were ready to
hear the specials. Fiona said we'd rather wait. He asked if we had any questions
about the menu. I said we hadn’t looked at it. He then described the specials to
us, blinking rapidly. Fiona said she’d like a straw, but we didn’t want to order
any food yet.

We enjoyed the drinks, our water was refilled, and Fiona asked the man
who poured the water if he could get her a straw. He brought one immediately.
Sullivan turned up, and I told him we'd split a Caesar salad. He said he’d be
right back with Fiona’s straw, and I figured if he showed up with a straw I'd use
it.

“You think Sullivan’s his first name?” she asked when he'd gone.

“He may go by his last name.”

“It could be his middle name.”

“You mean Sullivan Sullivan Sullivan?”

A few minutes later he served the Caesar and grabbed my ale glass,
though it still held half a swallow, and I said no when he asked if I wanted an-
other.

We discussed the menu while we ate, coordinated our orders, two split
entrees. The second I took my hand from my Caesar the plate was removed.
Sullivan swooped in before Fiona had finished hers, ready to take our order.

We caved and told him our ideas. Fiona put her fork down and he
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snatched her plate. He tried to lift her martini glass but she beat him to it.

“Not yet.”

We looked around the dining room and through the window at the
patio. A couple outside seemed close to our age, but everyone else around us was
younger. The place had grown noisy, Sullivan adding to it by yukking it up with
two young women at a nearby table.

Our food arrived quickly, Sullivan announcing the dishes and leaving.
The schnitzel was served in two plates, the fettuccini dish in one. We added fet-
tuccini to our schnitzel plates, and Sullivan appeared again. “How is everything
tasting?”

“We haven’t had a single bite.”

We loved the food and shouted comments about it over the racket. I'm
a faster eater, and as soon as I leaned away from my empty plate someone came
by and yanked it up. The same thing happened with Fiona’s.

Sullivan made himself available to us.

“Would anyone like dessert? If not, it makes no difference to me.”

He rattled off the dessert list upon request and we ordered a piece of
chocolate cake, two forks.

“If he doesn’t put a candle on that cake I think he should get ten per-
cent,” Fiona said. “I told them it’s your birthday when I made the reservation.”

“It makes no difference to him if we order dessert?”

“How many restaurants have we been to in the last forty years? T've
never heard that one.”

Sullivan soon approached with the cake, one candle in its center, his
hand cupping the flame.

“I hear it’s someone’s birthday.”

Fiona pointed at me and he set it between us.

The cake was outstanding, but Sullivan put our bill on the table while
we were eating. I stuck my credit card in the folder, which he picked up, and I
asked about getting my parking validated.

“Did you give the valet your cell?”

“I left it at home.”

“Why?”

“I find it clutters my mind.”

He paused as if confronting an abyss. I told him the make of our car.
We consumed the cake, the plates were snapped up, and Sullivan put the folder
down and said our car was waiting for us outside.

“Come back when you're able,” he said and departed.

“Are they telling us to leave?” I wrote in his tip and signed the bill.

“Is he saying we don’t seem able now?”

On our way out we quoted him. “Come back when you're able?”

“Did we imagine him?” Fiona asked.

Men opened our car doors as we neared. I had the tip ready. We got in
and I put my seat where I’d had it, lowered the fan to its normal setting, and
switched off the hazard lights.

“Great food but would never go back,” Fiona said, and I nodded.
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SONNET

WiLLiaM VIRGIL Davis

In the midst of doing his ordinary

work, a house painter suddenly

climbed beyond the rungs of his ladder,
and up over the house, waving to workers
on the ground below.

At almost exactly
the same time, fully a year later, a girl,
newly in love, skipped an hour of afternoon,
thinking of her life ahead, and never

returned from her reverie.

Later that day
a man mowing a field found a paint brush
and a blue ribbon stuck together not far
from where he also found a rabbit’s nest,
which he took home to give to his wife.
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THIS IS YOUR BRAIN ON CHEMO

KRisTENE BROWN

Today the sky is metal,
a spit-stutter of drizzling gray
that sags limbs and trees,
heavy as a head hung in defeat.
Everything is thick and slow.
Everything spins.
I bury the breeze in my ears,
a ringing of names
I can’t recall
like minnows trapped below
that tongue fuzzed pond scum.

Call it the itched fish
of mend. Call it dim and blunted,
a misfire of the mouth

hollowed by the wind.
Wind? I like the wind.
I like to close my eyes and be
touched by the wind,
like a warm skin I’'ve managed
to escape. Between that narrow
spine space
of mouth to brain, brain to legs,
I stumble. I stammer.

I trip for days.
I stare blinking and think:
day, night, light, moon.
But today
I want to forget. I want to forget
my veins are full of poison,
that when I try to speak

I swallow fists. Today
I want to believe
that beyond this dense mass
of clouds darkening day

the sun waits

for me.
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LIKE SALT

Kim MaGgowanN

At the night class I am taking, we are doing a Word paper. Pick a word
you see as problematic. First look it up in the OED; find its etymology, find
the root, find the first known usage in print. Stuyvesant doesn’t specify that the
word be controversial, but when we go around the room telling him our words,

» o«

the pattern emerges quickly: “Bitch,” “Faggot,” “Black.” The way Stuyvesant

nods makes me understand, prompt or no, these are the kinds of words worth
writing 6-8 pages about. When I tell him my word, he gives me a look before
writing it down. Later, when I get up to leave, he waves me over to his desk. I
stand there, watching him put his pens, one by one, back into his man-purse.

“Why ‘like’?” he says, once the pens are secured. “I'm not sure I under-
stand your word, Pam. In what sense are you using it?”

“Well, multiple senses. I was listening to these two teenagers I live
with talking the other day, and it’s the same as when I was in high school: they
constantly use ‘like,” it’s like the salt they sprinkle on conversation. I wrote this
one down.” I read from my moleskin book: “"Then Eileen was like, “Viva, that
makes no sense...””

Stuyvesant is smiling; I see a wet curl of lip under his beard. “Pam, did
you hear yourself use ‘like’? It must be infectious. ‘It’s like the salt,” you said.”

“But that was the proper use of ‘like,” I tell him. “Simile form: the word
is like salt, the moon is like a balloon.”

“True,” he says, and the smile unbends like a twisty tie, as we both pro-
cess who the fuck is the English professor here?

I say, “Which I also want to explore in my paper, how similes are differ-
ent from metaphors. More tentative. And then I want to look at like’s function
as this all-purpose verb, something that substitutes for ‘said’ or ‘exclaimed.’
‘She’s like’: it grates on my ears but also intrigues me. Why do they prefer ‘like’
to ‘said’? I remember doing the same damn thing when I was a kid.”

“These teenagers you were transcribing: are they your sisters?”

“No, my girlfriend’s daughters.”

“Ah.” We both study his purse, the color of licked toffee. “Well, it
seems like you have a handle on this paper, though you will need to articulate,
of course, your issue with the word ‘like,” that is, what you see as problematic or
relevant about it.”

What is problematic about the word ‘like’? Let me count the ways.

The next night I sit with Viva at the kitchen table. Viva is studying for
a history test. I have divided a sheet of paper in three columns. I have “Ver-
nacular,” “Simile,” and “Verb” at the top, and underneath in red pen I've started
writing down “problems.” Under Vernacular, “Makes you sound ditzy”; under
Simile, “Hedging, concedes at the outset that the comparison is not exact.”
Under Verb, I've simply written “Heather.” When she sidles over I cross my arms
over the paper.

She notices—Heather always notices—but she addresses the table at

15



large. “Either of you need some hot chocolate to help you with your studies? I
have tiny marshmallows.”

“I can’t memorize any more damn battles,” says Viva, despairingly.

“Want me to test you?”

Viva pauses—her first instinct is to say no; she can do everything for
herself these days—but then her shoulders relax, and she says, “Thanks Mom.”

“Pam? Will it bug you if I test her here?” Heather asks. “What are you
working on?”

When I remind her about the Word paper, she grimaces. “This is really
an English class? In my day, people wrote papers about, you know, books. And
poems.”

“I need the writing credit for nursing school,” I say—1I’ve told her this
before. “And we do read stuff. Lewis Carroll this week.”

“Which sounds very appropriate for college.”

Only Heather can jangle my nerves to this extent. “We didn’t
all go to fancy Seven Sisters colleges.”

She rolls her eyes. “Pam: your college was plenty fancy before you
dropped out to, what the fuck, grow pumpkins.”

I told her about dropping out of UVM in the early, confessional days of
falling in love. It was heartbreak, plain and simple. I'd fallen for and slept a few
times with and then been cruelly rejected by Dolores Sanchez, and now every-
thing was hell—soccer in particular. I'd gone to UVM on partial scholarship
to play. Before I had sex with Dolores soccer encapsulated everything beautiful
about college—the salty smell of the locker room, the sopping tiled floors of
the community shower, surreptitious peeks at Dolores’s brown nipples. But after
Dolores dumped me, I went into a full-on tailspin, was a no-show for classes.
The nicer professors gave me UWs for ‘Unauthorized Withdrawal,” the harsher
ones F’s. It wasn't easy, nine years later with that kind of paint-ball transcripg, to
get into even state college.

And Heather knows all this: she knows I didn’t drop out to be some
hippie farm girl, she knows my heart was as ruptured as if Id had a literal coro-
nary... my eyes communicate my let-down, the let-down Heather submerges me
in again and again. She sighs and says, “That professor just seems like a tool.”

I fold my paper, with dignity I think, and withdraw to our bedroom.
Under the “Simile” column, under Examples, I write, “Tool.” I study Heather’s
name, under Verb.

There was a time, of course, when “like” had a different affect on me.

I could feel my blood heat my cheeks the first time Heather said it. We weren’t
in bed though we'd done it already, “made love” were the private words in my
head. A couple of days after that first time, she picked me up early at work. We
were sharing a cone of Black Raspberry ice cream. September, a year and a half
ago. I remember watching the tip of Heather’s tongue scoop a dollop of lavender
ice cream. To think that same pointed and flexible tongue had been, two nights
before, between my legs...

“What is Black Raspberry, anyway?” she said. “We’re in New Hamp-
shire, for Christ’s sake. Why not call it Blackberry?” I laughed, and she bent

16



forward and kissed, with cold lips, my ear. “Hey you: I like you.”

And that had graduated, of course—"1 really like you,” “I like you very
much”—until it stopped. Or stalled. I liked “like” until it started meaning, in-
stead of affection, enthusiasm, Hey, you're lovely!, not-love. When I first said “I
love you” to Heather, and that was well over a year ago, before Christmas, sev-
eral months after that ice cream date—she paused and said, “Thank you.” The
second time she kissed me. Funny how speedily the giddy-fluttery-scared-as-shit
feeling of saying those words twisted into misery. For a while, when compelled
to respond (“Don’t you have anything to say?” I asked her once: that is pretty
damn compulsory!), she would say, carefully, “I really like you.” Now she says
nothing, because she’s sharp enough to know that nothing is better: that to have
“really like” become something that hurts one’s feelings rather than boosts them
up is not endurable.

“Lesbians are such processors!” she said yesterday, when I tried to ex-
plain this to her.

“But you love artichokes. You love puttanesca sauce. You use that word,
I’ve heard you.”

“That only means I am more emotionally promiscuous when it comes
to food.” When I didn’t laugh, she said, “Come on, Pammy: that was a joke.”

“Knee-slapper.”

“Look.” There was a pause, and as the minute unrolled I felt some-
thing close to terror: I'm too pushy, I am demanding things she can’t give, she’ll
break up with me. “You know me, Pam,” she said, finally. “I am shuttered. I am
a closed door. There’s hardly anyone I love. I suppose my mother, though she
drives me batshit. Viva and Mamie, of course: I love my girls. Maybe the issue is
that my daughters demand so much of my heart that there is not a lot to spare?
You know how much I like you. Why is that not enough?”

“Because I love you.”

“So you say.” My face must have transmitted all kinds of protest, be-
cause she held up a disclaiming hand. “And I believe you mean it. But really:
what is love? It’s not like we weigh it on a scale, or measure it in, whatever, mil-
liliters. Maybe I am just really particular. Maybe what I mean when I say ‘like’
perfectly balances with your ‘love.” People use words differently.”

I shook my head. “No, Heather. You and I both know that our feelings
for each other aren’t balanced. If they were sitting on opposite sides of a seesaw,
my love would have its ass on the ground, and yours would be high up in the
air, waving its feet.”

She laughed. “I like that one! See, you should take poetry, instead of
this phony English class with that jackass. You are good with figures of speech.”

“How is writing a poem going to help me be a nurse?”

“How is writing a paper on some stupid word?”

I didn’t bother answering, and after a minute Heather clasped my hand.
“Pammy. I'm sorry I'm so shriveled and circumspect. I do think part of it is I
deplete all my resources on those two creatures.” She bobbed her head in the
direction of Mamie’s and Viva’s room. “I love them to death, you know, but the
problem is there’s not much left over.” She sighed. “Should I be lying about this?
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Would that work better?”

“Probably.”

Her eyes averted. “Maybe motherhood has also used up my ability to
deceive. Santa, Tooth Fairy, ‘Sure I like your obnoxious friend who kicks the
back of my seat every car pool.” I think all I can be with you is honest.”

Now I sit on our bed, on the nubbly crimson spread, and think about
whether I can stand more of Heather’s honesty. I have options. There’s that
bartender Dara, for instance, at Pirate’s, with the trumpet-vine tattoo climbing
her ropy arm; I can tell she thinks I'm sexy. My age, too, more or less. That’s an-
other thing that drives me crazy about Heather, the way she holds youth against
me, sometimes even lumping me with her twins: we’re young and dumb and full
of energy. She makes herself sound brittle and geriatric at forty-two. I have op-
tions. There are nights when I am tempted to take them. When Heather seems
like an almost empty toothpaste tube, it’s barely worth the effort to squeeze it
for the last smear of paste...

Toothpaste tube, I write under the Simile column, and after a minute,
under Verb, aimer bien. Because suddenly I remember something Heather-of-
the-many-languages, Heather who grew up in Geneva and who sometimes sleep-
talks in Italian, told me last week about French. Aimer means “to love”; aimer
bien, which literally means, “to love well,” means “to like,” because, as Heather
explained it, love exists without measure. If you can put any kind of bound-
ary on it, even if the boundary is capacious (“well”), you limit by quantifying
love. She was explaining to me why she objects to qualifiers in writing, why she
thought even the big ones like “very” or “extremely” diminished rather than em-
phasized their adjectives. “It’s counter-intuitive, I know,” she said. “But I'll give
you an example in French...”

