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About the Cover
“Ales-captem,” Pausha Foley

T

here is a certain feeling one gets when
facing mountains covered in snow. The
closer one approaches the stronger it
becomes—the feeling of still, austere
presence. Devoid of sound, devoid of scent.
Unmovable, unshakable, untouchable. One
could say: lifeless. But it is emphatically not
that—rather it is the feeling one experiences
when facing the foundations of life. The raw,
bare bones of life stripped of all color and
sound and emotion. Stripped of meaning, yearning, of striving. Stripped
of hopes and dreams, of ambition and desperation alike. When nothing
is left but the cold, hard essence of existence.
This experience of facing the raw, bare essence of existence is what
I attempt to convey through my drawings. This is why I draw in black
ink on white paper. Sharp, stark blackness against still, austere whiteness.
There is a cedar grove growing high, high in the Sierra Nevada
mountains. The trees there are old, grim, towering giants with thick
trunks scorched by lightning, riddled by termites, their bark shredded
by generations of wild creatures sharpening their claws against them.
Overgrown with moss and lichen. Decades after decades they stand still,
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spreading their stillness for
miles around. One cannot
help but feel it when
walking among them. One
stops talking, one steps
softly, one moves slowly.
Birds sing, there are squirrels frisking in the high
branches. They do not
disturb the stillness. The
stillness exists within, not
without. This stillness is
not passive, it is not a dullness of presence—it is its
expansion. It is not slackening of awareness—it is a
perfect state of tension.
Tension in balance like that of a guitar string stretched to a perfect tune.
This feeling of tense, balanced, alert stillness is what I attempt to
convey through my drawings. This is why I draw stony hands trapping
a struggling bird. Why I contrast the softness of a flower with the
sharpness of a bird’s claw. By juxtaposing beauty against ugliness, sharpness against softness, I attempt to convey the dynamic, balanced
tension.
A number of years ago my husband and I decided to leave our home
in California for the French countryside. Neither of us is French,
neither of us spoke French at the time. Neither of us had ever lived in
France. We had plenty of reasons—we had no end of explanations for
our seemingly random choice to move except for the one true one: that
we needed to change our lives completely, that we were rapidly sinking
deeper and deeper into a rut that would eventually drown us. We didn’t
know at that time that instead of waiting for this inevitable end we were
taking a hammer to our life. We smashed it ourselves. We sold everything we owned. We grabbed a couple of suitcases, stuffed some clothes
in them and moved into the unknown.
Once in France I chose to enroll in a language course at the local
university. It was a splendid course. Very intense. Very well-structured.
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Very effectively taught. I hated it. I hated what amounted to going back
to school. I hated the trauma that emerged. A trauma that accompanied
the years of education I’d received in my home country only a few countries away from France. The educational system was very much the
same. The teachers were very much the same. The classrooms were very
much the same. Except for the language being spoken—there I was,
back in my adolescent pain. Back in my agonizing teenage past. That I
was nearly forty years old made no difference.
In self-defense I doodled. I doodled shapes and swirls and patterns
and convoluted, surreal creatures. They were keeping me safe and sane
among the chaotic memories and feelings emerging from the past to
scream into my face in the present. I dove into my drawings. I lost
myself in them and when I began to resent the teachers and classmates
for bothering me with irregular verbs and conjugations and sentence
structures and the proper pronunciations and interrupting my doodling,
I quit the course. The course had become a distraction—the drawings
were what mattered.
I’d never drawn
like this. I’d never
really known how I
wished to draw or
what I wished to draw.
I tried some different
media, some different
subjects. I was relatively satisfied with the
results but never fulfilled, never entranced,
never consumed the
way I became consumed
with
my
doodles. With the
sharp, stark, black
lines I drew on the
austere white paper,
outlining shapes and
swirls and patterns and
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convoluted, surreal creatures. I have found my medium. I knew that for
certain. Underneath the teenage angst, underneath the old trauma I was
forced to face and confront again and again, I found my voice and most
importantly, I have found my language. The language with which I
could describe the essence of my experience. The language with which
I could depict the inside of my mind.
To convey the essence of my experience, to convey the insights of
my mind, is why I draw. That is why I paint.
To speak to others? Yes, but chiefly to speak to myself. To create on
paper a reality that is a reflection of my reality. To create an experience
that is a reflection of my experience. To create an experience of stillness
that is a reflection of the stillness that resides within me. To express the
tension that spreads throughout me. To pour the inner reality of being
myself onto paper and surround myself with the images that reflect me
and amplify me, so that the outside matches my inside. So the world I
live in becomes one of my own creation, my own design. Completely.
Inside and out.
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T

his issue drew a record number of submissions and features 25
contributors. Their works talk of dreams and omens; bodies in
motion; how we deal with fear and grief; what we inherit and what we
pass on. These stories, essays, and poems range in time and geography
from the drought-ridden Midwestern plains of the 1870s to present-day
Cheung Chau, Hong Kong.
You might say that the overall zeitgeist of this issue is range.
Our cover artist, Pausha Foley, finds inspiration in snow-covered
mountain ranges and moving into the unknown. Her drawings convey
the essence of her experience in sharp black lines on soft white paper.
With splashes of color, her “Ales-captem,” our cover illustration,
captures a perfect state of tension.
Perhaps nothing ranges more widely than the scope of our
parental legacies. In “Ghost Dance,” we meet a son in the English
Lake District who is on the path of a father who died too soon, and
“what child is this” takes into account an immigrant father’s alienation
at the hands of America’s current immigration system. “On Boyhood”
lays bare a mother’s sympathetic plea to shed the restraints of toxic
masculinity by teaching children to be more open about gender roles,
“Cultural Goalposts” explores a mother’s Chinese-American cultural
inheritance and how the family’s various generations straddle two
cultures, and in “Wheels,” a grandfather biking to a neighborhood
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café considers the array of experiences assembling within his 8-yearold grandson.
Parents are often told to listen to their guts. What happens when
that gut feeling takes an ominous turn? “The Augury of Bats,” “Our
Jean,” and “Snow” all feature mothers grappling with a range of
warning signs, feelings of foreboding, or prophetic dreams. In “My Face
That Was,” a woman must reckon with a visit from the past.
As we laid out this issue, hurricanes Florence and Michael colluded
to cause apocalyptic damage and thousands of deaths. This past
summer, it seemed as if the world was on fire. Does the body take cues
from such ranging cataclysms? In “The Flare,” a poet deals with her
new MS diagnosis while the world around her rages and burns. “Body
Parts,” “A Broken Man’s Game,” and “The Gunpowder Theory of
Life” all explore traumas that take up residence in the body. “Wrong
Half” imagines the opposite of mermaids. In “mr sausage.,” a dog owner
exposes her fragile heart, while an oblate bares her artistic soul in “The
White Cloud and the Human Form.”
To cure what ails us, more than ever we turn to travel. We roam,
we drift, we wander, we range. Using various modes of locomotion,
“Sailing Lesson,” “West Fork Tack & Saddle Co.,” “Tumbling,” “The
Vagabond,” “Lodestone,” and “For Your Leaving, My Night-Traveler”
all incite introspection by transporting us to places that challenge
perspective.
Sometimes the motion and actions needed to shift our perspectives
take place over a more familiar range, no rucksack required. In both the
Hindi and English versions of “One Night,” the moon sheds light on
our troubled times, while “Fragile, Liquid, Perishable, Hazardous”
shows us a woman on the threshold between submission and grace after
mustering her own small calls to action, and “Crime Is Not a Problem
at This Time” introduces us to a man whose personal website creates
his own kind of impetus to change.
We encourage you to spend time ranging with these fine stories, poems,
and essays, and also our Contributor Comments, where our writers
describe the inspirations for their featured works. Then please find us
on Twitter, Amazon, or Facebook, and let us know what you thought of
the issue.
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Poetry

Ghost Dance
Arthur Allen

Death and time were always in alliance. Here is my home–
the told story, the practices and names revisited, and damaged in the
fibres. At the risk of history
I am braiding the years, facing North to find my father walking out on
his dark piece of land,
the hunting field in his heart filled with archipelagos of rainbow trout
and herons, at the hour
of relinquishing all the lives that have helped us live. Something very
lovely was lost, last seen
moving as a string of lights, or moving like cows at the end of the day
through tangled gardens,
one of the race of fathers, with hedgerow birds or birds
of the cliff who see, far off, eagles over fells. Once, when we
were younger
I saw them by his finger and by eagles
saw his great hand flying and keening on Helm Crag, great wind. No
dreams remain in any body.
I have asked for you to be where no storms come.
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Crime Is Not a Problem at This Time
Tim Conrad