Tears spring in my eyes, and I think, Later I will remember this as the
moment when I gave up.
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DIVERSION
ToB1 ALFIER

Hood ornament graveyard

front and centered against a darkening sky,
figureheads carved in shadow.

No one to let him through the gates

of this rust and pitted chrome oasis,

no storefront number to call.

Daylight disappears in a cleft
between ‘58’ and ‘62’s.

He is late for dinner, careless to traffic
mesmerized by orange so ancient,
it’s indescribable, peeled and baked

in Arizona sun.

Wide-bottomed classics more vibrant
than widows at the Saturday night
nursing home dances—

lips pursed pink, a regular

wash and set,

age spots, like stagnant pools,
peeling like paint off a story.

He can’t help himself,

he slinks away regularly

to stare through the chain link,

a beggar in front of a locked A&P.

Way in the back of the yard

his old twelfth-grade Packard.

His letterman jacket the catnip for girls
wanting to slide across the endless front seat,
convince him to get out of this nothing town.

Just like all the high school dances,

when the stars flicker “Color My World”

he knows it’s his last dance. Nothing changed
back then, nobody’s gonna let him change now.
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AMBLYOPIA

Nicky BEER
The lazy eye surfaced
in my toddlerhood,

ruining the studio photograph
with my mother:

she’s lovely, coiffed and
luminous in peach,

while half of the child’s gaze
drifts

as if in another picture
entirely. Or else

it’s a still from a horror movie
scene

when the possession’s just
beginning

to take hold, young mother bright
and oblivious

with an optimism for which

she’ll be duly punished,

her back turned while the audience sees
the first

scabrous black crawl of crayon on the wall,

the chill

across the windowpane where her daughter
breathes,

the sudden ripple of the doll’s skin.
They say

it happens when the nerves between
the eye
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and the brain get bored, then weak.
But I prefer

to imagine that I'd have been sacred
in some prehistoric

hut, perched on a rough cushion and visited
by the village

for cures, homilies, blessings. Needing only to lie
beautifully

about what my rogue eye saw on their behalf,
easier

to do once its real vision dimmed...

In the photo,

the daughter’s eye swivels towards
& Y
a future

that is present but unseeable. Or is it visible,
but absent?

There wait the slow cartwheels of cancer,
the suicide

in a three-piece suit, infestations
in the baseboards,

a breadknife drawn across the inner thigh.
There’s nothing

to be afraid of, sweetheart. No wonder
she can’t look

at her mother completely.
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BELLY OWL

Nicky BEEr

for Maya and Ziv

A moon fattened on the darkness of all the nights
it’'s swallowed. And the darkness becomes two eyes.
Eyes in a sea. Sea in a moon. Moon in more night.

You refuse to talk about goodness, or a name.

He'll be what he'll be.

I lay my head to the creamy shudder of wings.
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OVERTURE IN APRIL

Nicky BEEr

I hear the music you play in your room,

a man whistling and wailing like old pipes.
I like how spring air carries sound

so gently; winter had left us with all

our distant words in pieces. A bird’s

name could hardly have remained whole
in such a shocked space.

Even our kisses splintered.

Love, an empty bottle is laughing
its way down the sloped street.

The raccoons leave the storm drains,
grease and sway their hips

all night. Their hides steam

in the streetlight. I want to see one
seized by your hand.
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NOR'EASTER

Tom BENNITT

Jonah untied the painter from the cleat and pushed off the dock. A thin
coat of ice covered his oarlocks. He rowed through the choppy granite-colored
water, past moored yachts with masts rattling in the wind, a gusty wind that
kicked up a briny spray. The dory creaked and swayed and the bait bucket — an
oily stew of processed herring and redfish — sloshed under his feet. His joints
ached, signaling a cold front. Autumn had vanished overnight without a proper
goodbye. Last night he and Ellie had enjoyed steamers and grilled haddock
on the porch under a Maine sky torched with stars, unsullied by city lights or
smog. This morning he’d wanted stay in bed with her, but his lobster catch for
the season was way down.

He reached his boat and climbed in. As the engine warmed up, he car-
ried the bait bucket to the stern and restacked his empty traps. The wind cut
through his oilskins and Carhartt jacket. He coiled the unused trap lines and
stowed them in the cabin. He unhitched the mooring and climbed into the
wheelhouse. Leaving the harbor, he lit a cigarette and studied the horizon: pink-
ish red, the color of infected skin. He tuned the VHF radio to the Coast Guard
station. A flat, lifeless voice announced the weather forecast: Today a Nor'easter
will sweep up the Maine coast and bring freezing rain and snow. Highs in the mid-
thirties, lows around twenty.

The boat was named ELIZABETH ANN, after Jonah’s late mother,
but Henry called it the Giant Pickle. Last summer Jonah had repainted it pine
green, to cover up wear and tear. The hull was long and tubular. The sides were
low in the stern, making it easier to pull buoys and traps, and higher in the bow
to protect against waves.

The boat was paid off, he set his own hours, and he answered to no one
else. But maintenance and repair costs grew every year, and the red tape — who
could even read those new Coast Guard forms? — never stopped. He'd considered
moving to Florida, where he could make more money guiding deep-sea fishing
charters. Ellie liked the idea, she’'d grown tired of Maine winters, but there was
also Henry, his ten year-old son, to think about. Jonah had joint custody, yet
neither his ex-wife nor the family court judge would let Henry leave the state.

He passed Mere Point and entered Maquoit Bay to pull some traps he'd
set three days ago. There were no beaches edging this side of the bay, only mod-
est summer cottages nestled between patches of pine, spruce, and birch trees.
This sliver of the mid-coast had not been ruined by development, though it was
just a matter of time before the New Yorkers built their gaudy mansions here,
too.

Jonah descended from a long line of fishermen. His great-great grand-
father harpooned whales in the South Pacific. But Casco Bay — a shallow body
of water, buffered from the Atlantic by a string of banks and shoals — had been
Jonah’s childhood playground, so he possessed local knowledge most other lob-
stermen took years to learn, like where a rock bottom floor turned into mud or
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where a ledge dropped into deeper water. He didn’t need a GPS or a fish-finding
radar device. Some guys had the newest gadgets but lacked the most crucial
thing: instinct.

Beyond Sisters Island, he cut the engine and let the boat drift up to his
string of red buoys. He hooked the first buoy with his gaff and coiled the rope
around the hydraulic pulley, then watched his first trap surface. Empty. Adding
insult, some idiot had set his traps too close to Jonah’s, and now their lines were
snarled. Jonah would have to cut some lines and lose a few traps. And he didn’t
recognize the green buoys, which meant this guy wasn’t from Harpswell and had
no right to fish here. Another reason why the lobster trade was dying. Too many
morons were slinging traps all over the bay. They’d spy on the best fishermen
and set their traps ten feet away. The ones who stole lobsters from other traps
were the worst: drug-addled poachers who didn’t give a damn about the ethics of
fishing. At least the fishermen from Jonah’s harbor looked out for each other. If
you were in trouble, they'd put personal grudges aside and give help.

Needing a second opinion, he tried to reach his older brother, Gordon,
on the radio. Jonah had been a stern man on Gordon’s boat, before striking out
on his own. Ellie thought he drank too much, but Gordon could catch lobster
in a desert.

Jonah picked up the radio handle. “G-Man, you copy?”

The line crackled. “Go ahead.”

“Where you parked at today?”

“Near Eagle Rock,” said Gordon.

Wicked far, Jonah thought, pouring coffee from a thermos into his
RED SOX mug.

“Waves knockin me around good. Storm coming. So, what’s up?”

“Some jackass is fishing all over me, and now our lines are snagged. You
know anyone with green buoys?”

Gunmetal clouds congealed and darkened the sky. The first sheets of
freezing rain cut across the bay like a theater curtain.

“Pat McCurdy,” said Gordon. “But he usually stops fishing in October.”

Looking at his nautical map, Jonah asked his brother if Maquoit Bay
was still inside Harpswell’s fishing territory.

“Rumor is the state might open it up to everyone.” The radio went
silent a few seconds. “But until they make it official, I'm not buying it.”

Fishing territories were an unwritten code among Maine lobstermen.
Different harbors had their own areas, and some overlapped. Every few years the
fish and game commission modified boundary lines, trying to justify their exis-
tence. Typical bureaucrats. But problems on the water got solved on the water.
Nobody went to a lawyer, and if you called the Coast Guard about a territory
dispute, they’d laugh and hang up.

“I wonder who did this,” said Jonah.

“Likely one of them Portland hippies, fishing to support his drug habit.
Or another poacher from Old Orchard.”

“What should I do about it?”

“Sledge hammer his traps,” said Gordon.

25



“I’m not ready to start a harbor war.”

“Busting a few traps, that’s nothing. You hear about Ned Riley? Some-
one sunk his boat in the middle of the night.”

“Are you serious?”

“No joke,” said Gordon. “Those Portland assholes invade our fishing
grounds all the time. We need to send a message.”

Jonah paused. “Fuck it, why not.”

“That’s more like it, kid. Back to work now, before this storm hits.”

After he untangled the lines, Jonah pulled a handful of his neighbor’s
old, wooden traps up on deck. He opened the storage bin and found his axe.
The handle felt good in his hands, as he raised the blade. After smashing five
or six traps, he threw the larger pieces overboard. Then he returned to hauling
his own pots. They were coming up full, bursting with dark green, semi-hard
shelled lobster. The valuable ones. In a few days they would soften and turn
bright red. Jonah had found their hiding place: most likely a rocky floor, cov-
ered by seaweed. He threw them in the fish hold, removed the old bait bag from
the trap, and replaced it with a new one. He drove to the next buoy and repeat-
ed the process: pull, empty, reset. His traps had been soaking for three days and
most were full. He rounded the tip of Mere Point and pushed into Middle Bay.
A flock of seagulls trailed the boat, diving for spilled bait. The sleet had sleet
changed to snow, large wet flakes that stuck to his beard. His body ached and
his wet clothes weighed him down like hockey pads.

From the corner of his eye, Jonah glimpsed the rogue wave. Before
he could brace himself, it slammed against the boat and knocked him down.

He tried to get up, but something tugged at his leg. A rope had coiled tightly
around his boot and was dragging him to the stern. It felt like a sucker-punch.
He was also opposed by the laws of physics, since the rope, attached to hundreds
of pounds of traps, was trying to pull him overboard, yet the boat kept churning
forward. Worse, he couldn’t reach the engine key or the radio.

But he remembered his hunting knife and pulled it from the back
pocket of his oilskins. He wrapped his legs around the trawl table that was
bolted to the floor. He started cutting the rope around his boot, but the table’s
legs broke under the weight of the traps and gear. He dropped the knife. It slid
out of reach.

All the force was on his right ankle, which was severely swollen, maybe
broken. He was getting pulled out of the boat, and he needed the knife to free
his ankle. Without it, he’d drown. He grabbed one of the table’s busted legs, us-
ing it to scoot the knife back within reach. Finally, after a few deep breaths, he
quit resisting the rope’s force and let himself get pulled over the side.

The water was frigid: a godless cold that cut through his clothes. His
rubber boot caused him to sink fast, and his feet settled in the soft mud. Shal-
low here, maybe thirty feet, and murky. He bent down and felt the rope around
his boot, then started cutting at the frayed part. The cutting took longer in the
water. He knew, from first-aid training, that he could hold his breath about two
minutes. But instead of dwelling on the negative shit — like what might happen
if he couldn’t finish in time — he focused on the task. It took another minute,
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but he severed the rope. He ripped off his boot and shot to the surface. He
sucked air into his lungs, wheezing.

Squinting through the snow, Jonah watched his boat drift away like the
devil drove her, headed for a ledge. No other boats were in sight. His shouts for
help died away, unanswered.

Crow Island was a few hundred yards away but he’d be going against
the current. There was a ledge marker, a large metal buoy, between him and
the island. You need to swim for it, he thought. He summoned his courage and
started off, forcing his arms and legs to move. When he reached the marker, he
climbed on top and wrapped his arms around it. The buoy kept swaying, but he
held on, desperate to keep his body out of the fifty-degree water. His coat and
pants, though waterlogged, retained some body heat. The sun would poke out of
the clouds for a minute, then retreat. The cold sucked on his bone marrow. Too
weak to hold his bladder, he pissed himself. It warmed him, briefly.

His thoughts drifted to Henry. He remembered the last time theyd
fished together, when Henry caught a big striper. He was a natural, like his old
man, but he had options. There was no future in commercial fishing. Henry
could be anything — doctor, engineer, professor — but he needed guidance, a
strong example. Who else would do it? Surely not his mother’s boyfriend, that
lazy creep who mooched off Jonah’s child support.

*

Late afternoon. The last strands of light falling away. Jonah felt hot, as
if ought to shed some clothes. His hands were getting numb, losing his grip on
the buoy. Hypothermia setting in.

He scanned the western edge of the cove. There was a white dot. He
blinked. Still there. A white lobster boat. Creeping closer. A searchlight flicked
on. The circle of light danced along the water surface. When the light settled on
him, Jonah waved his arms and kicked his legs.

The boat grew larger. Within fifty yards, it slowed to a crawl, and a
man appeared in the stern. He waved a white rescue float. He yelled something,
but his words were swallowed up by the engine’s low rumble. Then, he hurled
the float. After a few weak strokes, Jonah managed to grab it. The man pulled
him in, then hooked a long gaff under Jonah’s belt. Jonah felt like a snared
swordfish. The man carried him to the cabin below deck, then draped a blanket
around his shaking body.

Jonah looked around. Old fishing nets and rope littered the floor. A gas
can and some old buoys sat in the corner. Dirty dishes sloshed in the sink. The
cabin reeked of weed. A bolt-action rifle was sticking out of a storage bin.

The man stood over him. He had long brown hair and a goatee. Short,
maybe five-nine, but solid. Checkered flannel shirt, overall jeans. Dark lines
under his eyes. The scar under his left cheek looked like a sliver of moon.

“How long were you out there?” asked the man.

“Don’t know. Couple hours.” Jonah’s tongue felt like wet cement.