I

guess we were looking for a place to live, and—being open-minded
people—we were looking everywhere and at anything. We visited one
of those megaplex apartment places, where they take you around the
parking lot in a golf cart and point out all the amenities. Of course,
they’re not amenities like you and I would ever recognize. The laundry
room is now a “clothing care center” and the office is now the
“clubhouse,” and there are free tanning beds and an eight-by-twelve
chunk of dirt yard labeled “Bark Park.”
Anyway, we were asking questions of our guide, who could not, for
the record, have been one day over twenty-two, about the “grounds,”
about the town. At the time, my fiancée was just about to join a PhD
program in sociology, and she already knew that she was interested in
an interdisciplinary look at safety and how we fetishize it. And so she
said, “Is it safe here?”
Just then, our guide slowed the golf cart down for a speed bump,
which we hit exactly like a twenty-two year-old driving a golf cart might.
Our guide, Sara, who it turns out was a mostly-graduated communications major, said, “Oh, of course.”
My fiancée, Beth, knew a few things. Though we lived several states
away, we’d been reading online about South Bluffs for months. She
knew that there’d been several incidents in town, including one at the
complex we were now touring, an incident in which some miscreant had
4
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spray-painted thirty-seven cars with gibberish about The System fornicating with itself and so forth. In fact, this is why, truth be told, we were
touring that specific complex, the Windows at Tomorrow Gulch. That,
and after I’d seen their marketing campaign—bus stop ads with rumpled
bed sheets and the copy, “Sleep With Us”—I had seconded the motion.
The girl, in that moment, said something that we would repeat for
months. Beth pressed her, brought up the incident. You could tell the
girl did not want to talk about it. In fact, she had probably been
instructed not to bring it up. She took an exaggerated breath and
smoothed her hair behind her ear. She leaned forward to look for nonexistent cross traffic at the next parking lot intersection. Finally, she said,
“Crime is not a problem at this time.”
Beth, of course, enrolled at the state school, but we didn’t end up living
at Tomorrow Gulch. Instead, we bought a house—this being the rust
belt and all and property values not being what they once were.
At the time, I was a bit—how shall I put this?—underemployed.
My last job had ended unceremoniously. I had fallen at work, bruising
my tailbone, and had spent a good two weeks on my proverbial ass but
not my real one. I had been working as a delivery driver for a local
company, Quick Karl and Co. They weren’t much of an operation; they
let us wear whatever we wanted away from the Quick Karl shirt, which
had “I’m quick” across the back in embarrassingly large, all-capital
letters.
After the fall, I spent a couple days sweating out the result of a postaccident drug test. I wasn’t sure I should be terribly concerned about it,
but I had fallen in socially with a couple high-achieving stoners. I only
smoked with them once, but it had been about three weeks before the
accident, and so I was left with an awkward scenario involving synthetic
urine. I’ll spare you most of the details, since if you’ve ever had to put a
sample of urine down your pants for a couple hours to bring it up to
proper temperature, then I probably already have your sympathy. Truth
is, my company probably couldn’t have cared less, but it was a federal
thing, and I knew it could affect my disability and workers’ comp.
Beth, meanwhile, does not come from a world in which people wear
shirts with their names on them or get piss-tested. Her dad has always
done well for himself. He’s a physician, but his real passion, I think, is
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investments. He’s the sort of man that has made just enough money that
he feels justified in spending a lot of time thinking about it.
When we moved to South Bluffs, he offered to buy us not one but
ten houses. It’s strange but true. After the experience at the apartment
complex, we starting looking around and realized that buying a house
might not be that outlandish. We found one that was for sale for forty
thousand, a drafty old thing “with good bones,” the realtor said. The
realtor also mentioned offhandedly that it was part of a ten-house
package that was for sale for four hundred thousand.
Well, Raymond, Beth’s dad, got it in his head that what would really
be great, what might be the solution to a couple different situations, was
to buy all ten houses and manage them. I would be the super and collect
the rent. He would—well, it’s hard to say what he was to do in the
scenario. I guess he was just going to sit back and watch the money pile
into his bank account.
That’s probably a bit cruel, but there was no way that I was going
to be that sort of kept man, and furthermore, the only experience I’d
really had with a super had been the time I ran into one in an Indian
casino. I knew he was a super because he told me. He’d asked the time,
and when I told him, he said, “Good. I’ve got another hour then. I’m
a building super, and I put up a sign two hours ago that says I’m at
Home Depot.”
In the end, we bought a house, but Beth managed to talk her dad
out of being involved. I don’t know quite what she ended up saying to
him to talk him down from that idea. She might have appealed to his
notions of self-sufficiency and personal credit, or she might have just
told him to let us make a run of it on our own. Beth was always pretty
good at managing him, even with me on board as her suitor-fiancé.
The house was a light blue two-story, with years of deferred maintenance scattered throughout, but it was ours. There were four
bedrooms but only one bathroom, and there was non-stop carpet and
rooms painted wall-and-ceiling in dark, unfortunate colors, save for the
front bedroom and its massive mural of a beach, complete with palm
trees, seven flamingos, a rowboat, and two naked sunbathers. When we
toured the house with the realtor the house was occupied by students, a
couple of which sat on the couch while we took a tour of their rooms.
The students were lovers, it seemed, and the upstairs bedrooms reeked
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of the sort of cologne that’s advertised in sample form in sports magazines.
We closed on the house, but despite our best intentions and our
inventory of potential projects, all we did was paint—everything except
the mural.
Shortly thereafter, Beth put me on a project where every morning I
would surf the internet and read the paper in search of crime blurbs and
stories from around the region. In our new town, it was easy. The death
of newspaper journalism had brought about “stories” online that were
nothing more than a bullet point list of the crime reports and locations
from the previous day. That was part of my task. I would take notes. I
learned what, exactly, larceny was, and the dollar amount where retail
fraud made the jump from second degree. Beth said that the existence of
these stories was proof that her hypothesis had traction. I said it was
proof that people had stopped talking with their neighbors. She said,
“The modern mind must develop a blasé attitude; otherwise, it will
become overstimulated.”
She was quoting someone. Right away, Beth had taken up reading
a lot of esoteric stuff, and the house was littered with texts like Postmodern Philanthropy and When Whites Grew Wings. One night, while
waiting on her to come home from class, I read three chapters of an
urban-gentrification thriller titled Smoke a Tree in Brooklyn.
I had my own thing going as well. I ran a website called
freeshit.com that had given me some notoriety and income. It was a
website devoted to web feeds—designed to look like they were live—of
free things left along curbs. You know the scenario: someone puts out a
couch and at some point someone comes along and claims it.
But what happens, I wondered, to all that stuff? Where does it
go? And who the devil hauls it off? So one day, when we had a couch
that we no longer cared about, I dragged it to the curb, posted about
it on the Internet, and put a webcam on the window sill facing the
street.
It was voyeuristic gold. The first few people to walk by didn’t pay
the couch much mind, but then someone stopped by and lifted up the
cushions and stood back with his hand on his chin in a near-perfect
pantomime of deliberation. Then, someone stopped by with their dog,
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and they let it do some sniffing. Then, he did some sniffing. Then, they
trotted off. About an hour later, a company lawn care truck pulled to a
stop, and a couple of guys in dirty ball caps got out, looked over the
couch, loaded it up and drove off.
After that, I could not find enough stuff around the house to put on
the curb. I put out boxes of books and tennis rackets, framed pictures
and a microwave. I developed theories about who would show up and
how quickly.
Beth, meanwhile, encouraged it. Not only was I purging our house
of its clutter, I was flirting with some of her own interests.
At the onset, I had quite a bit of work to do convincing people that what
I was doing was harmless and somewhat legitimate. It wasn’t always easy.
Was I above putting a camera on a coffee table that I hadn’t been
granted permission to film? I would like to say that I was, but of course
I wasn’t. Nevertheless, it was preferable and logistically easier to have
the person with the item grant permission. Then I could set the camera
up on their property and even move the free item for better image
composition and so forth.
So, one day, about a month after we moved to South Bluffs, I was
browsing the free listings, and I came upon a posting for a free harp. Of
course, I contacted the woman and said I was interested. She told me
where it was located. While that approach might seem slightly dishonest
or not forthcoming, I want to say here and now that you wouldn’t
believe the requests and spam you get these days when you post something on craigslist. It’s maddening, and if you don’t say that you’ll come
for the item or something close to that, I found that people generally
don’t bother responding to you.
Anyway, as for this woman and her free harp, I emailed and got the
address. She had only posted the listing maybe twenty minutes ago, so
I was pretty sure I was going to get at least some footage out of the situation. But when I got to the house, I was surprised to find her sitting on
her porch, looking out at the harp.
Her name was Kat, I learned, and she was a student of wildlife
biology. I didn’t ask what year, but if she was an undergraduate, she was
what—when I went to school—would have been called a “non-traditional” student. She wasn’t old, of course, but she was older than the
8
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other co-eds I’d seen about town, clogging the lines in the burrito joints
and waking me up nightly a little after two.
She stood as I approached, and turned as though headed inside,
motioning for me to follow. When I hesitated, she said, “You’ve got to
come see this.” And before I could answer, she ducked inside the screen
door and into her house.
Now, am I wrong? Is there anything sexier in this world than a
good-looking person inviting you into his or her life before you have
any right to be there?
I don’t know, but I do know that I can relate to moments, spent at
home, where I would have killed for a witness. You might call it loneliness, but I don’t think it’s that exactly. It’s those moments where the
world opens up and shows you something, but it doesn’t necessarily feel
like it was for you exclusively. You want to show someone. I don’t know.
Maybe that’s exactly what loneliness is.
Anyway, in Kat’s backyard was the largest swarm of bees I had ever
seen, and they were swarming in a ball near the nape of her rope
hammock, almost as though they were a pillow.
Kat said, “Have you ever seen anything like it?”
Out of some reflex, I started to say “once” but caught myself. I had
not seen anything quite like it. Instead, I said, “Did you put up a post
for someone to come get them?”
Kat said, “No,” like she hadn’t thought of it. Then, she said, “Oh
God, you’re not allergic, are you? I should have asked you first.”
I was not, in fact, allergic, though I don’t like being stung. I
looked around the rest of the backyard; it was clear that someone
had a rather adept green thumb. Most of the yard was carpeted in
flowers and what I took to be native grasses, and there was a koi
pond with a small wooden bridge and field of raked gravel. It
seemed likely, all of the sudden, that there was a partner involved,
possibly one with an anger problem and any number of Buddhist
audio books.
Kat caught me looking. “It’s something, isn’t it?”
“Did you do this?”
“No way. I’m housesitting for a professor.”
“What about the free harp?”
“I’m done with the harp.”
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I waited for elaboration, but none seemed forthcoming. “Do you
know how to play it?” I asked.
“I grew up playing. My parents were sort of classical music nuts. I
played the harp before I ever played hide-and-seek.”
I figured it was safe to assume that the harp wasn’t the only instrument she played, but I let it rest at that. I was eager to get back up front
and film it. I had no idea who might stop by for a harp.
I had to break the news to her, and so I said, “I want to film your
harp.”
If she thought this was outlandish, she didn’t say so. Instead, she
turned and headed back inside the house. “We’d better get started
before it’s gone then.”
I am aware that, in this moment, I should have seen my attraction
to Kat coming on. I should have been above the cliché of it: free-spirited girl plus enigmatic backstory plus spare time equals allure, equals
independent comedy. Lord knows I’d seen enough of them. Beth was
always dragging me to see them at art theatres in low-rent areas. She
had ideas that I hated the films because they were melodramatic or in
subtitles—which they often were—but the truth was slightly different.
Tragedies, to me, are more grief than we can bear; comedies are more
happiness than we can believe. Which is to say, maybe I don’t like
movies that much. Beth liked them, though, because she thought comedies helped ward off life’s bitterness, like wedding cake was historically
intended to do.
Perhaps it’s strange too that at a time when I was supposed to be
thinking of my impending matrimony, I was instead running around
filming free shit on curbs. I might have been avoiding something, I
realize now, but at the time it didn’t seem that obvious. Plus, she and
her dad had all these ideas of how it would go down. There was to be a
country club involved—not even theirs, but some other country club
that was both more prestigious and more garish than theirs—and Beth
was Catholic, so there weren’t a lot of things ceremony-wise that were
up for debate. Basically, it left me the typical groom duties: I was
supposed to show up, stand where instructed, and remember my lines.
That day at Kat’s professor’s house, Kat and I filmed her harp as it
sat on the curb, and I broke a rule of my website. I sat out on the porch
with her and watched. Why? Because she asked me that same question
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and said it would be okay, said it might even be good for the whole business. And so we sat there. I accepted a beer. We watched, and my
camera recorded. Off-camera, I learned what she was studying and how
she’d lived in the desert for a couple years—first with her biological
father, then at a treatment center for eating disorders. She told me about
her mom and stepdad, the parents who raised her, and about the lifesized oil painting of her that still hangs in their foyer. She told me that
she hated windy days and all forms of pretentiousness. I couldn’t help
noticing that she spoke with the frankness of one who has recovered.
The man who finally came for the harp had a distinguished look
about him and was probably some sort of dealer. The recorded piece
ended up being unusable, of course, because the first thing the man did
was come over and ask Kat a bunch of questions about the thing. In the
end, I even helped him load it into his Volvo.
Early on, I realized that the website was going to need a little bit of help
in its infancy, and so I came up with the idea of staging a video. Maybe
I’m a horrible person, but I think most decent ideas deserve a little
marketing help.
I found someone with a free piano, and I managed to talk them into
putting it out on the curb, awaiting my pickup. For the record, Beth and
I really were interested in a piano, so I wasn’t jerking the poor person
around. What I did then is something that I’m not completely proud of,
but it’s something that I’m sort of proud of: I hired a guy, dressed him
up to look like a bum, and asked him to play Clair de Lune for my
“hidden” camera.
I set the camera up in the house’s carport and shot it from the
house, as though the person who put out the piano heard the music and
was filming. I edited it so that I caught up with him after he started, and
I had him quit abruptly and move on, as though he were spooked or
distracted. I posted it on YouTube under “Street person plays my piano,
kerbside.” I wanted it to seem like the people posting it were Britishborn or from some part of the Commonwealth and that they’d
submitted the video to me after hearing of my site.
What I didn’t expect was for it to go quite so viral.
Later on, after traffic on the website settled back down, there
became temptation to come up with more viral content, videos that I