“I saw a boat stranded on the rocks.” The man rubbed his goatee,
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deliberating something. “You'd be screwed right now if I hadn’t spotted ya!” He
laughed, a little too hard.

“I need a doctor,” Jonah said. “My hands and feet are numb. My finger-
tips are black. My ankle might be broken.”

“Just sit back and relax. You’ll be fine.”

“Freeport’s the nearest harbor.” Jonah pointed south. “Take me there.
We can radio ahead for an ambulance.”

“Here.” The man pulled two pills from his pocket. “Go ahead, take
‘em.”

“What are they?” asked Jonah.

“Your body needs a little jolt.”

Jonah wondered if he was dreaming all of this. He wanted to confront
the man, ask him a few questions. Then again, he'd just been rescued. He should
be grateful, and he didn’t have the strength to pick a fight.

He popped the two pills in his mouth.

“There ya go.” The man chuckled. “What’s your name, by the way?”

“Jonah.”

The man didn’t give his name. “You from Harpswell?”

“Yah,” said Jonah. “What about you?”

“South Portland. But I move around a lot. Listen, I have to get back
upstairs. Just holler if you need something.” The man climbed up the steps.

Jonah peered through the narrow cabin window. Far off, the dim glow
of Portland’s city lights. Searching the dark clearing sky, he spotted the North
Star. Polaris, the sailor’s compass: it would guide him home.

He pictured Ellie and Henry in his living room, with a nice fire go-
ing. He stared at his black fingertips and wondered if the doctors would have
to remove them. Frostbite. That happened to a guy he knew who'd been hiking
in the White Mountains and got stranded in a freak storm. But it didn’t matter.
Jonah would sacrifice a finger, as long as he survived.

He decided, right then and there, that he'd move — with Ellie and
Henry — to Florida. To hell with his ex-wife and the judge, they couldn’t stop
him from pursuing a better life for his family. He glanced out the window. The
boat had turned again, moving away from the city lights.

Jonah’s ankle was swollen and purple, but at least he could put weight
on it. He pulled himself up the steps and hobbled over to the wheelhouse, where
the man stood. It was pitch dark, but Jonah recognized where they were.

“Why are we still in Maquoit Bay? What about Freeport?”

The man pulled out a tin of tobacco, fingered a pinch, and worked it
under his lip. “I wasted a lot of time picking your ass up. Need to finish hauling
my traps, so I won’t have to come back tomorrow.”

“I might go into shock,” Jonah pleaded. “I need a doctor.”

“Shock?” The man chuckled. “No, you sound pretty together to me.
This won't take long. Go back downstairs, lie down, and let me finish my work.”

“It’s too dark.”

“No problem, I've got lights.” The man flipped a switch and a beam of
light issued from the bow, illuminating the black water in front of them.
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Looking around the deck floor, Jonah noticed the green buoys. He
remembered how he'd smashed up someone’s green traps, right around here,
before the accident. He closed his eyes and tried to think up a diversion.

“You said you're from Portland, right?”

The man nodded.

“This is Harpswell territory. Technically, you can’t fish here.”

The man spat tobacco juice onto the deck floor. “You Sinclairs make me
laugh, acting like you own the ocean.”

“Howd you know my last name?”

The man smiled. “C’mon, everyone knows the Sinclairs. Not to men-
tion, your brother Gordon and I have a little history. He used to know my wife.
Carnal knowledge.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

“You got a point, there, but I'm a flawed human being.” The man stared
at Jonah with the glassy eyes of a large fish. “And you’re wrong about Maquoit
Bay. It’s open to everyone now, the state changed it last summer. I'm surprised
you didn’t know that.”

As Jonah tried to process this, the man pointed to something in the
water.

“What's that over there?” The man throttled down the engine, then
leaned over the side. The water was black and shiny, like oil. He pulled a piece
of wood from the water and examined it. “Looks like part of a trap.”

Jonah shrugged. “Could be anything.”

“I sure hope nobody fucked with my traps.” The man tapped his fore-
head with his index finger. “That would quash any charitable thoughts left up
here.”

Jonah went back downstairs. His head was cloudy. He felt groggy and
concussed. He tried to think straight. What about the knife? He checked his
pockets. Gone. He looked around the cabin. The rifle was still there, sticking
out of the storage bin. He walked over, picked it up. It felt heavy in his hands.
He raised the bolt handle and pulled it back. The chamber was empty. No car-
tridges or shells.

Those goddamn pills, he thought, are making you paranoid. What
would you do with a rifle, anyway? Nobody is going to die. This asshole is just
having his fun, just giving you a little scare before you taking you home.

Jonah wrapped the blanket tighter around his shoulders and glanced
out the window. His breath fogged up the glass.

With his finger, he spelled out a word: H-E-L-P.

A second later, he wiped it away.

He searched the sky for the North Star, but the clouds had returned and
the snow was falling again.
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OCEAN

Bruce BonD

Wind, when it comes, comes in waves,
and we call it one wind, though it is many,

and we hear in it the others that fall
into the desert with the sound of falling.

Times when I tell myself I am here,
I am already thinking of another place,

as one thinks of a man and no sooner
what that man means or does not mean

now that he is gone. Call this the land
of winds. Far from the sea I came from,

the tide that nearly killed me as a child.
Far too from the child and his panic

that rose and fell for decades in my sleep,
as I too fell, whenever I felt small.

The sea was beautiful then, the monstrous swells
that battered me like a flag in the wind.

But it was no monster. No mother either.
I survived it. And when I found my father

he did not believe me or know what to say.
He was not cruel. He was a hard worker

who, like any ocean, spoke the language
he knew and gave more gifts than explanations.

I do not know if my father paused
before the giant waves in awe sometimes,
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if, when he was young, the great sea
below his warship spoke to him at all.

I know only it was a sea we looked at
when, in the end, we talked to one another

at the water’s edge, him with his damaged
English, me pretending to understand.

Sunlight burned a hole in the horizon.
And in my confusion, I felt the odd

affinity of not knowing, the way one feels
closer to the sea the moment you give it

space, silence, terror even, things no sea
mends or masters in its thrashing arms.
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SUMMONS

Bruce BonD
Behind each face is another.
It has the name the body

bears, but it has no body.
It persists. Face after face

falling from its template,
its phantom mold we never see.

I am thinking of a friend
whose mother lost so much

history and blood, I wonder,
is death one thing, or many,

more near than believed,
when we were young.

If it bears the unseen face
of a woman, however damaged,

across one threshold,
what of the angel of the new,

the odd will to be new,
part of us we have no claim to.

Tonight I hear a nursing home

fill with the breath of an only ocean.

I hear the space of the ocean
inhale the air in the branches
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of our lungs. And my question
suddenly has less to do

with where we are going than how.
What would we let go,

what child who runs ahead in darkness.
Have we rehearsed our death

to death, hands emptied into other
hands, laughter into laughter.

What face dissolves and with it
the summons to everything

we were not, the turbulence
that made our lives hell and full

of mercy, the kind we hear still.
The pleats of skirts and falling

waves, the strange new hush
inside the mother. It is in there,

The day a mother’s face first
brightened ours. And we will never

quite remember. Day after day
fading from the template of one

ghost day. When we were young.
And death was far away.
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JUJUBES

ANDREA SyZDEK

A billboard outside Dallas proclaims:
Stop the porn! Be reborn!

Across the highway,

Wispers Cabaret isn’t quite

The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas,
the strippers aren’t quite

Motley Crue’s “Girls, Girls, Girls,”
DW'’s adult store welcomes

all women and couples because

God only knows where the cowboys went,
God only knows who’s too high to die,
God only knows about the nuns
dancing in the wilderness moonlight,
rosaries bouncing against their hips
like spiritual pearls, like ripe jujubes,
and how sister Barbara Ann kissed

the other sister Barbara Ann

and how hell didn’t quite swallow them up
just like it didn’t when the Spanish
left the natives to run the missions—
when the coast was clear,

they shut the Bible

and let the altars crumble.
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LAST ONE OUT OF LEE COUNTY BURN IT TO THE GROUND

ANDREA SyZDEK

No more laughs at the Leesure Lanes

No more beers and splits

No more shake shake shake senora

Crackling from the shitty speakers

You make me lose my mind

With your brown water navy stories

You're getting fat on scotch and milk

And discount weeknight brisket dinners

The cakes inside the bakeshop window are white
The First National Bank is the only bank
Mercy mercy me, I won’t giddyup in your 409
Don’t you see sugar pie honey bunch

The bad guys know us

They got all the guns

And they won’t leave us alone
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NATIVE TEXAN

ANDREA SyZDEK

Have you found your spirit in the sky,

a white-hot light above the bristled pines,

your Jesus as Willie Nelson,

your Mother Mary as Sissy Spacek?

Have you practiced Feng Shui,

consulted your compass of Black Tortoise,
Vermillion Bird, White Tiger and Azure Dragon,
visited graves in Bremond, spent pocket change
on a blue plate special in Mexia,

endured a pilgrimage to the mecca

of glittering orange oil refinery lights?

Have you dreamed in prisms

of broken bottles, blown-glass and clay?

Have you traveled this hot box of humid muck,
confessed innumerable sins

in this cone of tornado silence, flatland silence?
Have you curled back the borders,

examined the seams,

memorized dried-up rivers,

crumbling missions? Have you seen

all the dead men walking the green mile?

You say come and take it,

but the iz never belonged to you

in the first place.
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A Player’s Guide to Spring Training, Pt. 4: Fielding, Section A —The Infield

Emirty NEMENS

Don’t look for answers in that book about the art of fielding. It’s a novel, liter-
ary fiction, more about the ennui of a midwestern college administrator than

about picking up a ball on a bad hop.

Do not go searching for the book that book’s about: it does not exist. That’s the
great thing about fiction: you can make up players and teams and prophets of
the sport, even, talk about them like they’re as real as your uncle Neal.

What exists: hard dirt, wet dirt, soft dirt, dusty dirt, dirty dirt. Lopsided leather,
dented spheres, torn stitches, busted seams, stained skin. Bad hops, awful hops,
horrible hops. Bloopers and linedrives, pop flys that hit thin air, hit birds, hit
shadows. Study those. Prepare for them.

Read the catcher, the call between his fingers. Read the batter, his stance and
how he holds the bat. Read the pitcher, his shoulders and the wind-up, and then
again, when he lets go of the ball. Note what kind of way it’s flying. Read the
swing, the swinging, the swung. Then stop reading, plant your feet, and catch

the ball.

Prepare for pick-offs by watching pitchers twitch. Note the sacrum rotation, the
trapezius twist, the tightening of the hamstring. Be ready.

Prepare for stolen bases by watching the baserunner pace at first, settle, crouch
like a spring-loaded cheetah. Be ready.

You are a faster spring-loaded cheetah. You are a cheetah with octopus arms,
palms the size of hubcaps, and skin as tough. A cheetah with octopus arms,
hubcap hands, and the eyes of a hawk. Better than a hawk. You can spot a lizard
a mile away. You can see its tongue and its tiny fucking teeth.

If the ball is on the ground: bend your knees, square your shoulders, drop your
glove between your legs. Watch the ball come in like your Rawlings has five
pounds of magnets in the webbing and the ball is made of iron, trap and wrap
that ball in your own leather, then throw the dipshit out.

If the ball is in the air: hold up your glove, brace the mitt with your throwing
hand. Watch the arc, adjust. Imagine your glove is as big as a laundry basket.

If the ball is flying toward you like a rocket: plant your feet, open your glove,
hold the mitt in front of your heart, in front of your balls, in front of your
face—whichever is most likely to break. Don’t think of the projectile, don’t
think of the baserunners running with contact, already rounding second and
third like some pair of synchronized swimmers—imagine the sound, fwap, and
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the good sting that will spread from the ball to the ball of your hand to the base
of your palm and out to your fingertips. Imagine how then, there, the world will
stop, just a little.

Tag a guy out in the basepath and you’ll be the hero for the rest of the inning,
possibly two.

Catch a fly and tag a guy out in the basepath and you’ll be the hero for half a

game.

Catch a fly and tag a guy out in the basepath and beat another guy back to his
bag and people will shake their heads and then remember you for a long time,
even if this is a throw-away game. They’ll brag about it like it was their own,
over dinner and drinks and to their friends and grandkids: 7 saw an unassisted
triple play once. Someone writes it into a book someday.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves: Keep your glove down, keep your knees
bent. Stay light on your feet. Be ready for the crack.

38



HOLLY TREE

Micaxn MULDOWNEY

i liked it |was]
so hard & so cool, so
thick & dense & so whipple—

i wrApped my feeT aRoUNd(K)
shivered & twanged it

a low catgut soug|h|tmmm:
stretch/groan-woodjoint-creaked it

tossed

It || buCked & rolLled a rIsiNG{continuous}
(ra)shxxch(ttle) of pricker-point,
bloodberRiEs anD waxleaves

sotto white voce.

I picked at the grey/yellow peel,

felT how it RAN(S) UnDEr

with sun & rain & ants:

so Soft+suPple+rOugh like a toNGuE.
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STEPHEN BROWN

23. Hotel Washington!

Stood there while they butchered it,
then stood by as they scooped

its butchered pink innards in pluck
under a stained kitchen heat lamp,

the bug eyed dead cow head,

with oceipital indentations—To a dark
bar with seven feral black dogs

in a ferrotype tin shade, watching
myself walk-in in postictal lights

of lamped black light from outside,

sit facing the wall and Goya the scene.?

Dark lateral faces look distorted B
in storeglass, and the building
was of brick tezontle

distorted by scaffolding held

up with clotheshangers

the reflection of which was distorted

in a side building all mirror glass.

Ablindman | Pot bellied
witha cane | Woman

eyeing the with 1 breast.
carpet Athoragic et
for contour. | scar. wiror

I was, cleaning the stitches
under my chin with a paper

napkin doused with vodka.
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And nor out in front
when the barroom went
white like of waxed
faces with reportorial
floodlights was the
distortion so pinpointed

as on a barsign capital A.