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thought smelled phony—though I tried to make them not so phony—
if only because their storylines were so obviously what Americans
wanted to see and have reiterated.
With the move, however, I didn’t get another phony installment
launched until we got to South Bluffs. It was just as shameless as the
first. I emailed Kat and asked for help with it. As I did this, I told myself
that it was only because Beth was in class—which she was—but the
truth was I might have found another time to do it if I’d tried harder.
Kat and I had been finding excuses to trade emails ever since the harp.
Mostly, we quipped about bad marketing slogans and discussed my
website’s traffic. She had continued an interest.
I asked her. She said she’d be glad to help.
We found a free sofa over near the campus and borrowed a border
collie mix from one of her friends. I then hid within the cushions of the
couch a number of oyster crackers while Kat waited in the car with the
dog. His name was Baxter, and he performed marvelously. As I filmed,
he had the good sense to walk to the couch before he began sniffing. He
found the first, then hopped up on the couch and began rooting
through the cushions. I had hidden about seven or eight of those things,
and by the time he found them all, we had a good minute and a half of
footage. But the real show stopper? For a moment, after finding the last
of the treats, he plopped down on the couch, with his head on his paws,
as though he had claimed the couch. I was just about to cut it, when a
squirrel ran by, and he hopped up and ran off-camera.
Afterward, Kat and I were giddy, and we hugged. It was my fault, if
we’re playing it back with judgment. As excited as we were, I thought,
“If we knew each other better, we might hug right now.” But since I felt
a little old to say something that hokey, I just lunged forward and
hugged her. And I know I’m not supposed to say it, but what I felt was
this: she held me. I finally broke the embrace, but not before I had gathered the impression that she would have gone on embracing me as long
as I would have required it.
Beth’s dad came to town the following week. He was passing through
on business and wanted to stay for a night. It was his first look at the
house, and he had a lot of questions about how things were going in that
department. I was pleased to offer him a proper room for the first time
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during my relationship with Beth. We’d spent more than half the
weekend at antique malls and thrift stores in search of respectable
furnishings. We had done pretty well, Beth and I agreed, but her dad
didn’t seem to notice any of it when he unloaded his things.
I cooked for us, and we ate in the dining room. Mostly, he talked
about Beth’s stepmom, who Beth didn’t actually like that much, and
about people back where Beth had finished high school. Once, during
the meal, the table wobbled. He said nothing, but he wobbled it again as
a test and then set back to forking his stir-fry. At the other end of the
table, I waited for anything that would pass for a compliment on our
new home. I know that I should have known better than to expect it,
but it was the principle of it.
He asked Beth, “How’s crime?”
Beth laughed. “It’s good. Everyone in my program has been really
swell.”
Beth’s dad said, “Well, they’re lucky to have you. Anyone would
be.”
I have never quite cared for the thought of it, but what came to me
in that moment was that Beth and her dad were flirting. I had never
heard Beth use the word “swell”—even ironically, but I didn’t say
anything.
Beth’s father looked at me. He knew better than to ask about work.
Before Quick Karl, there had been a failed spell as an electrical apprentice and a sometimes-paying-sometimes-volunteer gig in weed control.
He chewed on his food for a bit. He was unfailingly cordial. At least
he tried to be. “And how are you adjusting to South Bluffs?” he asked.
“I’m dandy,” I said.
He nodded. Beth gave me a look. He chewed some more and then
turned back to Beth and, for the rest of the meal, they talked about the
wedding. Only once or twice did they turn to me for secondary opinions. I could have stepped outside for a cigarette and fifth of whiskey,
and neither my absence nor drunken return would have been noted.
I finally slapped the table, as though I’d just remembered something. “Whose house is this?” I asked. I looked at Beth’s dad. He looked
at me curiously but without contempt. Beth looked bewildered. “Whose
house is this?” I repeated. I was keeping my voice level, as though I
might be telling a joke.
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Beth said, “It’s ours, babe,” as though it was a continuation of our
early excitement and incredulity of ownership.
Beth’s dad looked at her, then at me. “I’d say it’s the bank’s, wouldn’t
you?”
Truthfully, I hadn’t known what would come of all of this, and I was
willing to let it go at that. I was feeling dizzy and unmoored, perhaps
from the thought of that helping of whiskey. “Good call,” I said. “I’ve
had a notion to put a line of tape through the living room to mark it:
our portion and the bank’s. We’ll move it each month.”
He laughed. “A fine idea,” he said.
Beth laughed, too, but not too long after that, she said, “If you’re
tired, babe, you can go on to bed.”
Let me say this too: it was never my intention to cheat on Beth. I
suppose that’s what every philandering man says—or rather, they don’t
say “Beth” but instead “Gwen” or “Hannah” or whatever—but I really
didn’t see it coming, even though it was as obvious as air.
The following day, I made some weak pretense to see Kat. I don’t
even remember what it was. I think she’d left half a pack of gum in my
car or something, and I was determined to return it to her. I called her
and met her on the other side of campus, in a second-floor coffee shop
full of wannabe Bohemians. It wasn’t my scene, and when she arrived, I
must have admitted as much. She said, “Well, if you don’t like it here,
you can come back to my place.”
And that was pretty much that. Being with Kat was nothing like
being with Beth. Where Beth was firm and muscular—the result of her
semi-religious running regimen, Kat was warm and pliable. When she
slid on top of me on her single bed, she rubbed her hands over my
sternum again and again. Later, as we lay together, she asked me if I
would massage her heart, and it was then that I understood what she’d
been trying to do earlier.
That night, I had a dream where we were having a party at our
house. Some of Beth’s colleagues were there, but I wasn’t in the house
with them. Instead, I was outside the front windows, and the house was
jacked-up and on wheels, moving incrementally toward a cliff. In
between ebbs of panic, I found myself dancing for reasons that eluded
me once I woke up.
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I’ve never put much stock in dreams. I had my run at college, where
I took an elective listed as “Dare to (Interpret) Dream(s)” that was run
by a skirt-chaser of a professor who had gained tenure sometime
roughly around the time of my birth. He was always inviting students
to participate in his sleep labs, which struck most of us as incredibly
creepy. Most everyone called him “The Sandman,” and one student
even let his Discman blast “Enter Sandman” one time at the start of
class for twenty seconds or so.
I hadn’t thought of any of this in quite a while, but maybe it was all
to get me thinking of how there was almost a decade between Kat and
me.
There was a moment when the police became interested in my website.
Budgets being what they were, they thought that it might be a cheap
force multiplier: they could use my website and its cameras for additional surveillance. This was after I managed to come into footage of a
hit-and-run, where the offending car left the scene. Me, I liked to
imagine that the first car had slowed down to look at the rocking chair
along the curb, but I couldn’t really tell for sure.
The point is I felt guilty enough that I reached out to the police
department on Beth’s suggestion. She said, “It’s sort of your obligation.
Otherwise, you’re tacitly obstructing justice.”
And it did help them. I told them that I had footage, and they
accepted it. Then, they called back a while later and asked quite a few
questions about my project. They were real nice about it. I talked with
Officer Skeggs, and he made it clear from the get-go that he didn’t want
to shut me down. He said, “Fact is, a bunch of us really enjoy your
website. We just want your help to get cameras in some of these areas.”
I thought it over, and I didn’t really have any reason to refuse them.
When I told Beth what was afoot, she was over the moon.
“This is perfect,” she said. She hugged me. It was the first we’d
touched since I’d started spending afternoons with Kat. “I can do a lot
with this for my research. Will you let me talk to the people, too?”
I ducked the question. “It’s sort of the police’s deal. I don’t know
what they need exactly.”
“Oh, that’s fine,” she said. “I already know a bunch of the guys
down there from ride-alongs. I’m sure we can work something out.”
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And so she did. Next thing I knew, we were a happy team, me, Beth,
and Officer Skeggs. It was my job to find the “free shit” in certain
neighborhoods and explain the camera to the people. Then, I’d turn it
over to Officer Skeggs if the person didn’t seem opposed. Beth sat in on
both parts.
I thought it was a bit much, yet a dozen or so people took us up on
the offer, and they filled out Beth’s questionnaire. Officer Skeggs told
them that they could have the cameras removed at any time. I said they
should put out as much free shit as they wanted, that they should use
this time as a spring cleaning, and that someone would come by to
download the footage. Beth told them she was conducting surveys on
how to make their community safer.
I told Kat what was happening.
“I can’t believe you’re selling out like that,” she said.
I didn’t think I was selling out and told her so. “The police aren’t
the bad guys,” I said. “And they have budget issues that, frankly, I think
anyone can understand.”
I’d forgotten how simple it all is when you’re young. I didn’t want
to fight, though. We were in her kitchen, standing on the flat part of
the linoleum, just before its mysterious slope downward toward the
fridge. I said, “Why is everything falling apart in this town?”
“The center cannot hold,” she said. “We’re here in the rust belt,
just waiting on the second coming.”
If there was a point of tension in our relationship, it was this: I was
not from the rust belt, and Kat continued to notice it. Also, she was
flirting with the idea of leaving wildlife biology for some sort of literature and interpretive social media double major that would require two
additional years. I continued to discourage it.
I looked up at her. She had begun disrobing. I just watched, curious.
She took off her sweater and her shoes. She took off her shirt and bra
and laid them over the edge of the sink. She stood before me in her
leggings, her hair falling over her right breast. She looked liked an ad
for that trendy store that’s run by perverts.
She said, “I want you to fuck me one last time.”
I was caught off-guard. “What?” I said, though every day I thought
of calling things off.
Kat said, “I’ve got to move on. I’m trying to get my life together.”
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She crossed the distance between us and put her arms around me.
I must have looked wounded. “I’m sorry,” she said.
I twisted away. She said, “What?”
“You can’t do this,” I said.
“I’m sorry,” she said again.
“Don’t apologize,” I said. “They won’t like that when you start
taking classes in feminist discourse.”
“Okay, I don’t apologize,” she said. “You need to leave.”
I was reeling. I knew it was juvenile, but I wanted to have some say
in this. Every day, when I left Kat’s apartment, I would have discussions
with myself about how I wouldn’t go back the next day, but then the
next day would come, and it would seem like going to her apartment for
a few hours was exactly what my day needed. I looked at Kat, perfectly
young, perfectly topless in the middle of her desperate kitchen, and I
wanted to see her as mixed-up and vulnerable, but that’s not what I saw.
The vulnerability, I could see, was that I was here with her, that she’d
let a stranger this far inside. The only thing to do was leave.
“I just want to decide something,” I said.
“What’s that?” she said.
“I just want to decide something,” I said, not quite understanding
even myself.
And with that, I walked through the door and left Kat’s building.
When I got home, I found Beth in our living room with Officer
Skeggs. They were drinking tea and discussing one of Beth’s textbooks,
The Not-So-Lone Ranger, a book about communities and crime that I’d
attempted to read once or twice while on the john.
Officer Skeggs stood up and shook my hand. I usually have a good
read on such things, and I didn’t get the feeling that he’d stopped by for
anything untoward. In fact, he said, “I was in the neighborhood and
came by to see you. Beth said you’d be home about now.”
I told him to sit back down and I took a seat next to Beth. She didn’t
scoot away from me as I sat, but I thought I felt her body stiffen slightly.
He told me that some of the footage from one of my cameras had
helped them apprehend a man who had robbed a string of small businesses. He said there was footage of a hooded young man with a
backpack emerging from the house across the street that matched the
description from the shops. One of his men noticed that the times
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matched the robberies. The robber had confessed after he was picked
up for questioning. “I’m not supposed to share this sort of thing,”
Officer Skeggs said, “but I wanted you to know what a help you’ve
been.”
He reached out to shake my hand. I half-expected him to pin some
honorary sheriff’s badge onto me. I looked over at Beth. I figured she’d
have things to say about the methods later, but right now, she encouraged me to accept his commendation.
I said he was welcome, but I demurred when it came to taking the
credit. “It just sounds like the perpetrator was reckless,” I said. “He
would have ruined himself eventually.”
Officer Skeggs nodded. “Well, thanks for helping keep an eye out.”
After he left, Beth and I stood around in the kitchen. As predicted,
Beth was abuzz with the strangeness of the bust and what it might mean
for a budding research project. I listened.
I started in making us omelets for dinner. At one point, Beth came
up behind me and hugged me as I stood at the stove.
“You know what?” she said. “I’ve missed you.” She laid her head
against my back and together we rocked side-to-side. I let the spatula
fall from my hand. It clattered to the floor.
I said, “I’ve missed you, too.” And I meant it.
Later that night, while Beth slept, I reviewed a bunch of the footage that
Office Skeggs had dropped off. He’d told his crew to save it if people
put stuff out on the curb, but predictably, I watched a whole lot of
nothing.
Now, I’m not the sort of person to go around anthropomorphizing
shit, but most of the stuff on that footage—without my editorial help—
was pitiful and forlorn. They were objects that no one wanted: paisley
loveseats and homemade lamps, milk crates full of unidentifiable toys,
broken ironing boards. They sat on-camera in misaligned shots for days
and days. The cameras recorded countless people walking by, yet people
hardly even glanced at the stuff. Most of it was eventually hauled away
by trash trucks.
About halfway in, however, one of the cameras yielded something
else. I recognized the shot immediately: it was footage taken from Kat’s
building. We hadn’t talked since I left her apartment, but she had appar18
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ently turned in her footage. I recognized the intersection, and soon
enough, I recognized Beth, in her running clothes, walking into the
frame from left-to-right. The shot was set up to capture the curb lawn,
so as she came up the front walk, her face disappeared from view, and
her torso blocked the camera. She never knew it was there. She stood
at the door—the one that was never locked but should have been—for
a full twenty seconds before she turned back and resumed her jogging.
I watched it three more times. I tried to pause in the fleeting moment
where her face was close enough to maybe reveal emotion, just before it
moved off-camera. It was hardly definitive. She looked tired, red from
exertion, but nothing more. I forwarded ahead, and I found her again
two days later, then two days after that. I repeated the process of pausing
and zooming in. There were no answers.
The last time she was on the recording, I noticed, was the day
before. I thought back to the kitchen, to the way she’d hugged me. I
knew that I didn’t want to lose her, that I couldn’t lose this. In the
morning, I decided, I would tell her everything that she already knew. I
would plead for clemency and beg for forgiveness. I would listen. I
would implore. I would call myself out as shit-for-brains.
But, of course, she already knew. And couldn’t I save us both a lot of
pain, a lot of hand-wringing and what-you’ve-done-what-have-I-done
grief, if we just loved our way through it, if I awoke and applied myself
and gave of myself more purely and powerfully than ever before? I
would labor and not grow weary. I would sacrifice. I would atone. Yet,
I would never speak a word of it.
I believed then that it might work.
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The Augury of Bats
Kiran Kaur Saini

S

heri tells me there are bats in her closet. “They’re diving and circling
around and diving again.” Sheri is four and, as far as I know, has
never seen a bat.
“Bats diving in a circle?” By the gleam of the nightlight, I slide the
door back, peer inside. “I don’t see any bats,” I say, and turn the
bedroom light on.
She is silent for a moment. “I can still hear them.”
I turn the vaporizer off. “How about now?”
She doesn’t say anything.
“I’m going to turn the lights off again. Let’s try it.”

Five minutes later, I am at the kitchen table grading papers and I hear
her crying again.
“The bats?” I say, leaning against the door frame.
“Yes.” Her sobs lessen, but don’t stop.
I carry a table lamp with a 3-way bulb from the living room and
plug it in near her closet. “How about this?” I put the light on low and
hold her hand. “Do you still see them?”
She peeks towards the closet from the corners of her eyes, face
tilted away, shakes her head.
“The light helps?” I ask.
She doesn’t nod.
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The next day I go to the hardware store, buy a lighting fixture, and
install it in her closet. At night I show her the string, which I have
extended to the floor. I put its end in her hand. She tugs it on and off.
I tuck her in, tell her to pull the string if the bats come.
When the crying starts I go to sit on the edge of her bed.
“Do you want to try the closet light?” I ask.
“I can’t go to the closet,” she says. “Because of the bats.”
“Come on, I’ll help.”
We walk hand in hand across the room and I crouch next to her.
Behind the wall of the closet I hear the faint sibilance of gas.
“It’s just the heat,” I say.
She hides behind my back. “Don’t you see them?” Her eyes strain
upward, circling, as if following their path.
I pull the cord. Light floods the closet like water over a fire.
“See?” I say. “They’re not there.”
She looks at me like I’ve betrayed her.
Dav comes home from his physics conference the next day and hears
Sheri that night.
“She’s crying,” he says, pulling his turban off and resting it on the
night table.
“She hears bats in the closet.”
“Bats?” he says.
“I think she sees them, too.”
He gets up and goes to her room. The crying stops. I go and watch
them from the doorway. He is sitting on the edge of her bed. Her eyes
are red from crying, but shining now, and she is smiling. Giggling,
almost. They lean their heads together, talking quietly, two dark halos of
matching hair—his thick and rich, cascading over his shoulders, hers
fine and wispy, like the wings of butterflies spread over her pillow. He
sings to her in Punjabi, his voice soft and nostalgic. At the end of the
song, he hugs her and starts to go. She pulls his arm back, and he leans
toward her, waiting. She closes her eyes, fingers entangled in his beard.
Later I ask him, “She told you about the bats?”
“She didn’t mention the bats,” Dav says.
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“Not at all?”
“When I asked her why she was crying, she said she didn’t know.”
When Sheri was born, there had been a moment of panic in the delivery
room. As Sheri’s head crowned, the nurse had gasped and stepped back.
“What’s wrong?” I called out.
“Nothing,” the doctor said. “Nothing’s wrong.”
“Oh,” the nurse said, and stepped closer again.
Dav and I clasped hands, our hearts racing.
Later, as the nurse turned the water nozzle on her little body, I saw
Sheri’s full head of dark hair, saw that it would be curly, that it already
settled around her ears like quiet birds.
The nurse washed Sheri with her fingertips, as if unwilling to put
her full hands on her.
“Is this normal for you?” she asked.
The time had not yet come when children in the neighborhood
would pull that hair out in handfuls, when high school gym teachers
would tell Sheri that such long hair was “unclean,” when graduate
school feminists would accuse her of caving to male oppression, and
shun her.
“Is what normal for whom?” I asked.
Dav gave me a questioning look.
“That your children have so much hair,” she enunciated for Dav.
Dav shrugged, not catching her tone. “This is our first child.”
We experiment for a few nights. Or, at least, I do. When she cries I go
in first and she tells me about the bats. I close the valve on her radiator,
push the closet door tighter, tell her a bedtime story. Nothing stops the
bats. Then Dav goes in and they talk about nothing for a few minutes,
he sings a few verses, she starts giggling, then drops off to sleep. This
repeats, day after day.
“What do you sing to her?” I ask.
“They’re just songs my father taught me,” he says.
“Can I learn?”
He agrees to teach me some shabads.
I walked the post partum weight off. Miles with Sheri in the stroller
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every day. Women from the town would stop me on the street. “Whose
is she?”
“Mine,” I would say.
“It can’t be.”
“I saw her come out,” I would tell them. “She’s my daughter.”
Their eyes would slide from Sheri’s face to mine.
“No,” they would say. “She’s not.”
I try the shabads one night, mouthing the words he has taught me,
making sure to get my “t”s and “d”s right. Sheri only cries harder at my
effort. The fluttering between the walls in the closet fills the silence
between us.
“The bats,” she says.
“I know,” I say. “I’m sorry.”
Dav rescues me, laughing gently, stroking my hair. The glow in
Sheri’s eyes grows, including me for a moment, then shifts onto Dav as
our momentary unit of three dwindles back into our two sets of two.
After I leave, from the hallway I hear their hushed voices
murmuring together, and then he sings.
In our darkened bedroom I sit in the glow of my laptop and search for
the meaning of bats. They are bad luck, omens of death, spirit animals,
good luck, vampires, guides through the darkness, a symbol of rebirth,
untapped potential.
“You’re thinking too much about it,” Dav says. “I’m sure it doesn’t
mean anything. It’s probably just a dream.”
“But she is awake when she sees them.”
“Is she?” he says. “She’s too young to separate dream from reality.
Maybe she can’t tell the difference.”
I look at him for a moment.
“Can’t she?” I ask. “Or can’t we?”
After a few more weeks, when she cries I do not want to go.
“I can’t stop them from coming,” I tell Dav. “Go. It’s you she
wants.”
He looks at me steadily, searching for a rebuttal, not finding one.
He stands and goes, and I hear the hiss from between the walls.
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“Do you hear it?” I ask when he returns. He shakes his head.
When we turn our own lights off, I feel his irrefutable gaze between
us, and when he pulls me toward him, the sound in the wall steals out
and settles over us like a first snowfall.
Afterwards, as he sleeps, as soundly as Sheri, and all three of us are
still protected and whole, I lie awake, eyes open, feeling the chill of our
advance into the future, and I face down the whispering wall, waiting,
looking for the circling shapes to appear, listening for the wings of bats.
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Nonfiction

Our Jean
Anna Lewis

It is a mere accident in this Country to have a good fruit year, on account of
the changeable weather, which is some days like Summer and the next
perhaps as cold as winter.
— Lt. Enos Reeves, Durham County, North Carolina, March 1782

Y

esterday brought the news that Jean is dying. xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx
My husband’s ninety-six-year-old grandmother, known variously
throughout the family as Jean, Mom, Grandma, and Gigi, is dying.
We gave Jean a phone call that no one described as the last phone
call. It’s February, and we phoned her while uprooting privet shoots on
a Sunday afternoon as warm as summer. Here we were in t-shirts when,
just days ago, we’d been fetching firewood in from the bitter cold.
We knew we wouldn’t hear Jean’s voice. We knew she has stopped
eating and drinking and that she’s not altogether present in our world
anymore. But we’d been told that she seems to respond to familiar voices.
So we called, and I spoke to her as I remember speaking to my son when
he was an infant. I had an acute sense of nurturing connection while
holding no expectation of the listener’s—hearer’s?— comprehension.
This is how we speak to our fellow souls, if we are such, at the very beginning and at the very end. Our reason bucks blindly against our conviction
that, surely, connection is possible, even now, at this earliest or latest
moment. Gigi would hear our voices and know or feel something.
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We’re all here in our backyard, Gigi, and we thought we’d call to say hello
and let you know we’re thinking of you. It’s so warm here today, and the soil’s
just right for work—we’ve suddenly got daffodils already.
My son, four years old and busy beating a tree with a stick, overheard. He ran up for a turn. “It’s Gigi,” I told him. “Why don’t you tell
her hello and you love her?”
“Hello, Gigi. I love you,” he obeyed and promptly ran off,
requiring nothing more of this or any other phone conversation.
I don’t know Jean the way everyone else in my husband’s family knows
her. They’ve told me for years that for most of her life she has been a
hard and stubborn woman—tenacious is the word when speakers feel
generous. She is someone who has always seen to getting her own way,
which everyone seems both to admire and resent. I’ve gathered that she
harbors a deep snobbery and a casual racism, traits that family analysis
chalks up more to Jean’s era than to personal fault. There was also the
early death of her father from which she seemed never to recover fully.
According to my husband, she claimed to have made a vow—an actual
vow— never to love again, not with her whole heart, not with a true
giving of her whole self.
And, “unlike most people,” my husband is fond of noting, “Jean has
follow-through.”
Facts are scant and hard to extract, at least for a daughter-in-law
trying to exert some discretion while also mastering her husband’s
family lore. Jean has always formed an inevitable part of the scenery of
the family life. Even for me, inserted late into the picture by marriage,
it’s hard to imagine the world without her, so long—for almost a
century now—has she been here, persistently alive. There she’d sit at
family gatherings, already deep into physical decline, slumped in the
corner of the kitchen, stirring her sugared coffee, while the younger
generations would discuss the day’s menu. Occasionally, late in the
night, Jean’s adult grandchildren might reconfigure a few details—
“When did Jean and Grandpa travel to Norway again?”—but one
doesn’t study such histories with much diligence until, of course, one of
its major figures dies.
And so, for years I’ve relied mostly on the photographs that fill my
mother-in-law’s house. I search for clues, though to what I’m not sure:
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Jean’s satin wedding dress with puffed sleeves; a powder-blue chiffon
gown at a daughter’s wedding; a button-down blouse—again, powderblue—with a large, 1970s collar; wide glasses frames, forming owl rings
around her pinching eyes. Jean’s hair is always caught into a tidy perm,
arranged like a small cushion atop her head, first gray, then silver, then
pure white. In the black-and-white photos of her youth, Jean cuts a
slender and attractive figure. Almost always, she scowls prettily. When
her lips appear parted, they reveal a row of tiny, mean teeth. Moving from
one frame to the next, along the hallway or across the dresser in the spare
room, I’d find myself tracing a timeline of eras in twentieth-century
America as much as discovering—or recognizing, or even quasi-remembering via learned anecdotes—Jean’s person, in and of herself.
By the time I showed up, the girlfriend of her least favorite grandchild,
Jean was almost ninety years old. She had mellowed, everyone insisted,
whatever that meant. She immediately approved of me, mostly because
my father is English and I’d gone to the right schools. I was the one
thing her grandson had done right in her estimation.
When I was growing up, a first-generation American, my parents
were largely off speaking terms with my paternal grandmother back in
England. But my maternal grandmother, my Slovak Babinka, lived with
us until I was six years old, and I was raised in keeping with Slovak
culture to respect and even venerate old people. My Babinka and I only
partially shared a language—the kitchen Slovak of my childhood—but
her hands were always close, scented with one or another homeopathic
treatment involving homegrown herbs. Her calloused fingertips would
thread a needle close to her face and mine, so I could see. The skin
around her wrist had a way of wrinkling softly when she stirred our
daily soups. As she prayed the Rosary, I’d count the lines around her
knuckles. And I remember there were a few times, seemingly
connected to important occasions, when I was instructed to greet her
by kissing her hand. When I was eleven and we received the international phone call relaying the news that Babinka had died back home in
Slovakia—a simple stroke while she napped in her apartment—I wept
for months.
And so, newly arrived into my husband’s family circle, I could
hardly believe he was lucky enough to have a grandmother still. I was
tahoma literary review 27

Our Jean

ready to adore Jean. And, I confess, it did not displease me that I might
appeal to her snobbery, a trait that I could now confirm for myself and
which worked in my favor. Of all the people in the room at family gatherings, I would choose her to sit by and talk to. She’d inquire about my
family and job, scowling prettily and cackling a bit at some observation.
I didn’t mind practically yelling so she could hear me. I enjoyed
attending to her, offering to fetch her a shawl or more shrimp from the
party-size platter from Costco.
One autumn early in my marriage, living separately from my
husband during his first year at law school, I decided to travel from
Brooklyn to visit Jean in Meriden, Connecticut. Everyone was surprised
that I’d volunteer to spend time with Jean—by myself, no less. “I’ve
never seen a New England autumn,” I lied. Really I wanted a closer look
into an American womanhood I’d only glimpsed superficially through
friends’ mothers or television sitcoms.
That weekend I brought homemade carrot or zucchini bread—I
can’t remember which, only that I was keen on showing up with an
unquestionably American baked good. Carrot or zucchini, whichever it
was, I’d gotten it wrong. Entirely too dry. Jean cheerfully retrieved a
package of cream cheese from her nearly empty fridge. We sat together
at her brown and orange Formica tabletop and said things about
weather and family while I suppressed my bafflement that one could use
cream cheese to spackle together a failed quick bread.
I remember sleeping deeply and very late into the next morning,
tucked away in Jean’s upstairs guest bedroom. There was something
cocoon-like about Jean’s home, with its decades-old wall-to-wall
carpeting ever underfoot. There was no internet or computer here and,
although I’d recently bought my first smartphone, I declined to unpack
it. That morning, I lingered over small objects—a powder-blue resin
handheld mirror with a tiny, classic pink rose painted on the back. I
perused Jean’s shelves of family photographs. Some images I recognized
instantly as duplicates of those in my mother-in-law’s home. In others,
I discovered the same faces, now cast in different angles and lights.
But it was in Jean’s champagne-colored sedan that she and I spent
much of that weekend together, running errands that she could no
longer perform herself, her driver’s license having been revoked some
years prior, entirely against her will. Well, really, we ran one, single
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errand with a unique purpose: to find and purchase Pacquin hand
cream, Jean’s preferred brand. I’d never heard of the stuff, but I was
intrigued by Jean’s allegiance to brand—a trait completely absent from
my own upbringing and one that I considered distinctly American.
What exactly did American women of Jean’s generation put on their skin
anyway?
“It comes in a pink container,” Jean explained, as we sought out
pharmacies in adjacent towns, “I can’t find it anywhere anymore.” We
were driving past old farms now, past weathered barns and fence posts.
Jean knew all the roads by heart and seemed pleased to navigate me,
earnestly, along them. The trees, already golden, brimmed with afternoon light.
No luck.
That evening, Jean took me out to an Italian dinner at the local golf
club. It was and remains my one and only dinner at a golf club. I
remember the club’s wall of windows behind Jean’s silhouette, the golf
course a smooth ocean of gray-green in the twilight, punctuated by
skinny flagpoles. How had I arrived here to this place? Feeling ever the
outsider, I was waiting for some new intelligence, some definitive insight
into what it means to be American and how I might pull it off—something beyond triviality and towards a truth—but nothing came or, if it
did, I missed it. Jean was talking about the snacks at her bridge club and
then the waiter, whom Jean knew by name, was chuckling with her and
clearing our plates. We were selecting mints from a bowl by the
doorway, and Jean was clutching my forearm as we stepped our way
gingerly into the clear autumn night.
Once back in my Brooklyn walk-up studio, I popped open my laptop
and basked in the blue glow of the internet. A quick search revealed that
Pacquin “was one of the nation’s best known hand creams, for generations made by the Connecticut company Pacquin-Lester.” In 2006, the
brand had been sold to Johnson & Johnson and production discontinued.
But I found two small tubes of Pacquin lotion selling on eBay—$9.99 for
the lot—and I ordered them for Jean as a surprise present.
At last search, an 8oz container now sells on eBay for $199.99.
The discovery came years later, when I finally witnessed what everyone
else knew Jean for.
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It was February. My father-in-law had died suddenly of a heart attack
after shoveling snow outside his northern Virginia suburban home.
I helped Jean take the Amtrak down from Connecticut to Virginia
for a funeral she’d never imagined she’d attend. She’d brought a blueberry muffin for us to share. We spread napkins on our knees. “I never
thought I’d see this day,” she told me, picking at the crumbs with her
painted nails. Arriving at DC’s Union Station, we were greeted by my
sister-in-law and her Marine husband, who packed us safely into their
black SUV. Traffic was thick and no one was saying much of anything.
“Go home,” we heard Jean mutter.
Bitterness choked her old voice. She was staring narrowly at a
turbaned Sikh in the car next to us, her frail body barely holding itself
up against the car door.
I quickly turned away to look at anything else. We sat in silence
until someone offered up some driving directions. I turned back to look
at Jean once more. If I had gained her heritage through marriage, the
weight of the inheritance was only compounding a legacy I already
necessarily carried as an American, albeit a culturally perplexed, firstgeneration one. Our Jean, I thought, as we carefully wheeled around
six-foot snow banks, mine as much as theirs or anyone’s.
I felt shame for bearing witness, saying nothing, and, even still,
feeling love cut hard through a fresh horror of our Jean, seated there,
hunched over in the corner, peering out: an aggrieved, vicious, fragile,
bigoted, white woman. What was in my heart was not enough and it
amounted merely to cowardice.
I think everyone thinks Jean has lived too long for anyone’s good. Until
about seven months ago, she refused to abandon her townhouse which
had become dangerous for her to inhabit, as well as filthy and difficult—
awkward—for anyone besides her daughters to visit.
What does a ninety-six-year-old woman living alone do all day?
Many times, I’ve imagined Jean shifting herself from bed to toilet to
kitchen, bent a full ninety degrees at the waist into an upside-down Lshape that no human body should ever form. But who can imagine the
entanglement of physical sensations coursing through her mass—
painful? sharp? dull?—not to mention the goings-on of her mind and
memory, her yearnings, her joys, her regrets. I’ve never asked.
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“Remember?” I find myself asking now, of my husband. Even now,
Jean still saves the wrapping paper from each and every present, a
vestige of growing up during the Depression. For the longest time,
she’d mail us a check for fifteen dollars every Valentine’s Day. We’d feel
embarrassed depositing it. One Christmas, she rattled off the names of
her ten cousins while thumping her fingertips against the tablecloth:
Loren, Elizabeth, Ernie, Mabel, Bill, Louellen, Jane, Mary, Margaret,
Chuck. What a list to have in one’s keeping. All of them dead, by then.
It became hard on Jean’s daughters to travel from their own respective
homes in Virginia and Toronto, for a few weeks at a time, to manage
her care, her finances, her various forms of refusal and denial in the face
of aging. It was hard to accept that she didn’t want to move in with one
of them, or to move into some kind of care facility nearer to one of
them. She didn’t want to leave her things, we’d say to each other when
it came up. But things seemed inaccurate—her home, we meant, or her
memories.
I’d notice us grasping at words, sensing that what we weren’t—or
at least I wasn’t—saying out loud was: she didn’t want to leave to die.
Leaving for a bit just to leave for good seemed like leaving for nothing.
Finally, there was a fall, a hospital visit, and a stern medical
pronouncement: Jean could no longer live alone. There were mentions
of difficult conversations and lots of paperwork, with the end result being
that Jean moved into a “gracious senior living rental community” just
minutes away from my mother-in-law, who would now visit her every day.
We said all the things one says: It’s time. It’s much safer for her. It’s
really very nice. We can all visit more often.
Well, it was all true. I’ve always considered such places a disgrace
upon our contemporary culture, which removes our elderly from family,
from home, from view. But I was both reluctant and relieved to discover
that the things one says were true. It was time. It was safer. It really was
very nice: clean and vibrant, full of attentive caretakers and visitors
buzzing through the hallways.
And we could visit more often, which we’ve managed to do every
other month or so in conjunction with various family trips. We help my
mother-in-law bring Jean her favorite lunch of roast beef sandwiches
with rainbow sherbet for dessert. We also bring along my husband’s
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childhood box of Lincoln Logs. Upon arrival, my son spills them onto
the cream-colored carpet and gets to work while we adults attempt
conversation. Inevitably, though, he begins to dart and swoop around
the room, chirping—and once Jean cocked her head and observed, “You
just can’t explain him.”
“How do you mean?” I asked.
“You just can’t explain him,” she said, “his liveliness, the way he is
in the world. You just have to bring him, so people can see for themselves.”
It was one of the kindest things anyone has ever said to me. It was
as if Jean had intuited—maybe she knew this, remembered it somewhere behind her inscrutable wrinkles and failing flesh—that we
mothers, at least for some time, set our whole hearts upon a sole but
sacred contribution: the presence of our child.
Now we wait for news of Jean’s death while eyeing the daffodil stalks
pushing their way heedlessly through Durham’s clay. Another inch every
time we turn around, it seems, and so early as to seem unearthly.
We aren’t there with Jean now. And, from descriptions, we gather
that in the state she’s in, even if we were there, we wouldn’t consider her
there. There is no longer any meeting place for us and Jean.
When she dies, the fact will arrive as does any other news item we
can’t do anything about, sailing in from a distance and lodging itself as
knowledge amid the daily business required by life. Already we’ve
opened all our windows, feeling the air as we haven’t for months, and
its promise comes mixed with foreboding. We’re stunned, more than
I’ve known us to be any other spring, to find ourselves breathing—really
breathing—and attending, as if perched on an edge or peering around
a corner.
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what child is this
Dujie Tahat