STEPHEN BROWN
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STEPHEN BROWN

6. La Fayuca Alvaro Obregon

Girl on metro this morning with wet
hair, doing her eyes with a spoon.! Her
skinny thighs in pink leggings under

cut off jean shorts, hostage to a new
media audiovisual posture of movement,
with a hash pipe key chain dangling

in chainlink from her blue jean’s side
pocket, but as a sort of Catholic girl
iconoclast, lost in thought & uninvolved.
6.1

Coming-out at La Fayuca Obregon,
with a little help from the habit,

kicking a coca cola red can white,”

to a gentrified retro-colonial wine bar,
where we biir'bi ch arit in pulpfiction:
breakfast is wine, warm croissants

with apple butter, carmelized pear

with a hot plate of pig skin and braised
Oaxacan palm hearts, in a gentrified

district on chairs of red polyethelene.?
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6.1.2

Business woman in grey pencil skirt,
her blouse clinging to her wet back,
walking-by with an uptown hauteur,
beside a sidewalk marimba band

in guayaberas, who picked-up

on the sashay of her slow thighs walking
by by slowing the song down to souvenir
the sight, and the men at the bar came
out of the bar, and the people

at patio tables put down their pie charts.

And when I came out the apartment

a woman in a housedress and apron
was crying, she had pancake batter

on her hands and apron, and flour

on her apron, just standing there doing
time in the doorway with just the right
amount of sorrow to sustain jouissance
in the stranger I, as two backpacking
blonde women snapped camera

phone photostills to souvenir the sight.



STEPHEN BROWN

4. Sunday Flowers

Autumn in Alexandria by Lawrence Durrell.

I read again in Mexico City having inherited
these cool morings close to the main market.
The girl and her father who sell flowers sell
them from a flat bed flower cart the father
sometimes sleeps in when it’s slow. Absorbed
by the crowd is death by gentrification. White
stick figures with camera phones. Though you
still see some people sobering up sometimes
4.1

in slots between cars a man reading Sloterdijk
smoking a joint. Bubbles. [s what Brancusi might
find catchy. Or Christ during his Descensus.

You are supposed to pause at the pathos but don’t.
The Descensus is a made for television movie
infomercial. Today sunflowers, girasol, today
also clematis, bougainvillea in baskets, cola

de caballo, table bamboo. Those short flowers

of pink and off pink I can’t pronounce. The air
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4.1.2

I take the subway on Sundays

to the south of the city. Pump,
pump the jam. Two teenage boys
somersault over broken beer
glass for hand outs, not

for a hand, though I applaud

all the same. Someone tries

to sell me kleenex, then a key
ring, then a flashlight, then
something that will save my life.
A couple of guys point at some
vomit on the floor. One says, is
that seatood. The other says, it
was once. I look at the vomit too.
Guacala, a woman says. Which
is what I was thinking but didn’t
say. Then a marimba band in
guayaberas gets on and someone
tries to sell me a cd, then a pencil
crayon, then chewing gum, then
something that will save my life.



MA BOHEME
ARTHUR RiMBAUD

Je m'en allais, les poings dans mes poches crevées ;
Mon paletot aussi devenait idéal ;

J'allais sous le ciel, Muse, et j'étais ton féal ;

Oh! [a 13! que d'amours splendides j'ai révées !

Mon unique culotte avait un large trou.
Petit-Poucet réveur, j'égrenais dans ma course
Des rimes. Mon auberge était 4 la Grande-Ourse.
Mes étoiles au ciel avaient un doux frou-frou

Et je les écoutais, assis au bord des routes,
Ces bons soirs de septembre ol je sentais des gouttes
De rosée 2 mon front, comme un vin de vigueur ;

Ou, rimant au milieu des ombres fantastiques,

Comme des lyres, je tirais les élastiques
De mes souliers blessés, un pied prés de mon coeur !
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FANTASY OF AN ARTIST

TRANSLATED FROM THE FRENCH BY MARK [RwIN

I ran off, fists in my torn pockets,
Even my coat was becoming myth;
Inspired and one with the sky’s blaze,
What incredible loves I dreamed!

My only pair of pants had a big hole.

— Tom Thumb in a daze, I made poems
along the way. My inn the Big Dipper!
— My stars--close-up--rustled to and fro,

whispering to me squatted by the road
In those good September evenings
when the mist on my face was like wine.

Here among those fantastic shadows

I plucked the torn elastic of my shoes
like a guitar, one foot next to my heart!
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AU CABARET-VERT

ARTHUR RiMBAUD

Depuis huit jours, j'avais déchiré mes bottines
Aux cailloux des chemins. J'entrais 3 Charleroi.
- Au Cabaret-Vert: je demandai des tartines
Du beurre et du jambon qui fiit 2 moitié froid.

Bienheureux, j'allongeai les jambes sous la table
Verte : je contemplai les sujets trés naifs

De la tapisserie. - Et ce fut adorable,

Quand la fille aux tétons énormes, aux yeux vifs,

- Celle-1a, ce n'est pas un baiser qui l'épeure ! -
Rieuse, m'apporta des tartines de beurre,
Du jambon ti¢de, dans un plat colorié,

Du jambon rose et blanc parfumé d'une gousse

D'ail, - et m'emplit la chope immense, avec sa mousse
Que dorait un rayon de soleil arriéré.
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AT THE CABERET-VERT

TRANSLATED FROM THE FRENCH BY MARK [RwIN

For over a week I’d torn up my boots

from the pebbles along the road. Getting into
Charleroi at the Caberet-Vert, I asked for some
bread and butter, for some half-chilled ham.

Feeling good, I stretched my legs under

the green table. I studied the naive patterns
on the wallpaper. —-And it was great

when the girl with big tits and quick eyes,

—She’s not the kind to be scared of a kiss!—
Laughing brought me bread and butter,
Warm ham on a pastel-colored plate,

Pink and white ham flavored with a clove

Of garlic—then filled my enormous mug foaming
with beer which the slant sun turned gold.
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VOYELLES

ARTHUR RiMBAUD

A noir, E blanc, I rouge, U vert, O bleu : voyelles,
Je dirai quelque jour vos naissances latentes :

A, noir corset velu des mouches éclatantes

Qui bombinent autour des puanteurs cruelles,

Golfes d'ombre ; E, candeurs des vapeurs et des tentes,
Lances des glaciers fiers, rois blancs, frissons d'ombelles ;
I, pourpres, sang craché, rire des lévres belles

Dans la colére ou les ivresses pénitentes ;

U, cycles, vibrements divins des mers virides,
Paix des patis semés d'animaux, paix des rides
Que l'alchimie imprime aux grands fronts studieux ;

O, supréme Clairon plein des strideurs étranges,

Silences traversés des Mondes et des Anges ;
- O I'Oméga, rayon violet de Ses Yeux !
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VOWELS

TRANSLATED FROM THE FRENCH BY MARK [RwIN

The black A, white E, Red I, green U, and blue O: Vowels,
some day I'll tell of your dormant birth: The black

A’s hairy corset of shining flies which buzz

and buzz around such brutal stench

in shadow-gulfs; The E’s white of vapors and tents,
tall, lancing glaciers, white kings and supple flowers;
The I’s purples spit blood, laughter of alluring

lips angry or sorrowfully drunk.

The U’s cycles and divine humming of green seas,
calm of pastures dotted with animals, or the forehead’s
wrinkles printed from the long alchemy of books.

The O’s shrill advancing trumpet sound,

silences traversed by Worlds and Angels.
—O— all Omega and violet ray from His Eyes!
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Featured Artist, Stacy Tompkins - Artist's Statement
My process is similar to a composer building a musical score. Just as a chord is
created by combining notes, the varied color schemes are a result of stacking mono-
chromatic layers. The imagery explores sound and energy as tactile and fully visible
entities, rippling and globulus, undulating through space, growing more complex with
the addition of more of themselves; this collection of “self” being an expression of the
physical forces and emotional impetuses that dictate our actions.

I create the work in single-color, acrylic layers using a technique I call “plasticized
aeration.” The paint is infused with air and water, allowing the formation of pock-

ets devoid of the acrylic medium. Using palette knives and brushes, I arrange these
pockets into the desirable composition, then set the work aside to dry before applying
the next layer. The final pieces are heavily textured, prismatic, and have an aqueous
appearance.

Statement of Intent for Yashfeh (front cover)
This is one of my experiments to create work that not only aided in my daily medita-
tion practice, but also functioned, post-completion, as a talisman or totem. Address-
ing the media technique, I produced Yashfeh using my unique “plasticized aeration”
system, which involved blowing compressed air into acrylic paints. Each of the three
colors were applied in individual layers and thoroughly dried before the application
of the next. The process resulted in a heavily textured painting with the illusion of

fluidity and bubbles trapped in water.

My decision on form and content was a bit more complex. I wanted to create an im-
age that embodied all of the energy, beliefs and life attached to yashfeh, the Hebrew
name for jasper. A gem held sacred in Shamanic, Native American and even Biblical
systems, jasper can be found on every continent and thus is held as worldly and unit-
ing: a gem connecting all living things.

These characteristics are presented through use of the subtractive three-color process.
'The varied combination of just three colors creates the entire spectrum. The use of
three colors is also a nod toward the Christian trinity and the three wise men, one of
which was named Jaspar. Unity is represented in the unbroken, undulating elipse of
the orb. Native American tribes call jasper the “rain bringer” an aspect captured in the
fluidity and suspended bubbles of the piece. Lastly, Shamanic beliefs revere jasper as
a strong connector of the spiritual and physical planes, a characteristic found with the
interacting color layers.

Through the contemplation of these belief systems and my individual application of
process and technique, the finished painting, both in creation and completion, is a
totem of strength, grounding, and reflection and a visual codex of jasper's polytheistic
history.
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Statement of Intent for Knowledge (back cover)
Knowledge is one drawing in a series exploring the meditative nature of the drawing
process. Through the repetition of drawing simple geometric shapes, I am pulled into
a meditative state. The self is fully absorbed, physically, emotively and mentally in the
work. The creative act becomes a sort of spiritual practice.

'The shapes themselves embody individual bits of information. Drawn in different
colors to denote the spectrum of emotive intensity, the shapes build on one another
to represent a growing body of knowledge.

'The overall form of the collective mass is a visual interpretation of the term “canon,”
defined as a musical form where the melody is imitated by individual parts at regular
intervals. The individual parts may enter at different measures and pitches. The tune
may also be played at different speeds, backwards, or inverted. The mound heights are
akin to peaks and valleys on a frequency line.

Biographical Statement
Stacy Tompkins is an award-winning trans-disciplinary artist, poet and fashion
designer working in Denton, Texas. She holds a BFA in Sculpture and Painting from
Midwestern State University in Wichita Falls, Texas. She combines science, music
theory, ritual and experimentation, developing unconventional techniques to create
work with oftbeat origins. Her work is published and exhibited widely across the U.S.

and abroad.

More of her work can be viewed at the following sites:
stacytompkins.artworkfolio.com
instagram.com/stacytompkins

artfinder.com/stacytompkins
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EVEN ANIMALS

Tim Frrrs

The lights from the police cars made Vicki feel dizzy, even though it
was not dark enough outside to scatter blue and red beams. A man from her
neighborhood sat in the back of the second of three police cars parked along the
street. She could see the man looking at the headrest in front of him, his face
partially obscured by reflection. The man lived on Tree Street, perpendicular
to the house where she lived with her mother in South Philadelphia. A small
gathering of walkers and joggers stood on the sidewalk and watched, along with
a few skaters from a distance and a couple of teenagers on BMX bikes.

Vicki sat in the back of a fourth squad car parked on the grass next to
the thicket of reeds and overgrowth surrounding the lake. The officer had bun-
geed the trunk, and the handlebars of Vicki’s bicycle hung out the back, expos-
ing lemon yellow rubber grips with red, white and blue tassels. Vicki’s straight
hair parted in a line down the center of her scalp, transforming from brunette
near the crease into blonde at the tips just below her shoulders. The fabric to
the second button of her blouse had been torn. She thought for a minute about
bolting. After all, the police had not come for her. She could tell the cop that
she needed to pee in the bushes, bad. He would have to let her out. Then she
would run. Slog along the edge of the water, then make a break for Pattison. Or,
she could run the opposite direction and beg one of the skaters at the ramps un-
derneath the bridge to give her a ride back. Why not? Why couldn’t she run? If
the man decided to run, it would be a big deal. Maybe they would shoot him, or
get the dogs after him, and then it would all be on the news, and there would be
choppers. But what did they care about her? Why shouldn’t she run? But then
the officer returned and stepped inside the driver’s seat. He removed a notepad,
spoke into the radio and busied himself with notes. “Shit day, huh?” the officer
said. “Says he was trying to help you. Any truth to that?”

“No,” Vicki said.

“I didn’t think so. I said maybe next time he tries to help a girl, he
should start by taking his hand out of her pants.”

“What are they going to do to him?”

“You weren’t here with any friends?”

“No,” Vicki said.

Officer Cassino asked why she was riding around FDR by herself.

“Just by yourself?”

“Yes,” she said.

He asked her if she wanted to be taken home or the substation. It was
getting dark, and he couldn’t leave her there all by herself. Home or the substa-
tion. He can’t leave her at the park alone. Not a minor. Besides, he said, the
park closes at dusk. The squad car with the man from her neighborhood pulsed,
and Officer Cassino nodded to them as they drove off. The other two squad
cars remained, and one of the officers stood outside the passenger-side window
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talking to the other cop. Vicki couldn’t tell if they were talking about anything
important or just talking.

“What'’s going to happen to that guy?” Vicki said.

“What do you think is going to happen?”

“Are you guys going to beat his ass?”

“That’s not what we do,” the officer said. “What we do and what we
want to do are two different things.”

“Is he going to jail?”

“Good chance,” the officer said. “If what you say is true, there’s a pretty
good chance.”

“Will somebody beat his ass in jail?”

“Anything can happen,” he said. “You want to go home or the substa-
tion?”

Vicki told Officer Cassino she didn’t want to go home or the substa-
tion. Couldn’t she just get dropped off in her neighborhood? She could ride the
rest of the way.

“Sorry. Who’s to say another sicko won't try to ‘help’ you. Youre lucky
I was nearby. I was sitting right over there between the stadiums. You're god-
damned lucky.”

Prior to the call to FDR, Officer Cassino had been sitting beneath the
I-95 overpass behind the football stadium, performing an integral part of his
law enforcement duties he referred to as percolating. This act entailed setting
his mind properly in the correct mode for police work, looking at things in the
big picture, refining vision and intuition. Last year, while percolating, he had
drawn up a plan to have the city covered with small microphones as opposed to
cameras, microphones that were tuned to specific frequencies, such as footsteps
and gunshots. In this manner, any person who fired a gun within the city limits
could be tracked and recorded. He considered this session of percolation one of
his greatest achievements, but he discovered days later that Camden had already
implemented a similar system. He consoled himself with the thought that, at
least his idea was up in ranks with great thinkers of innovation. His idea was
late, that’s all, and there would be more to come. Until then, percolate.