with skin of dirt and honey
who climbs and clamors and clings to the cruel hole they must walk through
where their parents’ bodies were just minutes ago
whose skin the color of the Rio Grande that I’ve never seen but Jovane
once assured me is just as
wet and wistful as the mud of the Yakima River
wow I say to no one in particular
womp womp says a
white-haired white collar ordering Mexican food
while the waiter reaches for his pen a knife a
wailing in the distance
what assholes
we all whisper at our phones
when we finally come up with anything at all to say
when words are worthless
why is a barren question so taking
wickedness at its word seems hollow so
wallow with me for a minute as
weeping nightly my son mourns the end of each day
wary that the overwhelming world will be here when he wakes
what child is this
with skin of dirt and honey
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Body Parts
Sara Henry

T

here will be a book. Ro’s mother tells her this while they’re in the
pool, drifting closer and further apart in the center of it. Their
noses almost touch. She’s decided to write a book about beautiful
children, and the people who hurt them. She was a beautiful child, the
only girl born in a house of men.
It will be about listening, the coldness of it. Her mother, Ro’s
grandmother, was a brilliant listener. She listened to the drunken taunts
of Ro’s grandfather, to the sound of wood against skin, of wood against
wood, of tears, of lilies shrinking in a vase. She listened to her second
husband take her daughter by the hand to a room with a bed in it. At
thirteen, Ro’s mother didn’t have a window to look out of. She had two
flabby shoulders and a blue lampshade.
It will be about hair, about ankles and calves, about the bare necks
of girls and the violence these body parts can bring. Brought. When
she’s finished, she’s mailing it to her mother with a big red bow tied
around it.
The pool water is warm. Ro’s one-piece bathing suit is too small for
her, her shoulders barely held in by the purple straps. She doesn’t know
how many hours they’ve been submerged, but her fingertips are wrinkled.
“I want you to read it too,” she says with her back turned to Ro,
stepping out of the pool at dusk. The water slides off her mother in
hundreds of beads. “Then you’ll know.”
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She writes early in the morning, rising in the dark and sitting in front
of her computer, punching out hard little letters. Ro knows this because
she can’t sleep through the night. She steps down the hall and sees her
mother’s back ripple like lake water. She sees that skin, lying in bed with
her eyes closed. Her mother’s anger fills the house like perfume, finding
Ro and covering her. When Ro can’t stomach it anymore, she walks to
the kitchen and fills herself with all the sweet things she can find—chocolate kisses, cookies, drops of maple syrup. Ro reaches her arm into the
bottom shelf of the pantry until it’s almost gone. The chocolate melts in
her palm. She hears the ghosts of the words her mother has screamed in
the kitchen so many times—liar, traitor, fucker, father.
In the doorway to her bedroom, her right hand smeared with sugar,
Ro sees her brother’s back through her window. He’s on the terrace that
connects their rooms. To get on the terrace, they need to crawl through
their windows. She raises the glass and carefully inches out, her knees
scraping the pane.
“Get lost.” Ro doesn’t leave because Lyle’s voice is soft.
“What’re you doing up?”
“I said get lost.” Lyle sighs, his shoulders lowering in defeat. “I can’t
sleep. Not when she’s awake.”
“Me too.”
Lyle turns to look at the pool in the backyard. His white t-shirt is
bloodstained from the acne that makes him hate leaving the house. Ro
thinks about how strange it is, that their mother’s silence is worse, more
invasive, than her outbursts.
“She’s doing this to bother me,” he says.
“She’s writing a book.”
“Oh. I don’t care.”
“Do you know what it’s about?”
“It doesn’t matter. Don’t you see that?” Lyle sighs again, leans back
on his skinny arms. He doesn’t say it meanly. He says it like he’s mad at
her and sorry for her at the same time.
They sit there for a while, staring into the fading stars. In the blue
light before dawn, Lyle’s acne is less noticeable. His sharp jaw and
cheekbones cut through the dimness. His face is handsome. She wants
to tell him this. She wants to tell him what she heard her mother say in
the water. She wants to cry into his bloody shirt.
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Before she can tell these secrets, she’s interrupted by Lyle’s sharp
intake of breath, his curling fingers. He’s looking at their mother, who
stands naked at the edge of the pool. Her white-blonde hair, long and
knotted, is lovely. She doesn’t dive, but steps in gradually, as if she’s
sinking into a bath. She lies on her back and closes her eyes. There are
moles on her breasts. Ro wonders about her. She wonders whether her
bare skin is cold. What her story, already stitched into her body, is
capable of. Whether she feels them too, her children, staring at her
from above, overwhelmed by love and fear and disgust. Ro wonders if
she will be forgiven, for not wanting to know what happened to her
mother. She wonders hard, until a drop of blood appears on her lip, the
things she can’t say snapping in her chest like dogs.
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Fragile, Liquid, Perishable, Hazardous
Becky Tuch

F

or the past year, Sara Cohen had been temping at the Boston Ballet.
Each morning there would be a list of which of the previous
evening’s telemarketers sold tickets, subscriptions or season passes to
which customers. Sara’s job was to record the data in the computer.
Then she had to chart the figures onto a spreadsheet that compared
previous years’ sales to this one. The computer she used seemed to be
dated back to the very first computer ever made. It was a hulking beige
thing that blew warm, inky air through its vents. The information
appeared on the screen in neon green, the font so ancient-looking as to
appear tribal. The keys on the keyboard were enormous, each letter the
size of a small candy.
She reported to a man named Paul Pinkham, who was short, with
an unusually large pot belly emphasized by the pleated khakis that he
wore and the thin brown leather belt that held them up. Alone in the
basement, with no other offices on this floor, and no other employees
in this particular office, Sara and Paul Pinkham worked in discomfitingly close quarters, their two desks just feet from one another.
For long stretches each day, they would work silently, clacking away
on their respective computers until, out of nowhere, Paul Pinkham
would recall a joke or a story he wanted to relate (A lawyer, a barber and
a rabbi walked into a bar...), at which point Sara would turn to look at
him, and she would watch his little brown eyes and his big shiny lips on
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top of which was a furrowy, twitching moustache, and as he talked small
white beads of saliva would gather in the corners of his mouth, and he
would end whatever he was saying with a blustery laugh that inspired
him to slap the back of Sara’s low-backed wheely chair, so that Sara
would roll out in front of him.
Often Sara laughed at Paul Pinkham’s jokes. Other times, Sara
couldn’t figure out the joke that he was telling, and she would sit with
him in their small, empty office, letting the awkwardness of the situation cascade around her until her arm hair stood on end.
Frequently, he would send Sara on errands. On her way back, she
would dawdle near the studio where the Boston Ballet dancers practiced. My god, Sara would think, breath caught in her throat. The
ballerinas were magical. They slid, leapt, hovered, spun, as easily as
most people breathed. They pointed and flexed, drawing curves and
lines in the air with their sharp, sleek bodies. Their fingers were fireworks. Their feet landed on the floor as gently as falling flower petals.
Then, the way they berated themselves, that was the most amazing
thing to see. How these otherworldly swans would render the air liquid
until, suddenly, from nowhere the director would yell, “Arretez! Stop!”
The piano music would abruptly halt, the room would go silent.
“Maura, what was that! Comme un éléphant!” He would clap angrily and
Maura would nod in agreement, yes, she was an elephant and, ashamed
of herself, she would shuffle back to the wall.
“No!” Sara longed to say. “You’re beautiful!” She imagined herself
waiting outside the studio, pulling all the ballerinas aside. “Don’t be so
hard on yourself. You’re gorgeous. That leap was genius!” She would
place her hand on Maura’s shoulder, say, “I can’t even do a somersault.”
But she never did that, knowing it wouldn’t go over well, that these
men and women were striving for something beyond Sara’s platitudes,
their level of discipline and commitment on a scale that Sara, a mere
mortal, could not possibly comprehend.
Gradually, she would peel herself away from the dance studio and,
newly aware of the leaden weight of her limbs, would make her way to
the supply room to photocopy the latest instruction guide for the telemarketers, or fetch those extra boxes of staples Paul Pinkham had
requested.
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It was on one of these errands, one Friday morning, that Sara decided to
write a letter to Lucia Garrison, a woman whom Sara had never met,
but whose name appeared on the Boston Ballet subscriber list. For
several months now, Sara had been making free use of the subscriber
list, adding a little extra something into every other package of outgoing
mail. With an envelope full of brochures, she had included a handful of
Post-It notes adorned with smiley faces. With several letters about
upcoming performances, she’d included some candies pilfered from the
jar of plastic-wrapped mints on the supply room countertop.
The pleasure wasn’t so much in sending treats to strangers but
rather in getting to play with the stamp machine, a giant contraption
reminiscent of a benevolent silver dinosaur that stretched along the
entire surface of one counter. How Sara loved that machine! The soft
whirr as it heated up. Its rhythmic ticking as it weighed and assessed.
The sleek elegance of its exterior contrasted with the noisy chaos of its
inner life.
The real delight was getting each envelope to weigh a different
amount. This way, alone in the supply room and far from the gaze of
Paul Pinkham, she could pretend to be a post office employee. Carefully, she scrutinized each item. Anything fragile, liquid, perishable or
hazardous? she would mumble in a thick Boston accent, slurring the
words as she’d heard so many postal workers do. To herself, she would
answer, “No, ma’am!” and then run the envelope through the machine.
She never expected anyone to respond. Why, she hardly said
anything at all. She didn’t know any of the people who received the
letters. The way Sara sometimes heard the telemarketers complain
about the men and women on the subscriber list, it seemed as though
they were not human. They were unfriendly hostile zombies who hung
up the phone the second they realized who was calling them. If notes
and doodles could be hung up on, Sara’s would be.
Yet that day, an impulse summoned her, the desire to write beyond
her usual “Hello!” or “Have a great day! ☺ ☺ ☺” The name Lucia
Garrison enticed her. Lucia, light. Garrison, strength. Two things of
which Sara lately felt herself to be in sorely short supply. She picked up
a Boston Ballet ballpoint pen, and began to write.
Dear Lucia,
She paused, reached for one of the mint candies in a nearby bowl,
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unwrapped it, slipped it under her tongue and rolled it along her teeth.
Hi.
She crossed that out, crumpled up the scrap paper and threw it
away. Started on a fresh sheet, a creamy white page with the Boston
Ballet letterhead at the top.
Hello.
My name is Sara C. I am 27, I live in Boston, I have brown hair.
I am contemplating becoming a vegetarian.
I have ambivalent feelings about marriage.
There is no need to respond to this letter. I just felt like writing to somebody.
Have a wonderful day.
Sincerely,
Sara C.
She paused, ambivalent about mentioning her ambivalence about
marriage. It was so personal, such a slice from the innards of her own
heart. At the same time, it felt not nearly personal enough. Sara was
ambivalent about so many things, marriage being just one of them.
But what the hell. It would have to be enough. And who knew?
Maybe Lucia was someone who felt just the way she did. Maybe Lucia
would love to hear such a thing, would relish in these honest, simple
words from a stranger.
She folded the paper, slid it into an envelope, licked the flap.
“Anything fragile, liquid, perishable or hazardous?” she asked.
“No ma’am!” she replied.
She laid the envelope into the silver tray. Then she pressed the red
button that summoned the machine to life.
That weekend, Sara stood shivering in a black dress and in too-tight shoes
on Boylston Avenue. The black dress was her boyfriend’s idea. So was Top of
the Hub, the restaurant where they would have dinner. Sara was still somewhat new to Boston and Tony had insisted on the highest restaurant in town.
Where you can take in everything at once. Get the whole fucking gestalt of the city.
Tony was the only person Sara had known, since college, who used
the word “gestalt.” He was also the only person she knew who could say
“fucking gestalt” in a way that sounded perfectly eloquent.
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He was also the only person Sara knew who seemed incapable of
ever showing up anywhere on time.
She was just about to look at her phone yet again when a shriek
nearby startled her. Sara turned to see a small girl running after some
pigeons. The girl must have been five, maybe six, and at first it seemed
the girl was running right toward her. Sara smiled, began to wave as just
then the girl turned and ran in the other direction. The pigeons fluttered up in a storm. Moments later something splattered onto the thigh
of Sara’s dress, a hot viscous glob.
Oh, for fuck’s sake.
She straightened, checked her phone one final time, and began to
walk. Where, she wasn’t sure. To Newbury Street maybe, to side-eye all
the happy couples dining and enjoying themselves. Or maybe she would
walk home, carry her heels across the Harvard Bridge, throw the stupid
foot-binding things into the Charles River.
Halfway up the street, she scrubbed at the pigeon shit with a tissue
from her bag, then leaned on a lamppost to take off her shoes. Who
cared what people thought. If there was any comfort in humiliation, it
was the thick shield it coated you with, so that nothing else could hurt
you.
She turned onto Massachusetts Avenue, crossed toward the bridge.
When at last her phone buzzed, she let it ring three times before
answering.
“Where are you?” Tony sounded harried, breathless.
“I left,” Sara said.
“You left?”
A bus screeched to a stop. She ducked into the nearby train station,
phone pressed to her ear.
“Look, baby. I’m here now. I miss you.”
Sara stared down at the glob of bird shit on her dress, her bare toes.
“Where are you?” Tony asked. “I’ll come meet you.”
“I’m nowhere.”
Tony laughed, though she didn’t mean to be funny.
“Over an hour, Tony. I’m so sick of always waiting—”
“I know,” Tony said. “Something with my show came up and I…”
He said words Sara couldn’t hear then over the roar of the subway
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ment of the stop in a thick Boston accent. Hynes Convention Centah, this
is a C to Coolidge Cornah.
“I can hear the train,” Tony said. “You’re at Hynes Convention
Center.”
She shouldn’t have answered the phone.
“Is that where you are?” he said.
“No.”
“Stay right there. You hear me, baby? Stay. I’m coming to get you.”
She was certain she should leave. Feminism! She’d gone to a small
liberal arts college, had had the conversations, joined the protests,
deconstructed the texts, stayed up late and drunk wine with friends,
cursing and swearing off this, liberating herself from that. She would be
bold out in the world, she’d averred, fearless.
Those conversations, just years ago, felt like another lifetime. Here
she was, in her mid-twenties, hardly bold, hardly fearless. Shoeless, in
fact. And starving. Cold. Leaning against the grimy wall of a subway
station, shit on her dress.
Here she was, waiting for Tony, who would come find her, make
things right, fix the whole fucking gestalt of the thing.
A letter arrived. It was addressed to her, care of the Boston Ballet. When
she arrived at the office one morning, Paul Pinkham looked at her in a
new way that made her nervous. For a long time she’d been worried
about getting caught playing with the supply room’s stamp machine and
now that the moment was finally here she had no idea how to explain
herself.
“This came for you,” was, however, all he said.
Sara looked at the envelope, then looked at him. But he had already
turned away, was flipping with determination through a Land’s End
catalogue.
She read the letter in the bathroom stall during her lunch break.
Dear Sara C.,
What a joy to get a letter! Such a dying art form. And sad, in a way, that
we must rely on total strangers to revive it. Ah, well, such is life.
To becoming a vegetarian: Must you commit right away? Why not try it
for a few days and see how it goes?
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On getting married: See above. Just be with someone for awhile. See how
it goes.
One problem with young people is that they think they must do one thing,
or not do anything at all. You know, it is possible to do some things slowly,
to just wait. Certainly our time has seen the dangers of extremism in all
forms, wouldn’t you agree?
Thank you for your letter. My children are out of the house. It’s nice to
hear a voice in the forest.
Yours, Lucia G.
An older woman then. A mother. Someone with gentle eyes, soft
gray tufts of hair. A pourer of warm tea. A listener. Sara read the letter
three more times. Then she pressed her forehead against the stall door,
the letter tight inside her fist, and closed her eyes.
Outside the city, about a forty-minute drive, was the junkyard where
Tony liked to look for materials. Normally Sara liked it too, the gritty
feeling on her fingertips, sunlight glinting off metal scraps, the air’s
coppery smell. She might delight in some antique tea kettle or a picture
frame with a family’s photos still inside, or, most of all, the way Tony
kissed her after an especially good find, both of them wobbling while
they stood on someone’s discarded pile of chewed dog leashes.
For Tony, the ultimate find was chicken wire. That was how he
made his sculptures. In all her years studying ancient, modern, and
contemporary art, Sara had never seen anything like Tony’s wire sculptures. Something that looked like an unarticulated blob of metal, once
hung from the ceiling, attached to the wall, properly illuminated,
created a multi-dimensional shadow in the shape of a shark with bared
teeth, a human hand reaching, two lovers entwined, their bodies at once
delineated from one another yet attached.
Did he watch the shadows as he sculpted the wire? Did he know
how it would end up before he started? Did he think about the thing
itself, or its dark reflection, as he worked? Did he mean to sculpt light
too; was it possible to sculpt light? These were all the questions his work
brought to mind each time she was in his studio. I love when you think
critically about my work, Tony told her often. You could be my biographer.
Tonight, though, something else was on her mind.
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“Hey,” she called out to him. “I’m gonna go sit in the truck.”
He shielded his eyes from the sun, a gold that burned and danced
along the edges of metal all around them. “What’s up, rabbit? You
having fun?”
“Yeah,” Sara said. “But…” She shrugged. The truth was, she was
thinking about the letter. Had been since the moment she’d read it.
Tony stepped carefully down the mound, a rusted cluster of forks
in his hand.
“You okay?” he asked.
Sweat darkened the roots of his gray-brown hair. A smear of light
freckles had emerged on his nose. He looked foreign to her just then,
as though they were standing aboard a cruise ship far from home, like he
might speak a different language.
“Yeah,” Sara said. “Just want to chill.”
“Hey.” He tugged a loop of her slacks, pulling her into him. “Who
takes you to all the best places?”
She smiled. It was an old joke between them. Junkyards, cramped
art studios, up-and-coming galleries in dark alleys, bars where old men
with greasy hair snorted coke off the toilet seats. These were the places
they went.
“You do,” she said.
“Damn straight I do.”
He kissed her, then gave her ass a light whack.
Sara had not told Tony about the letter. She hadn’t told him
anything, really, about her job at the Boston Ballet. Not the ballerinas,
not the telemarketers who came in each evening as Sara’s workday
ended, not the stamp machine she adored nor the notes she’d mailed
with it. The only thing she mentioned, once, was Paul Pinkham,
repeating a joke he’d told Sara. What do you get when you cross a midget
with a prophet? A small fortune!
Tony hadn’t laughed, had caught her off guard by asking, rather
soberly, how long she planned to temp there. After that, she’d stopped
talking about work.
Inside the truck, she pulled her purse up to her lap, pulled out the
envelope and, for the dozenth time that week, studied the slanted
cursive, the hard points and neatly contained vowel shapes. It was the
same deliberate sort of writing taught in seminary school to a different
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generation of women, back when penmanship mattered, back when
women aspired to be school teachers or secretaries, to have the sort of
job Sara had now. She folded back the flap carefully, not wanting it to
tear.
Sara read the letter again, then set it down. Was there not in fact
something condescending in Lucia G.’s tone? As if Sara could so easily
be clumped together with all young people. As if the young were just a
floating, monolithic mass, conjoined by their collective confusion and
helplessness.
And yet, Sara was confused. She was feeling pathetically helpless.
How dare she question the benevolence of Lucia G.? She lifted the
letter to her chest and held it there, as though a warm glow radiated off
the page and into her young and muddled heart. A Care Bear stare, she
thought with a dreamy smile, recalling those silly sweet cartoons of her
childhood.
She must have dozed off. When she opened her eyes, Tony was
running toward the truck, waving his one arm in the air, his other arm
wrapped around a huge roll of chicken wire. She opened the door,
started to step out, when he shouted, “Stay in the truck! Sara, stay in the
fucking truck!”
She leaned over, unlocked the driver’s side door, opened it, then
stared out the windshield, watching as Tony ran toward her as best he
could, the chicken wire falling from under his arm again and again. Dust
from the ground flew up under his boots. Behind him, Sara saw now,
running after him in the far distance, an old man, bushy red hair, skinny,
baggy blue jeans hanging off him. The man shouted something. Then—
Jesus. A shotgun. The man had a shotgun. Sara slid down her seat, hid
her head by the dashboard.
She heard a single gunshot. She covered her ears, then her eyes,
then leaned up over the seat and shouted “Tony!” He was still running,
laughing now as he got closer to the truck, his face and throat red, his
shirt covered in brown dust. A clunk, as he threw the chicken wire into
the back, then his feet thumping on the ground until he was opening
the driver’s side door, climbing inside the truck, fumbling for his keys,
getting the key into the ignition, stepping on the gas, and then they
were backing up, spinning around, gravel and dirt flying up under the
wheels.
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“What the fuck!” Sara said.
The man with the shotgun stood still, watching the truck as it made its
way through the gate of the junkyard and then out to the dirt road. He
lifted the gun high, exposing his white tee shirt with some neon airbrushed
faces on it, then kicked the dirt, shouting at them. Sara turned around again
and again, looking at Tony, at the man, his flaming red hair, then back at
Tony who was grinning like a maniac, pounding the wheel, bouncing up
and down in his seat, laughing and looking all around him in his excitement.
“Tony, who was that? What happened?”
“Holy shit!”
“Seriously. What was that all about?”
“There’s a farm.” His voice was giddy, delirious. He reached for a
bottle of whiskey under his seat, propped it between his legs, spun off
the cap and then tossed his head back, taking a long swig. He drove a
bit, then, catching his breath, he said more calmly, “There’s a farm. Just
behind the junkyard. How did I never know this? How did we miss this,
honey? A farm!”
“So?” Sara eyed the liquor between his legs, considering taking the
bottle away.
“Look at all that chicken wire, honey. It’s beautiful.”
She looked toward the truck bed, the roll of wire sliding back and
forth as the truck zoomed through the road’s curves.
“Wait,” Sara said. “You stole it? From a farm?”
Tony sipped again from the bottle. He shook his head like he didn’t
hear her, his own project ideas a noisy song now playing in his brain.
“Tony,” she said. “You stole this?”
He grinned at her, squeezed her knee.
“That’s not cool. You need to bring it back.” She reached across him
and took the bottle, put the cap back on. “Seriously. You can’t steal from
a farm. Those are good people. Hardworking—”
“What the hell do you know about them?”
“Nothing,” she admitted. “But stealing from a farm isn’t cool.”
“Oh, you’re gonna get all moralistic on me now?” He took the
bottle out of her hands and planted it back between his legs.
“Please don’t drink while you’re driving.” She hated the sound of
her voice, how bossy and frightened she was. “I’m not getting all
anything. I’m just...it’s wrong, Tony.”
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“Wrong?”
“Yes.”
He pulled the truck over to a screeching halt at the side of the road.
When he turned to her now, his smile was gone. The glee on his face
was gone. Worse than the shotgun. He leveled her with a look of
murder.
“I’m wrong,” he said. His own voice was thick, low, his words
coming from some hard, ugly place inside of him. “In case you haven’t
figured that out by now, Sara.”
She tried to smile. Her heart was beating hard now. “No. You’re
not.”
“Sara, I’m fucking wrong. In almost every way imaginable. I don’t
do morality.” The way he said “morality,” it may have been a concept
Sara made up. Something childish, naive. “I don’t do good. None of that
matters to me.” He stabbed the air with his dirt-covered index finger,
pointing to the chicken wire in the bed of the truck. “I work, is what I
do. I work and I hustle and I make art. I work and I work and I work.
That’s it. Everything else…”
“Doesn’t matter?”
“That’s not what I was going to say.”
“What then.”
He turned, squinted through the windshield. When he spoke, it was
through gritted teeth. “I am what I am.”
They both went silent. Cars zoomed past them on the highway.
Without her even noticing, the sun had dipped lower in the sky, golden
light giving way to bloody reds, bruisy purples. She stared through the
windshield, unable to look at him.
I am what I am. Had she ever said anything like that in her life? So
sure, so irrefutable? So fixed? No. Of course she hadn’t. A tossed salad,
she might have said she was. A floating balloon. An undercooked
chicken. The knuckle of someone else’s thumb. A ham is what I am.
She had backed up against the door, watching him, his hands.
“You’re bleeding,” she said.
He flipped his hands, examined his palms, then looked up again and
through the windshield, sighing into the road. When he turned to her
again, the anger was gone. “What’s that?” he said, pointing to the letter.
Sara had been gripping it all this time.
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“Oh, it’s nothing.” She folded the paper, began to put it back in its
envelope.
Tony reached across her and took it from her hand. His fingertips
were filthy. The blood from his palm dotted the cream-colored
stationery.
“‘Dear Sara C.,’” he read. Then he was quiet as he scanned the
letter.
“It’s just this woman,” Sara said. “Someone I met.”
“And she’s giving you marriage counseling?”
Sara snatched the letter back, folded it and placed it in her bag.
“Why?” Tony asked. “Someone asking you to marry him?”
Sara blushed, felt tears sting her eyes.
He reached for her then, placing both hands on her waist, pulling
her across the seat and against his body. His shirt was damp with sweat.
The smells of his body, of everything that was Tony, lifted off him and
made her dizzy.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. He kissed her nose, her closed eyelids.
“Hey. Babe. I’m sorry.”
Sara nodded, hating that she had gotten so upset.
“We could get married,” he said, and kissed her again, lifting the
hair off her neck.
“Shut up,” Sara said.
“Really. Why not?”
Sara cleared her throat, stared at him. “You don’t have to say that.”
“Maybe it’s what I want.”
The cab of the truck felt stuffy, the air close.
“Here.” He looped his index finger and thumb around her left ring
finger, pulled himself closer against her. “A ring.”
“You’d have to stay like that,” Sara said, “all the time.”
“I could.” His grip tightened around her finger. “I would.”
No. He wouldn’t.
But that wasn’t the point. What was happening? Did he think this
was what she wanted? Was this what she wanted? No. That’s not what
this was. What, then, was it?
“My parents got divorced when I was three. My mother’s been
single my entire life. I’ve never even seen her kiss a man.”