Vicki and her neighborhood girlfriends call the man the police had
taken away Hopscotch. Vicki coined the moniker. Vicki calls him Hopscotch
out loud. She yells at him when he jogs past their street, where they sit on their
bikes, one foot on the sidewalk, one foot on the pedal. “Hey, Hopscotch, you
run like a pussy.” She points this out to her friend, Veronica. When he jogs
down the sidewalk it is as if springs bounce on the balls of his feet, or as if he
jumps from one miniature trampoline to the next. So they call him Hopscotch.
“Wanna buy me an ice cream?” she yells. “Buy me a Drumstick.” Vicki and her
friends park their bikes half a block up and mimic him as he hoists a leg onto
the wall to work loose his hamstrings. They touch their toes when he touches his
toes. They follow him up to Oregon Park, and they can see him from five blocks
away due to the invisible trampoline beneath his feet. Vicki tells her friends this
fag is running around waiting for somebody to run him down and fuck him up
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the ass. Vicki tells her friends that she fucking hates that guy.

The other two squad cars pulled and drove away, Officer Cassino giving
them the same nod as he had before, as if it were some sort of nervous response
to any passing law enforcement vehicle. Vicki wondered if all the cops did that.
She wondered if they got in trouble if they didn’t nod.

Vicki told the officer he could take her home. She told him her address,
and he punched in the information.

“You live on Eleventh and Tree,” Officer Cassino said.

“Uh-huh.”

“I know that house,” he said. “I was there last week. I was just at your
house. Was that your mom there?”

“Probably,” Vicki said.

“Your mom got a ponytail, face all pocked?”

“I guess.”

“Your mom get everything straightened out?”

“What happened?”

“Your mom didn’t pay the rent, and the landlord shut off the electric-
ity and gas. We told him he wasn’t allowed to do that. If he wanted to evict her,
he could evict her, but he can’t go shutting off people’s gas and electricity. You
aren’t allowed to do that. It’s a safety hazard.” The policeman wrote a note on
his pad, then looked at the rear-view mirror.

“Your mother was hysterical,” Officer Cassino said. “She was sitting
outside on the goddamned steps. You're not allowed to lock people out of
their home’s either.” Officer Cassino punched in a rash of information on the
keyboard, then back up to the rearview mirror. “The landlord is lucky we didn’
take him in. He called us on her, trying to claim that she violated her parole.
Some prick, if you ask me.” He wrote in his notebook and then looked again at
the rear-view mirror. “Why can’t your mom pay the rent?”

“I don’t know,” Vicki said.

“Well, she needs to pay the rent.”

“She will.”

“She better. Does she have a job?”

“Yeah.”

“What about your dad? He in the picture? You have a different name
than your mother,” Officer Cassino said.

“They’re not married,” Vicki said.

“Why not?”

“He’s kind of a dick,” she said. “She’s kind of a bitch.”

“Perfect match,” Officer Cassino said. “Your dad have a job?”

“He got hurt last year.”

“How did he injure himself?”

“Construction.”

“Construction, how?”

“The strap broke, and he fell.”

“What kind of strap?”
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“He was hanging above the floor.”

“It’s a harness. The harness broke, not a strap.”

“He said it was a strap.”

“Well, he’s wrong. It’s a harness. If all he was supporting himself with
was a strap, then it was probably his fault. If he’s receiving compensation, that’s
a false claim. That’s fraud. He could get reported.”

Before Vicki had the chance to respond, Officer Cassino asked her
if the accused man was somebody who goes to her house. “He lives on your
street,” he said. “That man lives on the street perpendicular to yours. Have you
seen him?”

“Maybe.”

“You've seen him or you haven’t. How can he live right next to you and
you haven’t even seen him? Do you know who goes to your house when you're
at school?”

“Nobody does.”

“People do,” Officer Cassino said. “The landlord goes there. And other
people go there, too. Your mom better be careful who she invites over. If one of
them is holding, and they are under your mother’s roof, then you're mother is
guilty, too.”

Again, before Vicki had a chance to respond, Officer Cassino asked her
what she was doing riding around alone in the park.

“It’s a free country,” Vicki said.

“Yeah, but just because you're free doesn’t mean you have to be stupid,”
Officer Cassino said. “You know, you also have the freedom to go to school, do
your homework, get good grades, go to church. You know that? You also have
the freedom to be a good kid and stay out of trouble.” Officer Cassino said that
the main problem these days was people were just too stupid. Except for terror-
ists and drugs, stupidity was the biggest problem in society. Of course, none of
those were really problems, Officer Cassino knew. He had recently heard about
a thing called thermophilic bacteria living at the bottom of the ocean. Down at
the vents, where water heats up to two hundred fifty degrees Fahrenheit, worms
as large as eight feet in length danced in the superheated water. He wondered
about those worms. Now, how are you going to kill something you can’t even
boil? Maybe those astronauts so hell bent on going to Mars knew something
we don’t know. Maybe this global warming thing we got now is just the smallest
precursor of the nightmare right around the corner. Maybe that canopy of gas
was going to form quicker than people knew and the whole earth was going to
get torched. When Officer Cassino heard about those worms living in the bot-
tom of the ocean, the idea almost struck him as funny. Those things don’t even
have any brains. They don’t even need light. But in the end, once all the shit
goes down, those things are going to be the winners.

Vicki said she wasn’t stupid.

“You're here. It’s dusk. Youre by yourself. Doesn’t sound like a ge-
nius move. Doesn’t sound so bright at all.” Officer Cassino held his pen, then
stopped. He told Vicki that they actually get a lot of false claims at FDR, too.
He said some people have wild imaginations. Somebody takes a walk in the
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overgrowth, and they hear a bunch of rustling, and they think it’s some kind of
psycho, and then it turns out to be a deer.

“They have deer here?”

“They do. “They got deer all over the place,” he said. “A couple years
ago, two deer showed up, and now the place is infested. They have about fifteen
deer that show up after dark. They don’t even run away from you. Big deer.
Baby deer, too.”

“Are they dangerous?”

“No,” Officer Cassino said. “They’re deer. Do you think they’re danger-
ous?”

“No,” Vicki said.

“Right. They’re not. But they’re not nice, either,” the officer said.
“People think deer are so cute, like bunnies, but if these people ever saw city
deer up close, they would see that they are rancid animals. Tick ridden. You get
a tick from a deer, and you got a shit hand. You get Lyme disease, and you will
suffer for the rest of your life. You get effed up. If it was up to me, I would have
a hunt and eradicate them from anywhere near human population. One, you
could feed the city’s homeless with venison, plus, where you find deer, you will
soon find coyotes. Once the coyotes have eaten all the deer, what are they going
to eat?”

“What?” Vicki said.

“What do you think? They’re going to eat dogs and cats. That’s what.
And if they eat dogs and cats, who’s to say they won’t eat kids, too? Who
knows? I don’t know, and I don’t want to find out. But you got to think about
these things. You have to think second level.”

Vicki had seen the wife of Hopscotch at the community center on 17th
riding her bike, a sterile looking woman with the biggest teeth she had ever
seen. She had seen her in the neighborhood once with long Vicki was with her
aunt, and this lady walks around the playground with her toddler. The whole
time the lady eyeballs her. The lady eyeballs her aunt smoking cigarettes and
eyeballs the No Smoking sign, and Vicki knows the lady is going to say some-
thing. She keeps looking at Vicki and then looks at her aunt. Finally, the lady
points to a sign that reads, No Dogs, No Bikes, and asks her to walk her bike.
The lady says she has her child with her and it is dangerous. Vicki wants to put
up a sign saying No Eyeballing. Vicki tells her the park is closed, and that sign
only counts when the park is open. Vicki’s aunt approaches the woman and
tells the woman she can fuck herself. She can fuck herself or get her ass kicked.
Which would she have?

A few minutes later, Hopscotch shows up in his car and says the police
are on the way. Hopscotch points his finger at her aunt. After that, Vicki knows
when Hopscotch and his family go to school, when they go to work, when they
go to church. Vicki knows where they go to school, work and church, too. She
knows where they shop for groceries. She knows what they cook for dinner. She
walks right through the gate on the opposite block and gains entry to the al-
leyway, sits on top of the wall behind their house and watches his wife through
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their kitchen window. Vicki knows Hopscotch washes the dishes, and it doesn’t
surprise her. Sometimes, Vicki jumps over the wall and turns their plants over,
their cherry tomatoes and blueberry bush. That’s easy. She knows if their kids
are with a babysitter, of if Hopscotch is home or only his skank wife with her
big chompers. When they are gone all day, they leave the kitchen light on, and
when they are home, they use the living room light. One day, Vicki slides open
the kitchen window, and climbs in. She opens the refrigerator and freezer doors
and leaves them open. Upstairs, she finds a study room with an oak desk and a
laptop. Next to the computer, she reads a small stack of letters printed on letter-
head. He is a professor. Professor Breadman. Dr. Breadman. She has never seen
signatures so big, so looping and identical, the capital B measuring three of her
fingers, and the rest of his name unreadable.

Vicki touches the mouse pad on his laptop, and the computer screen
awakens, displaying a man covered in gear, electrodes and wires taped to his
entire body. The man in the picture is half naked, with a collection of gear
around his groin, an extended codpiece. Two clear plastic cups with wires at
the end pull the skin around his nipples with such force that they form suction
breasts, and the helmet, candy apple red, features a darkened visor covering the
top half of his face. At the top of the screen, Vicki reads the words, “Advanced
Telediltronics.” Vicki walks downstairs and exits through the kitchen window
and closes it behind her.

The sun dipped below the trees, creating a feeling of early evening
in the park, though the sky above appeared mid-afternoon bright. The officer
turned on his headlights, illuminating a thicket of brush between the open grass
and the lake. He picked up the pad and told her wanted to make sure everything
was consistent with her original story. “You said that man scratched your face.”

“Yeah.”

“He tried to make you go in the overgrowth. Straight ahead between
the baseball fields.”

“Yeah.”

“On the trail. The walkway. He grabbed you on the trail. After you
wrecked your bike. He pretended to help you, right?”

“Yeah.”

“How did you get on the road if you were on the trail?”

“He pulled my arm.”

“Let’s see,” Officer Cassino said, and Vicki held out her arm. He turned
around and observed through the glass. He asked her if the buttons at the top
of her blouse had been ripped in the incident, or if that was how she normally
wore her shirt. He said he didn’t know, maybe it was the fashion. You never
knew. Vicki said that the shirt had gotten ripped, too. He asked her why she
didn’t tell him this the first time, and she said she didn’t remember.

“Show me where,” he said, nodding outside.

“Over there,” she said and pointed to the thicket, the reeds and over-
growth.

“Take me to the spot,” Officer Cassino said, and stepped out of the
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squad car. He led Vicki by the arm across the grass lawn and into the trail and
the thicket. Vicki told him that it was in the reeds.

“Where in the reeds?” Officer Cassino said.

“There,” she said, and pointed to a space near the water.

Officer Cassino told her to place his hands where the man had grabbed
her.

The two of them walked toward the thicket, along the trail and into an
open space between the thicket and the chain link fence of the adjacent baseball
field. The ground gave with moisture as they walked, with the reeds thin enough
for the officer to brush them aside with his hands until the ground beneath
them stabilized. He told Vicki that the next time she wouldn’t be so lucky. It
was chance. It was luck that he had been sitting across the way by the stadium,
and next time there might not be a cop to help her out. As they walked, he told
her that about a year ago, just across the street from Heinz Park, about five
miles from there, he was driving home, and he drove upon an accident, not five
minutes fresh. The car is up on the sidewalk, and the head of the deer is on the
grass, its body twisted in such a manner that its back legs faced the opposite di-
rection. “I make sure the driver is okay to leave,” Officer Cassino said, “but the
deer is dead.” He told Vicki that he could not just leave the deer in the road for
another driver to hit, so he slipped on his gloves and dragged the thing into the
grass. He said he would call it in and have somebody get rid of it, but then he
noticed that the deer was expecting. “The thing was pregnant,” Officer Cassino
said. He told her he had to make up his mind. He didn’t know what happens
in that situation. Does the fetus suffocate in its own blood, or does it just fade
off? He didn’t know. He was a cop, not a scientist. Either way, he told Vicki,
he decided to cut the fawn out of the doe with a ka-bar knife and pulled the
thing out while it was still in its sac. A perfectly formed little fawn in a pouch
of goop. He said that in cartoons, the baby deer would have thought he was her
mother, but the truth is, that’s all bullshit. “Do you know what that little fucker
tried to do?” he said to Vicki. “That little fawn? Two seconds after I pull this
thing from its mother? T’ll tell you what it did. It tries to fight me. Those little
fuckers have instincts. Even animals.”

“Really?” Vicki said.

Officer Cassino stopped and turned her hands upwards and looked at
her forearms. “I don’t see any marks.”

“They were red.”

“They’re not red now.”

“It faded.”

“Watch. I want to show you something,” he said and told her to grab
his arm. He placed her hand on his wrist and tightened it until she held posi-
tion, and then he pressed and twisted, forcing her grip to release. “See that?” he
said. “You can break anybody’s grip with that move.”

“Okay,” she said.

Officer Cassino stepped behind her and told her to grab his hand, tak-
ing her elbow in one hand, where she claimed the man had grabbed her, and
placed his right hand on the top of her blouse with his ring finger and pinky
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between her buttons. He told her to break the hold. “You can’t do it,” he said.
“You can’t break this hold unless you know how,” he said. He told Vicki to
struggle, tightening his grip on her hands and holding his position.

“Okay, now try it on me,” Officer Cassino said.

Vicki took his hands and tried to find the spot, but Officer Cassion broke the
hold and told her to try it again. He told her to do it until she got it right.
That’s how you do things, he told her. You do it until you get it right.

Vicki asked him about the deer with the baby in it. She asked if he had
killed it, and she surprised herself, as if the pitch of her voice had risen so high
she barely recognized it.

“I want to tell you something,” Officer Cassino said. “I don’t want you
to forget this, but this is the truth. Every day is a shit day. Do you know why?
Because nobody is paying attention to the things that need paying attention to.
None of it matters. You can have the shittiest day in your life, and it still isn’t
half as bad as you think it is. Do you know why? They’ve got people in Hawaii
training as we speak. Going to Mars. These astronauts are training in a fake
little capsule built into the side of a volcanic mountain. People want to escape
this dump so bad they’re willing to sit in a tube for eight months with only a
chance at survival and almost no shot at coming home. You got do-gooders and
politicians milling around, pretending that everything matters — gun control,
God, gay marriage, legalized dope. But do you know what scientists have just
discovered? They have discovered bacteria at the bottom of the ocean that can
live above the boiling point. Did you know that?”

“No,” Vicki said.

“When the whole thing burns up with global warming or nuclear war,
or whatever, that’s the stuff that is going to take over. They’ll make the next fish,
the next amphibians, dinosaurs, the next ape-man, the next us. Meanwhile, all
the smart fuckers are racing to get off the planet. They can’t wait to get off this
shithole. Colonizing the coldest most uninhabitable place in the solar system is
a better shot than staying here. You know what I mean?”

“No,” she said.

“It was luck today, but next time this could save your life,” he said.
“You have to know how,” he said, pressing her torso into his. He told her to try
again to break free, and then guided her through the motions, how to get to
that one spot that paralyzes everything, makes everything freeze, giving you just
enough time to escape under attack, even if they got two hundred pounds on
you. “You can’t do it, can you?” he said. “Can you?”

“No,” she said.

“No, you can’t,” he said. “But you better. You have to be prepared. Ev-
ery time. Like your dad. He better goddamned know if it is a strap or a harness,
because somebody is going to know. And your mother, too.”
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LOVED BE

SArRAH Bicuam

Left arm crook etched by the shape
remembered in dreams,
tasting the warm heft
gazed upon most,
hearing time encircled,
together in the hum.

Donning old clothes, worn
thin at the collarbone,
nestled scents glimpsed
in sleepy soft folds.

Eventide flickers, just out of
reach, evolve into balm

for the ripping and gagging
disembowelment of grief,

as one faces forward,

now double-souled.
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AGAINST PRIDE

CHRISTOPHER Davis

In Mexico City, in the Museum of Anthropology,
I smell the statue of the goddess.
The scent of her white stone is cool and moist,
like the clouds outside an airliner window.
Her skirt of rattlesnakes is shaking,
almost, in my eyes.
She devours everything,
plants, animals, minerals, men,
and from her skin the greenest grasses grow,
and from her eyes the waters rush.
We eat the earth. The earth eats us.
I am sniffing the goddess
and a broom pusher is watching, grabbing
at his crotch, glaring at me, challenging,
lips tight
in his scarred, wrinkled
face, his hair too black, too thick,
a horrid toupee,
parted.
Outside, at the intersection
of Insurgentes and Reforma,
a loud pop, as a hot
wad, a supernova, brilliant, yellow,
consumes the corona
of a dry palm tree (my spine): a
transformer,
leaning on my brain’s ratty fronds,
had exploded.
Bits of bark, blazing,
drop,
hissing, into a fishpond
(his saliva), the thing
burning to nothing.
I'm still sniffing
the figure of the goddess, fire
engines and police cars blocking
traffic, canines howling
everywhere, I am
on my knees, bowing
toward a glass display case:
reflected over the skeleton of a decapitated
coyote, my wild stare, trapped
in a tear-splashed, stress-
eroded ivory mask, is
it stinking?
It is whimpering.
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NOTHING’S BRANCH
Apam Day

There are wicked tricks
in this life, said the rooster,

dismounting the duck,
which is to say the streets

have changed, but I'm
still the same, which is

to say, fuck you Gloria,
I’'m not a goddamn

son of a bitch. I am, however,
depressed, or if death

is a long sleep then I'm
damn tired. I lack the courage

to slip the cliff and still

somehow night never goes

quickly enough. I am
no longer the man

I fell in love with. I'd like

to have been born wearing spats

and a dickey, already towering, a fifty
in my back pocket, gnawing

squares of broken crockery
and cherry blossoms. I'd like

to play at being the bakery’s
scrolling security door, or the kind

of woman a man might need,

hips like Cinderella,

and wander about in the thickets
of inelegant freedom.
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PIP
Apam Day

For Eric Garner

Guy behind me
asks his friend,

“Why’re black boys
so loud

in the middle

. »
of movies.

Because privilege
is silent. The silver

screen whale
sets off

a dark water
figure

beneath night.
Neither can be

killed. They’re
already dead.
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ASKING OSCAR ABOUT PAL

JERRY CRAVEN

Dear Oscar, I could start, if I wrote to him, which I would not, though
I might write a letter then use it as speaking notes, and Dear Oscar sounds good
except for the word dear which is way too smulchy for me to use or for Oscar to
bear hearing. Just Oscar, then, and maybe begin with this: word from the Jasper
docs is that my ticker is dangerously close to the two-point-five billion beats al-
lotted to me, and it’s pounding its way into the final few hundred thousand.

No, Captain Brandan Seymour Blake, that’s too frivolous for Oscar, and
he could either nod off or refuse my request out of sheer boredom. Start over:

Oscar, I'm dying.

That’s too stark, too blunt, and it might get Oscar off on the wrong
subject in trying to cheer me up by arguing that I have years left. Years. He
would say that. So, Captain Brandan, get to the point, talk about Pal who will
need help after I'm dead. Dear Oscar. Damn, drop that word.

Oscar, you know about Pal, I could say, how being a parrot he could
live to age ninety, something I’ll never do. Pal so loves the chinaberry tree that’s
legally in your yard even if its branches hang into Pal’s yard. My yard, I mean.
You know how he sits out the warm months in that chinaberry tree, singing to
your cats. That’s good, appealing to Oscar through his cats.

No, scratch singing since everyone knows Pal screeches at the cats, calls
them piss cats and drags out the ends of those words. Hey pissss catssss. Yeah,
like that. But why irritate Oscar about those cats he loves so much? Better to say
Pal talks to the cats, and say they understand him, not like you understand your
cats. Can’t say that—not your. Say just the cats, since Oscar believes no one can
own a cat.

Do I own Pal? I always thought I did, and I've had him 30 years, got
him when I was captain of the menhaden boat, fed him fish, too, and he ate
menhaden, something I would never do on account of the stink.

No, forget that, Captain, don’t talk about fish and stink. You need to
come up with something smart and high-minded, something like Grandma did
that night she talked uncle Philip into staying with his wife and his working to
be a father to her child. Maybe even lead up to talking about the problem of Pal
by telling how Grandpa walked with Serena into the woods, blanket under his
arm, so he could get a look at her large, um. Can’t say boobs to Oscar. What,
then? Bosoms. Then tell of that day, months later, when uncle Philip returned to
Oklahoma after working for nearly a year on the docks in Corpus Christi, home
to his parents’ house where he had left his cute little wife, home to find Serena
large with a child that couldn’t be his because of his long absence, and Serena,
simple and sweet Serena pointed to her father-in-law and said right off it was
Philip’s dad who—

Oscar would like that story, but I need to get to the question about Pal.
Get fast to the problem of time and aging and the needs of Pal, the fish-eating
parrot who found me 30 years ago, lit on my shoulder right there on the dock

64



beside my menhaden boat with nets hanging all over the deck to dry and smell-
ing of dead fish, lit on this shoulder right here and accused me of being an old
fart. First thing out of his beak when we met, him standing on my shoulder, was
Hello, old fart. I figured he was at least ten years old then and knew him to be a
male from the blue on the part of the beak around his nose holes, and I named
him Pal because you will put up with being hailed as an old fart only by a pal,
though for sure he had another name before he flew away from some home in
Port Arthur and landed on my shoulder, maybe Polly, a name people hang on
parrots, male and female even if Polly should be a girl’s name. Maybe they kept
him ten years, those Port Arthur folk, likely Cajuns, maybe treated him like an
animal instead of a pal, and that made him sulk around for a few years before
saying to hell with this crap and flying out of the house and around the city un-
til he spotted the right old fart to take care of him. Animals find you like that.
Your cats do that, wander up to you and even if they can’t talk like Pal, they
manage to say with meows that they have chosen you to take care of them.

So there it is, then. Polly was some 10 years old the day he became Pal.
That ten plus the 30 he has been with me, many of them in our mutual china-
berry tree singing to your pissss catssss. That could leave him another 50 years
of life, if the heart beats allotted to a parrot really last 90 years, and I think that
number is damn close to the right one. Would Oscar stay awake well enough
during the telling of the numbers and the names? He is, after all, close to my
age, the age of Charlie, my uncle-cousin, and prone these days to telling me 7o
about simple requests. What would he say to a request that’s as important to me
as his cats are to him, and do I dare mishandle the asking?

Maybe just come out with it and ask Oscar about what to do with
the time after my ticker gives out, what becomes of Pal, that wonderful little
creature who relies on me to feed him and give him water and keep him warm
in the winter and clean the cage he sits in during the night when he cranks up
one leg and locks the other and puts his beak in his side feathers so he can sleep?
Some say birds put their beaks under their wings to sleep, but Pal never does
that. His beak goes close to a wing, but never under it. Every morning he hops
right out of that cage, waddles into my bedroom, flies to the foot of my bed and
says gimme some bacon, dammit. Bacon. Gimme some bacon—which he doesn’t
mean since he’s never eaten bacon and he says bacon only because I said it to
him enough times that he learned, and he learned if he crabbed at me about
bacon every morning, I would get up and give him a morning cookie. He'll eat
a cracker because he is after all a parrot, and his previous owners—that is, his
previous family—the Cajuns, they no doubt gave him only crackers because
that’s what people do with parrots they name Polly, give them crackers, but in
our home he won't eat a cracker every time you offer one. Sometimes he turns
his head to look a the cracker with one eye, then the other before he says gimme
some bacon dammit because he likes cookies a bunch better than crackers.

Maybe I shouldn’t say all that about having to feed Pal every morn-
ing. It might scare Oscar into refusing to take care of Pal after my last day of
heartbeats. Maybe get back to something less demanding, something interesting
and safely in the past, like the story of Grandma convincing her son, my uncle
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Philip, to forgive his cute little wife, though she was far from little that night

Philip came home and realized her condition, and she so nervous about it that
hours before he arrived and her knowing he would come for sure that day and
see her belly, she tried to hang herself.

I could tell Oscar that the hanging was poorly planned, given that
Serena stood on a chair beside the quilting rack that held Philip’s mother’s quilt
near the ceiling and out of the way when she and her friends weren’t sitting
around it to sew all those patches together to make a good quilt. Serena took
that string dangling from the quilting rack and wound it around her pretty little
neck and—

Sure, Oscar would go for that story, would listen, even lean forward,
his lips parted and brows high in astonishment and interest, and that would be
good, except that such telling would get me away from the problem of what to
do about Pal.

Maybe just say it right off. Oscar, can you find someone to help Pal
get food and water after I'm dead? Someone like that little girl who used to live
across the street, Mae Belle, who loved to talk to Pal and laughed every time Pal
called the mailman buzzard breath, dung bag, and do-do head? Mae Belle would
love to take care of Pal. But that was years ago, I know, and Mae Bell is grown
and has moved away, and probably has forgotten Pal and his foul mouth, even
if she taught him some of those nasty words. Not Mae Belle then, but someone
like her, you know, someone who is only a few hundred million heartbeats into
her lifetime, someone whose heart could last long enough for her to help Pal
through old age, as I cannot manage no matter how much I wish I could. We
make pets dependent on us, something you know, for your cats depend on you,
so you and I have a moral obligation to tend to our creatures, to love them,
to plan for them when we cannot be around. Okay, not our pets, then. I'll say
pets and leave off the idea of ownership since Oscar believes we don’t own our
animals.

How could Oscar find such a person as Mae Belle? Asking that of him
might well cause him to balk about helping in any way, make him fear the com-
plexity of looking around Jasper for the right combination of youth and love of
birds or maybe just love of animals so he could introduce her to Pal and get her
to like him maybe enough to say she would take care of the smart little bird.

I could say, Oscar do you suppose you could find a girl who—but hey.
Why a girl? Why not a boy? But maybe it would be best not to bring up that
problem along with all the others, though I could, of course—yeah, and then
Oscar might get bored and his attention drift off with my having so many angles
to explain and suggest. I've seen him nodding off right there in front of me, best
friend or not, for he once told me I can be a tedious old fart in telling so many
stories. A wise plan would be to have a good tale up my sleeve for when his eyes
start to glaze over with all the fiddle-faddle about finding a younger Mae Belle
to take care of Pal. I need to hold his attention.

This would serve my purpose: Oscar, did I ever tell you about the time
my aunt Serena tried to hang herself?

It didn’t work out exactly the way she thought it might, if she ever did
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any such thinking. When she jumped off that chair, the string jerked the whole
quilting rack off the ceiling with such a racket that Grandpa and Grandma both
came running and found Serena all bruised and with a string burn on her neck.
Grandma told me years later that Grandpa spent the day looking hang-dog sorry
for his part in the family shame so obvious in Serena’s big belly, and Grandma
spent many hours that day crying and coming up with a plan for what to say to
my uncle Philip after he took a look at Serena.

Oscar, I could tell him, Grandma soothed Philip that night in the big
family pow-wow around the dinner table, told him that the child in Serena’s
belly was his flesh-and-blood brother or sister even if the child was not his own
son or daughter, and that he had the moral obligation to take care of the child.
Philip said no, it was his father’s seed and thus his obligation, but his mama
pointed out that Philip’s father was old and in weak health and wouldn’t last
long enough to see the child get through school much less get married, that time
was for sure against any solution except Philip’s taking the baby on as his very
own child, for it was Serena’s and she was his wife, so by any moral measure that
baby was his, too.

Maybe go on to tell Oscar that it turned out to be a boy, one Philip and
Serena named Charlie, a boring little kid I didn’t like much, he being actually
my age and a relentless talker as a little kid, then a braggart as a teenager, and
a story-topper. In his twenties a real bore. In his forties and fifties and on to
now in his seventies, Charlie has a way of leaning into your space while he talks,
backing you all around the room and never noticing that you step back when he
moves toward you, he being so intent on the telling that little bits of white foam
build up in the corners of his ever-moving mouth, and he holds his eyes wide
open for emphasis so you can see the whites of his eyes all around the green-
yellow orbs in the center.