“Truly?” Tony appeared genuinely shocked.
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Sara nodded, aware only then that she’d never shared this information with Tony, aware only then that he’d never asked.
“My father’s been married three times,” Sara went on.
“Impressive.”
“I even had step-brothers for a little while. One of them had Cerebral Palsy. He barely said a word to me the entire time we lived
together. The other one was a squatter in the East Village.”
Why was she talking about them? She never gave those strange
boys a moment’s thought. Only now, they were real again in her mind,
Owen with his dark goatee, his swaggering limp and love of Vanilla Ice,
his constant shouting at Sara’s father. Stop telling me what to do! You’re
not my father! And Brad, with his green dreadlocks, his safety-pinned
clothing, his mysterious life lived out of abandoned buildings and occasional appearances when he needed money.
They were gone, these temporary brothers. As were the two stepmothers that had lived with her for a short time. With both divorces,
her mother acted smug, as though secretly pleased, while her father
offered no explanation at all. To Sara, these people simply came and
went, appearing and then exiting along with their sons, their music,
their cats, their benevolent interest in Sara and her older brother, never
to be heard from again.
“We don’t have to be like them,” Tony said.
At first she thought he meant her step-brothers.
“Your parents,” he said. “My parents. Whatever. We could do it our
way.”
“Tony,” she said, and she wanted to say, “You’re kidding,” wanted
even to burst out laughing at the joke of it all. But she could see, by the
angle of his forehead, the fix in his eyes, that in fact he might be serious.
Deathly so.
“Someone,” Paul Pinkham announced later that month, “wants to talk
to you.”
“Someone?” Sara said, and wondered if Lucia G. had taken more steps
to track her down, if she might be waiting in the lobby. They could have
lunch at a nearby fusion restaurant in the South End. It’s not that I don’t
believe in marriage as an institution, Sara would say over steamed glass
noodles. I’ve just never seen what a happy marriage looks like. Do they even exist?
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“Kareena Mavis,” he said.
“Who?”
He glanced at the ceiling. “Director of Administration. Third
floor.”
“Oh. Is everything okay?” Sara asked.
But Paul Pinkham only shrugged, then winked at her cryptically.
Going up the carpeted stairs, Sara’s feet felt like sandbags, each step
heavier than the last. At the landing, she sighed, imagining how she
would defend herself against whatever accusation might lay waiting. I
am what I am.
But she was not what she was. Could not even imagine knowing
who or what that might be, let alone declaring it, to someone she loved,
no less. Making a beginning and ending of herself. Finite. Take me or
leave me. This is who I am. Fuck you if you don’t like it.
She knocked on the mottled glass window of a door that had no
name on it, just said Director. A rail-thin woman with tightly pulledback black hair appeared, held the door open, waved Sara in without
smiling.
“Kareena Mavis,” the woman said and stuck out her hand to shake.
Relieved, Sara shook. If she were in some sort of trouble, a handshake
would not be on offer. But just what would be on offer Sara now had no
idea.
“Please,” Kareena said. “Have a seat.”
The room was spacious and well-lit, a far cry from Sara’s dim,
cramped quarters in the basement. Plants hung from windows. Framed
photographs sat on Kareena’s desk. Smiling images of a husband,
presumably, or a wife. Some kids. Some pets. Beachy scenes, Sara imagined, lots of sunshine and white teeth.
As Kareena shut the door and walked over to her desk, Sara found
herself scanning the woman’s face, her body, for clues. How to build a
life; how to plant a garden; how to settle, be still, be calm, be happy. Of
course, Sara had no idea that Kareena Mavis had the answers to any of
these questions. Or that anyone did. But the office was clean, and
smelled like lavender, and the plants were not dead.
“I’m sorry?” Sara said after a moment. She realized that Kareena
had asked her a question.
“I said, how is it working with Paul? Everything going okay?”
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“Oh. Paul,” Sara said, thinking just then that she’d never regarded
Paul Pinkham as just Paul, a man meant to be taken seriously, just as
this job, this life, was one she was meant to be taking seriously. “Oh,
Paul’s great.”
“And you’re happy? With your work?”
“Happy?” Sara almost choked. “Well, I’m not unhappy.” She
observed Kareena’s troubled expression and quickly added, “It’s a
wonderful job.” She lifted her hands and let them fall onto her lap. “I
don’t really know what happy means, to be honest. I sort of—”
“Okay,” Kareena said, her tone soft and yet her body, sitting stiffly
on the chair behind her desk, reminding Sara to keep it professional.
This was a work environment, after all, not a therapist’s office.
Sara cleared her throat. “I’m very happy.”
“Great.”
“Great,” Sara agreed.
Kareena smiled, a bit more tightly this time. “I invited you in, Sara,
because we are expanding our sales department.”
“Oh,” Sara said, and began nodding along as Kareena explained.
They were redeveloping. Amending the database to better reflect pertinent leads, prospects and sales data. Hoping to grow and also
consolidate their telemarketing initiatives.
Sara was very tired, having slept poorly for weeks now, and each
slow nod seemed to transport her in alternate directions. First she was
studying Kareena, her tidily pulled-back hair, the wedding band and
shiny diamond on her left hand. Then she was back with Tony, in his
truck, his own finger wrapped snugly around hers. Then, down in the
basement, the body of her future self hunched with age, arthritic fingers
typing on the outdated computer, listening to Paul Pinkham—Paul—
tell a joke that had no end.
“Does this sound like something that would interest you?”
“Oh,” Sara said. “Which part?”
Kareena squinted at Sara, as though she couldn’t see her very well.
She crossed her arms and said, “Paul recommended you. He thought
you might be interested in full-time work.”
“Me?”
“You sound reluctant.”
“I am,” Sara said. “I mean, I’m reluctant about everything.” She
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smiled, and yet she had the feeling that her face was closer to a grimace.
A stretching grimace, the sort her face contorted into when she desperately wanted to cry.
Silence followed. After a moment Sara became aware of the faint
tinkle of piano music coming from the dance studio down the hall.
“Well,” Kareena said and handed Sara a document of several pages
stapled together. “Here is more information about the position. That
should help answer most of your questions. Of course, don’t hesitate to
reach out if you need anything else.”
“Really? Because—”
Kareena looked at her watch.
“Right,” Sara said. “Well, thank you so much.”
Kareena smiled, this time with her eyes closed. “You’re very
welcome.”
Sara did not get up right away. Instead, she looked again at the
backs of the picture frames, those people she did not know, whose
smiling faces she could not see, and she simply waited, as if for some cue
that it was definitively time to leave.
The night of Tony’s show Sara had a pit in her stomach that made her
entire gut feel hollow. On the way to the museum she sat in the backseat
of the cab clutching Tony’s damp hand. She had revived her black dress
for the occasion, though not the uncomfortable heels. As they made
their way from the cab toward the museum entrance, rain slashed down
on them; she leapt over a puddle in her sensible flats.
The exhibit looked spectacular, a collection of sculptures that made
use of light in innovative ways. Sara paused in the doorway to take it all
in, though right away Tony saw something in his own work and let go
of her hand. “Dammit,” he said, “It’s not hung right.”
“What?” Sara said, following his gaze to one of the wire sculptures
in the corner. “It looks exactly the same as yesterday.”
He had been so frantic about this show, done so much pacing and
drafting and coffee drinking and liquor consuming and had insisted on
coming by the gallery every day this week to make sure the installers
knew what they were doing, and even after they’d finished setting up.
He’d been here last night until 3 AM, finally coming home and curling
against Sara to tell her that it was fine, everything was okay, the show
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would go great, all was well. But she had not been able to get back to
sleep.
Now, she wanted a drink. As Tony drifted off to check on his work,
she ordered a glass of champagne, which she drank as quickly as if it
were grape juice, then ordered white wine. Glass in hand, she wandered
through the gallery, looking at the work. The two other sculptors used
different mediums, one who worked in clay and seemed to favor Rodinesque figures, bodies gloppily erupting with anguish and desire. The
other artist worked strictly in paper, every design a wondrous series of
tiny, intricate folds, bringing to mind Sara’s days in the supply room,
licking envelopes and running them through the stamp machine.
She could feel herself getting tipsy, a warm, light-dappled fog
clouding the edges of her brain. She backed up, bumped into a couple
of girls talking in stage whispers.
But what is it?
It’s whatever you want it to be.
But what IS it?
They were looking at one of Tony’s sculptures. Both of them stared
up, jaws slack.
I don’t get it, one of the girls whispered.
Sara almost spat out the wine in her mouth. She didn’t get it? What
was there not to get? Tony’s work wasn’t conceptual or ironic. It was
simple beauty, animals and people created with chicken wire, hung up in
the room’s corners, the nearby light creating multi-dimensional shadows
on the wall. Recognizable forms, cleverly constructed.
It looks like a big clump of garbage.
The girls tittered and walked off, merging with the crowd gathering
by the free booze.
Bitches, Sara thought.
And yet, did she not admire them in some way? Did she herself not
yearn to speak her mind, as they did? To be flippant, sharp, irreverent.
To trust her own instinct implicitly.
Anyway, they were right: Tony’s work was, quite literally, garbage.
And what wasn’t garbage had been stolen.
The room was getting hot. Sara desperately wanted another drink,
but the line for the bar was long now, the space filling up with wellheeled art lovers as well as some of Tony’s friends who now clustered
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around him on the other side of the room. Sara slowly backed away,
pushed open the glass doors that separated the gallery from the rest of
the museum, and made her way through the hallway, turning into
another large gallery, this one empty, the walls covered with familiar and
comfortable Impressionist landscapes.
She sat down on a cushioned bench. From her bag she took out a
small notebook and a pen.
Dear Lucia G.,
Maybe you’re right. One thing at a time instead of all at once. Everything
in moderation.
Here’s a question: Is there really such a thing as love Love?
Here’s a question #2: When do you really start knowing things for sure?
And #3 (optional): If you had to choose between Life Experience and
Responsibility/Compromise, which would you choose? And please don’t say
both.
Your friend, Sara.
As she tore the page from her notebook, folded it, and placed it in
her back pocket, she heard someone in the hallway calling her name.
“Sara?”
At first she didn’t answer. Then the door squeaked open, and there
he was, standing at the opposite end of the room. He looked dashing in
a black velvet blazer, black jeans, a black shirt and a slender white tie.
He was hers, all hers, if she wanted him. Her heart pounded in her
throat.
“What are you doing in here?”
Sara shrugged. “Just wanted to be alone.”
“Here,” he said and stepped forward offering a flute of champagne.
“You should come back.”
“Thanks,” Sara said. But she didn’t take the glass from him.
“Everything okay, rabbit?”
“Tony,” she said. But nothing followed.
He laughed nervously. “Come on, rabbit, let’s get out of this room.
These paintings are so bougie.”
She didn’t move.
“I can’t,” she said. “I don’t want…” The words weren’t coming. She
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did not know how to do this. She had no plan, no map. Her thoughts
popped, her mind blanked, then filled with questions and blanked again.
Just say it, she implored herself.
“Come on, babe, let’s go.” Tony’s voice was agitated now.
She held him back with an outstretched hand. Then, without explanation, she doubled over, head to her knees. She kept going, down and
down, until her hair made contact with the museum’s wooden floor.
“What are you doing?” Tony hissed.
She didn’t answer him.
“Seriously, Sara, this is not something…” He took a few steps
toward her, then stopped.
Soon his voice trailed away, muffled in the whir of blood between
Sara’s temples, the creak of floorboards under her skull.
It was not that hard, it turned out, to do a somersault. You just
leaned forward, dropped your head, anchored your hands to the ground.
You trusted gravity, surrendered to the weight of your own body. You
flipped, slowly at first and then with great speed, heels over head over
heels, until at last you landed, perfectly upright, legs splayed, arms at
rest, eyes fixed in the direction you were going to go next.
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ust across the street from our house, you pick up the bike path to the
suburbs west of the city, and my grandson and I often ride on it for
about a mile and a half to a café in the next town where we rest with a
cold drink and a snack before heading back the other way. It’s just about
the right distance for an eight-year-old and an old man. Halfway, there
is a little park by a pond where we have sometimes fished, where we
often stop to sit and talk, or to watch parents and small children throw
torn bread to the ducks and Canada geese just as we used to do, back
before D became what he calls one of the big kids. Some days we stop
there for a long time and just sit by the water, but on this day he’s anxious
to get back on his bike, not because he has anywhere else to be, but
because he has just too much energy coursing through him today to sit
on a rock and take turns throwing pebbles with his grandfather.
It may seem strange for a man in his sixties to admire an eight-yearold boy, but I do. He is a hunter-gatherer of experiences, understandings,
meanings, with a kind of curiosity and an attendant integrative power
that is, in fact, his careful though unscripted assembly of himself, a
continual choosing that makes him more and more a person. I suppose
all children who are healthy and protected, and therefore free, are
engaged in this process. In any case, I admire the way he has taken what
he needs from us, from his parents and grandparents, his friends, his
teachers, from the sea-creatures and other animals he loves to read
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about, from the clouds and stars, from the strangers he’s watched and
the places he’s been. The world is krill to him and as it passes through
his mind he extracts its nourishment and grows strong. It may be that
other family members, those he does not know because they died before
he was born, left him the principles on which he bases his instant to
instant decisions about what to take in and what to disregard; in this
respect he honors my parents and grandparents and his entire lineage,
Black and white, Jamaican and European.
Here I have to unfool myself about what matters and what doesn’t:
no one in this country can ignore the fact that there is a force-field of
white fearfulness into which my grandson moves ever more deeply the
older he gets, and I can’t fool myself that we, on both sides of his family,
will be able to spare him very much of that, for all our love. Even in our
city — Cambridge, Massachusetts, supposed bastion of progressive
values — I can recall white parents on occasion directing their little
playground rats away from him until I speak to him; then they would
flash me a wan smile meant, I guess, to deny their motive. Or maybe it
expresses their chagrin at not having noticed that the boy was with me,
the white guy who presumably makes it all right for this Black boy to
be there.
We slot our bikes into the rack and hang our helmets on the
handlebars. The café is crowded and there’s a line to the counter. At a
table nearby, a teenage boy in a wheelchair is being fed through a straw
by a woman who looks to be his mother. I recognize the round face, the
narrow shoulders, the lolling head of someone with Duchenne muscular
dystrophy, the disease that killed my brothers, Bobby and Mike. The
boy raises a hand and it flops to the side of the chair. His mother
replaces it on his tray. The way he struggles to lift his head to look back
and up at his mother behind his wheelchair twists something loose
inside me, a memory: pushing my brother’s wheelchair, attending him,
coming around front when I note him struggling to turn to me. The
boy’s mother comes around and kneels in front of him, and I feel my
brother Bobby’s presence as I have not for a long time.
We grew up together, a year apart, sometimes mistaken for twins,
and it wasn’t until he was just about D’s age that his illness began to
separate us, when he couldn’t keep up, when more and more often he
fell behind or simply fell. In a way, Bobby has remained with me
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through the decades since his death, most often as a vague pull, a necessity to describe or explain things, a habit I developed as I rode my
bicycle farther and farther from home, returning to him in his wheelchair with whatever stories, observations, experiences I’d gathered. Still,
there are certain times when he feels present to me, when he is even
after all these years right here with me, as if I am once again pushing his
chair, and I almost want to bend forward to hear him.
D is staring at the boy. I distract him with a shoulder squeeze, “Hey,
focus now. What do you want to eat?” He can’t help himself, he turns to
look back at the boy. Then he turns to me and, mimicking the boy’s
movements, asks in a whisper, “What’s wrong with that kid?”
I’m surprised by the wave of anger that washes over me then. I
suppose it is a kind of memory, this emotion. I used to get furious at
people who stared at my brother as if he was not my brother whose
muscles were betraying him but something altogether different, as if he
was something wrong — sometimes I’d snap at them, “Take a picture!”
And then it really is as if my brother is right there with me. “Easy,”
he says, just as he used to. I was always more upset by people’s stares
than he was. Easy. And then more often than not he would say hello to
the person who’d been staring at him, requiring a response from them,
turning himself from object to subject. Still, I can’t entirely get the edge
off my voice when I say to D, “Don’t do that. He might think you’re
making fun of him.”
“But I wasn’t,” D insists in a loud whisper, “I wasn’t making fun of
him!”
“I know, D. I know you weren’t. Let’s order.”
He steals another look at the boy, whose mother is pushing him
toward the exit. A man puts down his newspaper and helps with the
door. We take our chips and sodas to a table by the window.
We don’t seem to be able to leave the moment behind; it hangs
between us, so I decide to tell D the story of my brother. I don’t
mention my younger brother Mike, dead of the same illness, and I tell
him a version of the story that I hope is suited to his eight-year-old’s
understanding. If I remember correctly, it went something like this:
“That boy who was here in the wheelchair? He was sick with an
illness called muscular dystrophy. I know because my brother, Bobby,
had it. It makes your muscles weaker and weaker so you can’t do the
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things you used to be able to do, like run or ride your bike, or even walk
after a while. Even the muscles that hold you up straight or help you
hold up your head get weak.” D pulls his legs up so his feet are on the
chair with him, his chin on his knees. “He would have been your
granduncle.”
I can see that I have to explain what I mean by grand. “Because I’m
your grandfather, my brother would be called your granduncle.”
“Oh.”
“He was really smart, especially at math. And he read lots of books.
He loved watching baseball on TV and keeping score of all the games.”
“Wait,” D says. “Did he die?”
And he says the word “die” as if it might mean fly to the moon or
sink to the bottom of the sea.
“Yes.” I think there must be more to say, but I don’t know what it is.
I busy myself with pulling apart the top of the bag of chips. “You want
me to open yours? Can you get it?”
D shakes his head, taking it as a challenge, and deftly pulls open the
bag along the seal. He puts a large intact chip in his mouth. “You like
seafood?”
“No!” I laugh and turn away. That’s when I notice the man a couple
of tables from us abruptly turn his head away. I feel sure he’s been
staring at us.
When I was a boy, I used to ride my bike to the library and bring home
books for Bobby, mostly biographies of athletes and books of American
history. I cannot keep the chronology straight: it seems now that right
about the time his wheelchair became a constant feature of Bobby’s life,
right around D’s age now, my bicycle became a constant part of mine.
My bike took me away from home, away from my brother, into an exhilarating freedom. I rode my bike to the park, to the creek, to the other
side of town. I rode to my friends’ houses, rode to the store for my
mother, rode to the library. And into danger. Not only from cars, but
from the sexual predations of adults as well. “Come here, kid. Come
here. I won’t hurtcha....” Although it is true that most kids are abused
by someone they know, in my own case a baseball coach, it’s also true
that those threats were everywhere; besides, I rode my bike to baseball
practice.
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I got the bicycle. Bobby got the wheelchair.
My brother is alive in me as a habit of mind, by virtue of my
collecting things to bring him, by my thinking about what would amuse
or delight him. No doubt this began with those trips uptown to the
library, but later my hunting and gathering took the form of selecting
from my experiences of the day — the ballgame, the movie, the funny,
stupid, or sometimes interesting things I heard people say as I rode my
bike through the streets and alleys and parks.
When Bob died, it was as if our roles were suddenly reversed, as if,
for the first time, he had bested me: I was always the one who did things
that he couldn’t. It was less a competition between us, though, than a
goad. One of us had to do for both of us, but that had always been me,
the active one. When he died, along with my grief and my anger at the
unfairness of his life, I felt that he had done something amazing. Now
it seems to me a strange, perhaps perverse, morbid, and self-centered
view.
“I need to go to the bathroom,” D says.
“You know where it is, right?” He nods. As soon as he is around the
corner to the restrooms, the man who has been watching us gets up and
moves toward the mens’ room. I can almost hear Bobby again, Easy.
But he doesn’t know the things I know, the things I learned, free in the
world on my bicycle. I recall that the bathroom’s a one-seater and I’m
relieved to see the man waiting outside, leaning against the wall. I
pretend to read the notices and business cards on the community
bulletin board in the hallway until D comes out. Then I go back to the
table with him. I want the man to know he was noticed.
“Finish your drink,” I say, “It’s time to get going.” I drain my bottle
of Orangina.
Outside, we get our bikes from the rack, fasten our helmets, start
out. “It feels like rain,” I say. I can feel it in my knees, neck, and lower
back.
D passes me, whooping. He tries to pop a wheelie. I pedal along in
my geriatric way, feeling heavy. I’m still thinking of my brother who
flew to the moon, who sank to the bottom of the sea.
“Grandpa, c’mon!” D yells back over his shoulder. He wants me to
catch up.
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The Flare
(MS Diagnosis, September 2017)
Jeannine Hall Gailey