I can tell Oscar how I took to calling him Chum Lee, slurring the
words, making them sound a little like Charlie and all the while wanting to ren-
der him into real chum and pour the goop of his body into the ocean to attract
fish. Not that I ever would kill him or wish him to die, just that I wanted him
to shut up, especially when he got wound up about something he knew abso-
lutely nothing about, like the time he told me all birds could learn to talk just
like parrots if you took a sharp knife and split their little tongues, then spent
the time necessary to teach them some words. Sparrows even? I asked, with their
tiny little brains and stupid one-note chirps? And he said yes, his eyelids going
up too high while he moved into my space so I had to step back. But, he added,
sparrows are moral little things and so simple they can learn only about a dozen
words, and they refuse to learn nasty words, and I said wow, Chum Lee, that’s
amazing while I wasn’t amazed at all but was thinking about his being turned
into fish chum and dumped into the sea.

Did you know, Oscar, I could say at this point, there is a company that
makes Menhaden Milk? No kidding, that’s what they call it. Menhaden Milk.
They make it from the very fish, menhaden, that I used to catch out in the gulf.
I caught them by the thousands, and they were not good for anything except to
make dog food stinking of fish, though Pal would nibble on one every time we
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dragged up the nets to dip the menhaden into the hold of the ship. Back then,
some people used menhaden as chum to attract fish for line fishermen. But
would Oscar give a damn about bottled Menhaden Milk sold for chum or that
to this day, after all these years and Charlie’s heart like mine approaching two
and a half billion beats, I still call him Chum Lee and have never told him that
our grandfather was actually his father and that Charlie is my uncle, not my
cousin?

The cat man would listen, all right, because the story is so weird, but
would he really care about the people in my story enough to hear me out, to still
be alert when I got to the part about Pal and the ticking away of time?

My buddy Oscar, who listens to cats and dreams that they talk to him
without words, teaching him to be present, always to live in the present, or so
he claims—might Oscar not give a damn about Menhaden Milk or Chum Lee
or about the crash of that quilting rack way back in the last century before I
was born, before Pal was hatched? Oscar might listen for only so long before
nodding off during the telling, so Pal will wind up without a caretaker after my
two-point-five-billion heartbeats are over. Still, I must try, for Pal’s sake, for my
sake.

Dear Oscar—ah, that dear again, the wrong word. I need to say Oscar,
let’s talk about Charlie calling me cousin when we’re not cousins at all, to say
let’s talk about my grandfather walking into the woods with a blanket under his
arm and holding hands with my aunt Serena, about Pal and the chinaberry tree
and Mae Belle teaching him to say do-do head, about cats and the stink of men-
haden, and most about how time these days runs lean as a tired clock winding
down, so we need to do something about Pal.
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PROPER ABECEDARIAN 2: POSSIBILITY

Devon MILLER-DuGgan

...and while everything else was rapt watching angels
bother the air with their wings—those

caked-on-lights’ glory/fire/stormwind: signifiers of not-
demon, surely-Other, surely-newsbringing, fear-
exacerbating (as if we didn’t tremble enough),
faint-faced, trumpet-voiced. While all that’s
ground-(maybe even water)-view, what shape messengers
halve the distance between birds (bats? bugs?) and heaven? What blasts “ANGEL!”
instead of WINGS? What intermediary

justification of bird’s being

kindles the awe of unwinged creatures

loosened from birth from the un-numinous surface?

My havoc, my hectic, my hamshackled harking: I'm

nailing questions on the innocent blue,

operating my own Weighted machinery,

poring over the hagiographies, hoping for a

quaver up the back of the neck; a

reentry of revelation or reverence to

susurrate the air, make liver, lungs, gut, heart

tremble recognizably.

Until tremble, until susurration, until quaver--some

version of supplication: think light into someone else’s hands.

Why should the beasts of the air have need of angels? Their

xanthic eyes already see everything as they
zig-zag the air like feathers falling, like leaves, like messages falling.

69



THE RHYTHM OF UNCERTAINTY
ANNE CHAMPION
BN, WEST BANK

Here, the crickets sound like serenity
or like worry. I don’t know

which to feel. The Call to Prayer
consumes the air around us and sounds
like God. The Arabic of the women

in the kitchen sounds like community,
sounds like joy, even as I take it in
like an ear pressed to a concrete wall.
My uncovered hair makes me feel
ashamed for the first time.

But the women say, jameela, beautiful,
a poet cries the tears of God,

and take me to the porch, pointing—
here, this is where the soldiers

were last night. Here, they shot

my cousin. Here, the tear gas stung

my baby’s eyes. Here, they may come
tonight, but we will protect you.

If I heard forgiveness here, it would startle
out of the mouth like bats

barreling out of a dark cave,

flying in a hundred directions.

Prayer is the evening moon, hovering
above as darkness rocks us into a restless
sleep, dangling its untethered glow
from unreachable heights.

When night ends, we’ll hear

the stray kittens tumbling and mewing
upon mounds of dirt. We’'ll hear

the roosters’ caws shred silence,

that rhythm of persistence offered

to a new day, drowning

the rushed pulse of fear.
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An Arm, A Leg, A Chin

MARLENE OLIN

For over a decade, the friends had lunch every week. Their conversa-
tions were variations on the same theme.

“He looked photoshopped,” said Francie. “Perfect hair. Perfect body.
Perfect teeth.”

In front of her a huge plate of macaroni and cheese steamed. “Quar-
terbacked his high school football team. Started his own company when he was
twenty.”

“And his family?” asked Emily.

“Loving. Polite. Able to leap all obstacles in a single bound.”

“It never would have worked,” said Emily.

They both put their forks down and sighed.

*okk

The two met when they were college freshmen. A month after Francie's
parents were killed in a car accident, Emily became a fixture in her life.

“Anyone sitting here?”

At five o'clock the school library was half empty. Francie looked
around. There were maybe two or three other people in the large room. She
thought the girl's name was Emily. Quiet. Shy. Practically walked between rain-
drops. The type of person who's more comfortable invisible and unseen.

“So how's it working out?”

Francie inched back her chair. “Excuse me?”

She reached over and slammed Francie's book shut. “This mourning
thing. How's it working out?”

An hour later Emily had told her story, the story no one else in the
dorm knew. How when she was five her twin sister got sick. Over the course of
their childhood, Emily donated bone marrow, pints of blood, even a kidney. But
despite their efforts, despite her parents flying all over the country seeking one
opinion after another, Amanda died before their tenth birthday. The scars from
various surgeries tattooed Emily's body, constant reminders of her failure and
her loss.

At first Francie just listened. Then what was submerged came gushing
out. “She reached me on my cell phone,” said Francie. “I was working out in the
gym when my sister Ann reached me.”

Once she started, she couldn't stop.

“My sister, see, lives in Woodmere with her husband Gary and three
kids. Three kids under five. So she's yelling Will you guys shut up? Gary will you
take the kids out of the freaking kitchen so I can talk? And meanwhile I'm in the
middle of an aerobics class. They're playing the Spice Girls. Loud. Slam it to
the left Shake it to the right. God I hate that song remember that song? And I'm
screaming over the phone. Someone died? My sister's crying and yelling at her
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husband at the same time. And I'm screaming over the Spice Girls. [ can't hear
you. Someone died?”

Emily wiped the tears from her eyes. Then she lifted her blouse. “You
wanna see where my kidney used to be?”

Francie gazed at the endless rows of bookshelves. The empty rows of
seats. One abandoned table after another. “This mourning thing sucks,” said
Francie. “I mean when does it stop? When does the hurt go away?”

“Never,” said Emily. “You'll never be happy. You'll never know joy.
You'll just get better at faking it.”

koK >k

The details of her trust dictated that Francie spend her time productive-
ly. For the next fifteen years she was a perpetual student. Two years in medical
school followed a semester in law school. At the moment she was enrolled in a
photography class. She went once maybe twice a week and filled the rest of her
time with yoga and Pilates, dining with friends. Not a track record to be proud
of but at least it kept the money flowing in.

Each night she frequented a different South Beach bar. If she drank
enough and danced enough, she slept dreamlessly. Once she took an acting
workshop. Her voice was a tool, they told her. Her body an instrument. If she
flirted enough and fucked enough, she felt whole.

Everything changed the night she met Hunter. Francie liked him im-
mediately. There was a hitch in his step. Possibly a limp. Then there was the
crooked smile. One half grin, the other half grimace. The guy was a poster child
for pain.

As soon as he sat down at the bar stool, she worked her way across the
room. The crowd was professionals in their late twenties, early thirties. Bobbing
their heads, shuffling their feet, their eyes half-closed, trying hard to look cool.
She tucked in her elbows and flung her long dark hair over her shoulder. Then
holding her purse like a football, she pushed her way through.

“Come here often?” she asked. Up close he looked even better. Clean-
shaven. None of that day old stubble that screamed Aip. Neatly pressed jeans
and a button-down shirt. She leaned toward him so he could check out her
cleavage. Her blouse dipped clear down to the lace bridge on her bra.

He turned slowly, his body twisting like a corkscrew. His mouth pulled tight. “I
had a meeting,” he answered. A deep voice. A rumble. “Someone wanted to see
my work.”

A leaf of blueprints sat on the countertop beside him. Francie placed
her palm on the papers and leaned in a little further.

“It's my first time here,” she said. The lie felt good. They lined up like
an assembly line in her head, ready to roll out. “You from Miami?”

He gazed into his gin and tonic, stirring the little stick. Rap music
rattled the glasses. Francie bounced her chin to the beat. “Crazy tonight, huh?”
Her breasts were inches from his nose, her perfume hovering like a hand. Fran-
cie tossed out the next line in the script. The one she practiced in the mirror
hundreds of times. “Wanna go someplace quiet? You know, someplace where we
can talk?”
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A half hour later, they were in her apartment. His name was Hunter
Russo. He worked at his father's construction company. Finished two years of
college. Lived in a house in the Redlands. Since he claimed he was thirty, Fran-
cie made herself twenty-nine.

“This is nice,” he said.

She had decorated the whole place in one day, ordering the furniture
online. Whenever Francie changed addresses, she just left all her belongings in
the old apartment. She liked to start new, fresh. Different apartments. Differ-
ent men. The only possessions she carried with her from place to place were her
clothes and her photographs. She took black and whites. They covered her walls.

“These are good,” he said.

Most of the men she invited home headed straight to the couch or
glanced toward the bedroom. Hunter walked up and down the hallway, studying
the pictures.

“I didn't think financial consultants were so artistic,” he said. “I
thought they slept with their calculators. Hung out with actuaries and accoun-
tants.”

She sat down on the couch, patted it. “I thought guys in construction
watched TV.”

He smiled.

Then he lingered in front of one of the photographs. Almost all of her
images were of strangers. But this was a picture Francie took in the mirror. She
was naked. A breast, her torso, the suggestion of a navel.

“Did you study Stieglitz?” he asked.

She got up, looked at him hard.

“The photos he took of Georgia O'Keefe,” he said. “An arm. A leg. A
chin.”

Suddenly Francie felt undressed. She liked her body. She flaunted her
body. But now she fingered her bra strap for reassurance.

“It's not me,” she lied. “It's a friend.”

“Bullshit.” He walked up to her, kissed her long and slow, then left the
apartment.

For a week she couldn't sleep. She prowled the sidewalks with her cam-
era, capturing other's people's lives and other people's dreams. Each afternoon
she sat at a park bench watching the old men play dominoes or toddlers sifting
through the sand. Teenaged couples hid in the shade and necked. She felt like a
spy, a voyeur, an outsider looking in. Somehow that was comforting. By Satur-
day she was ready to call her best friend.

She met Emily at their usual lunch spot, a diner up in Morningside
ringed by old deco motels. Porthole windows. Rhomboid signs. Abandoned
swimming pools. They each ordered grilled cheese sandwiches with extra bacon.
The rest of the week, in front of faux friends and complicit colleagues, they'd
eat arugula and artisanal foods.

“So let me get this straight,” said Emily “What were you this time? A
law professor? Colorectal surgeon?”

Theirs was an exclusive club that rarely accepted new members. Emily
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lived alone and taught third grade. Like Francie, searching for men as damaged
as she was had evolved into a full-time obsession. She had once been engaged to
a cop with a terminal brain tumor. It had been the best six months of her life.

“So this guy Hunter,” continued Emily, “comes to your apartment. And
for once the seduction act doesn't work. We're thirty-five years old, Francie.
Jesus.”

“He had a limp. Kinda tilted to one side. I was thinking multiple scle-
rosis. Maybe an osteosarcoma.” Francie twirled her straw. “So I conduct a physi-
cal of sorts. Drop my purse and watch him pick it up. Sweetie, can you reach that
wine glass on the top shelf? The guy moved like Frankenstein. Like he had to give
marching orders to his limbs. Fessed up to a partially herniated disc.”

“What a disappointment,” said Emily.

Francie sighed.

“So then your migraine headache kicks in.”

“Actually.” Francie twirled her straw a few more times. “Actually, he walked out.
He kissed me and just walked out.”

She ran her tongue over her lips. Ever since she met him food lost its
taste, the world seemed flat, the sun eclipsed. Francie wasn't used to being on
the receiving end of rejection. She had long ago internalized the rules and regu-
lations of her dating playbook. This was the one scenario that never came up.

Just when she thought she'd never see him again, Hunter appeared on
her doorstep. Sunday morning, the day after her lunch, he parked his pick-up in
front of her apartment building. Must have been sitting there for hours, thought
Francie, watching the doors. She was heading to her favorite brunch place look-
ing South Florida chic. Black spandex running clothes showed off her curves.
Lip-gloss wet her lips. But as he stepped off the curb and planted himself on the
sidewalk, once more she felt naked.

Hunter reached for her elbow. “How about breakfast?”

Again, the deep voice.

Okay, she answered.

Again, the smile.

He drove to a cafe on the Miami River. They sat at a wooden picnic
table and watched the boats. Ate eggs scrambled with chorizo on paper plates.
Drank freshly squeezed orange juice. No, he didn't Facebook. No, he didn't text
and he didn't tweet.

Yes, she watched the History Channel. Yes, she followed sports.

She talked and talked about inanities. Silly newspaper headlines. Real-
ity TV. She danced, as usual, around the big stuff. But the more she talked, the
more he seemed to withdraw. She felt blind reading his face.

“So what do you really do?” he asked her.

Her arm shot up above her head. “Check!”

She took a taxi home and spent the rest of the day binge-watching
TV. She washed her clothes and dusted the bookshelves, mumbling to herself.
Finally she glanced at the wall phone in her kitchen. Her sister answered on the
third ring.

“Who died?” asked Ann. A stand-up comic, her sister. Passive-aggressive
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humor served with a dollop of condemnation.

“Funny,” said Francie.

“Run out of money? Men? Run out of men chasing your money?”

A cymbal followed a drumbeat, their conversation laugh track. “Funny,”
said Francie. “How's Howard? How's the kids?”

Ann was ten years older. While Emily drifted, her sister always had
plans. She had thrown herself into her children's lives, presidenting the PTA,
carpooling, sitting in the bleachers through countless basketball games and swim
meets. As soon as the children left for college, she got her realtor's license. Every
minute of every day was accounted for.

“Howard's Howard. The kids are big now, Francie. Grown-up. If you
got your ass to Westchester County maybe you could introduce yourself. Like
'Hi! I'm Francie. Your long lost-in-every-sense-of-the-word aunt! You know the
one. The one that gets the red carpet treatment at Saks.'

Francie looked at the receiver in her hand and started weeping.

“Francie?”

She hiccupped a sob.

“The truth is...Francie, I envy you.”

Francie took a deep breath. “Funny.”

“I really do. No attachments. No worries. It must be nice. Sitting in a
lounge chair all day long. Sunning yourself at the beach.”

Sepia-colored pictures of their childhood flashed before her. Francie
always seemed to be squinting, her face a blur, trying to dodge the camera. Her
sister was the ham, clowning, laughing, striking the picture-perfect pose.

“Don't you see it?” asked Francie. “You're so full.... and I'm so empty.”

Hunter stayed in her head, looping like a bad song. Every Friday and
Saturday night for the next few weeks she hung out at the bar hoping to see
him again. She didn't know why she liked him. Why she couldn't get his eyes
his lips the shape of his hands out of her head. And the more she liked him, the
surer she felt that he hated her.

Instead she had sex with a stranger every night. A few times in the stall
of the ladies' room at the bar. Once in her car. Her body was battered with
bumps and bruises. Somehow that was comforting. Still she couldn't erase his
smile, the smile he kept in his pocket like a tease.

“He's the most ordinary person,” said Francie.

She and Emily were having their usual lunch. This time they shared
double orders of French fries. “He opens the car door. Wears a napkin when he's
drinking beer. Calls people Ma'am and Sir.”

Emily laced the top of the fries with catsup. “You know he's probably a
mass-murderer. Or a pedophile. Wasn't a little boy murdered out there in Red-
land?”

Francie stared at her friend. Emily was listing nightmare scenarios,
riffing on serial killers. All the while she figure-eighted the fries in catsup, the
catsup coating her fingers, licking her catsupy fingers one by one. Francie felt
like jumping across the table and strangling her.

“Why does normal scare the shit of out us?” asked Francie. She backed

75



up quickly, knocking over her chair. “What the hell is wrong with normal?”

She checked the phone book and online search engines for his address.
Finally she finally a Russo Construction in Homestead, Florida. A month after
she first met him, she drove her BMW convertible down U.S.1 for what seemed
like endless miles. One strip shopping center after another lined the highway.
Lush palm trees and manicured schefflera gradually gave way to a flat sameness.
A single scrub pine. Pawn shops. Fast food. When she turned her car west, she
felt like she was traveling back in time. A fruit stand. A white wooden church.
Then acres and acres of farmland.

It was another twenty minutes before she stopped. She flipped on her
windshield wipers to clean off the dead bugs then checked and double-checked
the piece of paper in her hand. A trailer on cement blocks was bordered by a
neat row of red begonias. Propped inside a window was a sign: Russo Construc-
tion.

All of Francie's preconceptions were suddenly erased. She'd been think-
ing Howard Roark. Supermen and skyscrapers. Now she was meeting the Joads.
She glanced down at her clothes and grabbed a light cardigan from the backseat
to throw over her sundress. Then she wobbled in four-inch heels on the brown
clay. A plank of wood served as a step. An old hinge on a rusted screen door an-
nounced her.

“I'm looking for Hunter. Hunter Russo.”

“And who might I say who you are?” The receptionist was the tiniest,
oldest person Francie had ever seen. Black skin grooved with ruts. A human
raisin. Piles and piles of papers almost buried her.

“I'm a friend. Francie. Francie Ouillette."

The receptionist pressed a button on the phone. “There's a woman here
to see you, Hunter,” she shouted. “A young woman.”

Five feet away a door opened. At first he didn't say anything. The
receptionist coughed. All three of them stared with their mouths open.

“Martha Mae, this is Francie,” said Hunter. “Francie, Martha Mae.”

“You here for business business?” asked the receptionist. “Or monkey
business?”

Hunter was wearing a polo shirt, beige khakis. His work clothes.
Somehow he looked different. Bands of sunlight streaked his hair and dusted his
arms. Francie shaded her eyes with her hand. The glare from the windows hurt.

“I was just driving through,” said Francie.

“I see. You just driving through.” Martha Mae shuffled the papers on
her desk, mumbling loud enough for everyone to hear. “Seeing as we're such a
tourist attraction. Yes siree we attract drive-throughs like magnets. That's why
our gross national product in this here agricultural community is about two
bucks.”

“It's okay, Martha Mae.” Hunter grabbed Francie's elbow. “This young
lady don't bite and even if she did I believe she's had her shots.” When he took
Francie's hand to help her down the step, she shivered.

“Wanna tour?”

They walked arm-in-arm through a grove of orange trees, a strawberry
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field, and an acre of sweet bell peppers. A one-story ranch house sat in the rear
on the property.

“Dad believes in learning with your hands.” He showed her the re-
claimed cypress flooring he laid when he was fifteen. The cabinets with dove-
tailed joints, the drawers fitted without nails. The house was like a jewel box,
filled one surprise after another. It must have been ninety degrees out yet inside
with the windows opened it stayed remarkably cool. “Attic venting, cross ven-
tilation. Elevated foundations. That's the way they used to build homes here.
We're getting back to where we started.”

They followed the sound of a television set until they found the den.
There sat his parents. His father in a wheelchair, his mother swaddled in a heavy
sweater sitting on the couch.

Francie melted into the corner and watched. First Hunter tended to the
TV, changing one channel at a time, taking his cues from his mother. Alzheim-
er's, she was later told. Then he tended to his father. A polio patient. Sixty years
in remission before it reoccurred. It struck like a lightning bolt, said Hunter.
Just when he was finishing his sophomore year at college.

“Isn't it a lot?” whispered Francie. “For you to deal with, I mean.”

“Doesn't everyone have something to deal with?” Hunter looked at
her hard. “My father has two bad legs. A bum hip. A useless arm. Mom’s brain
is scrambled.” Again the smile. “But somehow it works. They love each other.
They take care of each other.”

They retreated to the kitchen to prepare dinner. Salad from the veg-
etable garden. A platter of fried chicken courtesy of Martha Mae. They ate and
cleaned the dishes and watched TV with his parents. Then they sat on the porch
and watched the sun go down. He had nothing she thought she wanted and
everything she always ran from. She resented his strength and hated his kindness
and was terrified by his trust. But when he kissed her long and slow, she thought
she'd never leave.

And then she did.

The evening turned into darkness as her car skidded along the gravel
road. Francie flipped on the headlights. The thick, moist air undulated in waves.
And she wondered if the mirage in her rearview mirror had been her last hope or
whether hope itself had been a mirage.
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LETTER FROM THE VELVET DITCH (5)

DANIELLE SELLERS
At the Vernal Equinox, the happy children
scatter like blossoms on the blacktops again,

trying their damnedest to set raw eggs
on their ends. Inside the warm shell,

the viscous albumen protects the sun’s
mirror image, riding high. Unnatural,

working to right what wants to lay
on its side. Any good astronomer knows,

if an egg will sit upright, the earth’s axis
has no part in it. What I've learned:

sometimes you have to abandon
a theory when a better one comes along.
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OUTBURSTS

DANIELLE SELLERS
After several years of Leonid quiet, a note from an old Florida boyfriend:
Too overcast for the shower tonight. Remember back in *98?

The lounge chair, the beach at night, three thousand shooting stars an hour?
My wife doesn’t know how much I miss your lips. Love. Damn.

A phone number, incomprehensible as a string of binaries, followed
Be well. 1 remember his green eyes and thick chest hair.

And the night he stopped me on Duval Street, long after
we'd both moved on, thumbed a cross over my throat and breast plate,

said, I never meant to hurt your spirit or your soul.
I always loved the tales he told: his small spy movie part,

fishing for sharks with Faulkner’s great-nephew.
Loved, too, the girl I used to be in Channel Zero bar

who had numbers beyond those you could dial,
who purred, god help us all, blouse open, moons tumbling

from her black lace demi. Tonight, thick clouds trouble Mississippi,
shielding my view of the half-storm. Above, the Leonids are dropping,

bright balls of grit, as the comet arcs past our planet,
moving on to what must be others. Nearly five hundred years

they’ve traveled to fizzle in our blue halo, and I, now only the watcher
of spacial displays, am made more small by missing it.

I reply, Not shooting stars, but meteors. Cloudy here too—
The best we can hope for next year is a clear sky and a new moon.

Note: numbers beyond what you could dial, from “Intergalactic” by The Beastie
Boys
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THE FALLING

RoB THORNTON

You've cut too deep;
the hinge of heartwood
isn't much at all.

Now, tension:

tendons snap

like rubber bands.

This sounds like the granite weight
of a mine shaft shifting above you,
and you don't know which way

it's coming down.

You have to place a wedge

in the back cut,

using your falling axe

and hands which seem steady

no longer.

Everything shakes with the touch
of axe-head and wedge:

hands, haft, and each branch

of the tree. Some jettison

needles, which sink like

lifeboats around your shoulders;

a reminder to look up, instead

of deeper into the widening cut-mouth
which is tilting the tree by degrees.
Every minute twitch: an earthquake
shivering towards the crown

that hangs eighty feet

overhead.

This is killing God

with each swing. This is as alive

as either you or the tree will ever be
again. Now drop the axe,

place your hands

against sap-flecked skin,

dig your boots into the pine-duff
and heave. This tree

will take on momentum;

it will no longer be yours.

80



AMOS WELLS

RoB THORNTON

The first time he sat down with Muddy,

his Arkansas mama filled the empty

chair next to him, stared him down and said

What you doing here, Junior?

and hell, he didn't know. He was cutting heads

on Little Walter with the man's own bullet

mic. Little Walter was dead. So was his mama.

You can't fill those shoes. So he played, let his mouth
organ cram that emptiness so full it broke and ran
like a tear-glass river.

People stared. People tended to do that

when he slipped the silver blues

harp from his blue jeans and played.

The next folks who asked were Buddy and Eric,
What we doing here, Junior?

and Junior raised that harmonica and showed them.
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T'VE GOT BELIEVERS
Mart HarT
FOR MEILANIE AND AGNES HART

It’s spring in Cincinnati,
and the maple blossoms bury things
They swoon against my right profile =~ Red
ripe feathers hit the pollinated driveway
I wait for the noises, but I hear only cotton
Clackety-clack-clack, my old crippled dog,
the difficulty she endures when her legs get up
to walk Squirrels zip back and forth stealing eggs
from the robins
What else
Scientists have proof  Black holes collided
in deep outer space
Now a billion years later
their screams sail across us
The matter is dark and the energy
Blackberry
Bewitchery
Meanwhile, my wife and daughter are skiing
for the weekend
in Michigan, where the snowfall continues
even into May
Melanie sends a video of Agnes
on a downhill racing straight toward the camera,
her uncle coaching her to keep the front
of her skis pointed inward ~ The smile on her face,
both focused and serious I should be
with them, but my heart is only homework
It is not in my pocket It is not
poems by Pierre Reverdy
It is translations of Guillaume Apollinaire,
daylight as it dulls itself
I call my occult friend to talk about ghosts,
drink a beer animatedly in full disruption mode—
and the black magic concusses us
as the long faces of dead alchemists appear
in the windows My upstairs mystery
crashes itself A sick icy beard gust
rips through the house ~ And in my backyard,
seven deer appear, like stoned
lawn ornaments  I've got believers
no matter what whithers I can’t imagine
any life without them
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as The Massachusetts Review, The Water-Stone Review, Upstreet Magazine, Steam Ticket,
The Examined Life, and Poetica. She is the winner of the 2015 Rick DeMarinis Short
Fiction Award as well as a Best of the Net nominee. She is currently working on a
novel.

Glen Pourciau’s first collection of stories, Invite, won the 2008 Iowa Short Fiction
Award. His second story collection, View, is forthcoming in early 2017 from Four
Way Books. His stories have been published by AGNI Online, Antioch Review, Epoch,

New England Review, New Obio Review, Paris Review, and other magazines.

Danielle Sellers is from Key West, FL. She has an MA from The Writing Seminars
at Johns Hopkins University and an MFA from the University of Mississippi where
she held the John Grisham Poetry Fellowship. Her poems have appeared in Prairie
Schooner, Subtropics, Smartish Pace, The Cimarron Review, Poet Lore, and elsewhere.
Her first book, Bone Key Elegies, was published by Main Street Rag. She teaches Lit-
erature and Creative Writing at Trinity Valley School in Fort Worth, Texas.

Andrea Syzdek is an MFA candidate at the University of Houston. She was a 2016
Poetry at Round Top Fellow. Her poetry can be found in Concho River Review, Iron
Horse Literary Review, and The South Carolina Review. Her reviews can be found at
The Colorado Review, Gulf Coast, Kenyon Review Online and New Orleans Review. She
can be found online at www.andreasyzdek.com.

Poet Rob Thornton earned his BA from the University of Idaho. He’s working on a
novel, but will return to poetry as soon as he’s cured. In the last ten years he’s lived in
Montana, Wyoming, and California. He far prefers his home state of Idaho, where he
resides with his wife and their dog. Rob works as a carpenter.
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Award Winners — descant 2016

Frank O’Connor Award for Short Fiction ($500)

Tom Bennitt for “Noreaster”

Gary Wilson Short Fiction Award ($250)
Kim Magowan for “Like Salt”

Betsy Colquitt Poetry Award ($500)
Christopher Davis for “Against Pride”

Baskerville Publishers Poetry Award ($250)
Adam Day for “Nothing’s Branch”
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