The moon is as dark as blood and ash is falling from the sky.
Around us the mountains are on fire.
Inside me a flare is robbing me of memory,
my legs’ strength, my sense of balance. My mouth
forgetting how to form certain words the way
our beloved rain has abandoned us.
They talk risk management:
putting me in a wheelchair, building in
adaptive structures - a future of ramps and bars.
Like me, our city balances on a ring of fire,
a nest of volcanoes and fissures in our edge
of the continent. Our body’s betrayals
like teens in a dry forest tossing fireworks
as they walk, destroying worlds on a whim.
We are all fragile and ready for sudden instabilities,
for our structures to go up in flames, forgotten.
We etch our stories into architectures of stone and paper,
knowing we must hurry before the inflammation consumes it all.
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My Face That Was
Kathleene Donahoo

I

look up, and there she is, and I look down.
Down
Down at the milk and slide it quick over the glass panel so the red
eye blinks at me, blinks that she’s here for me. On purpose. Not by
chance.
Eggs, blink. Soup, blink. Ham, blink. She’s still standing over there
by the cookies. Staring.
I look down, at Swiss cheese, brown bread, prune juice. An old
man’s food: the hands lifting bottles from the shopping cart are gnarled
like Clyde’s back on the porch at Haven House. Clyde on the porch all
day, rolling dice with his gnarled hands, telling me to trust the numbers.
Clyde’s never been able to work like me.
You give me hope, our case manager said last week. The star of Haven
House! Six years bagging, ten months cashiering. Keep it up, and you can live
on your own. You’d like that? Oh yes. No way I’ll still be in Haven at
Clyde’s age.
Trust the numbers. I’m thirty-two; that would make her sixteen.
There are laws now—they can come find you, my friend Ella has told
me. Ella, who had eight or nine herself before her tubes were tied.
None of Ella’s have come, and I only had the one. So chances are
that I’m mistaken. What would she want with me? Do I dare look
again?
My eyes meet hers, and I’m looking into my own face, my face that
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was. In the wavery mirror at Aunt Nan’s that night, getting ready to
meet Joe. Aunt Nan’s voice in my ears—she couldn’t handle me
anymore, didn’t want me anymore. But Joe did. The last time—his
beery tongue in my mouth and his fingers everywhere—he’d said he
wanted me. Next time, he’d said. Be ready. So in that mirror I brushed
my hair and lined my eyes and glossed my lips. I smiled at myself.
Ready.
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A Broken Man’s Game
Roel F. Concepcion

I

t all started with a ringing in my head. I was living in L.A. in a twobedroom apartment by the Western Avenue train station, and it had
been nearly a year since Neesha and Billie left for good. I was in front
of my computer watching a livestream of some blonde getting banged
inside a school bus when a pop went off in my right ear, and it left a
ringing that stayed humming throughout the night. I couldn’t sleep or
concentrate on anything. The best white noise app I bought was useless
in masking the sound.
“Maybe it’s your mom from beyond the grave giving you a warning
to shape the fuck up,” my cousin Justin said after I asked him for a gram
of weed the following morning. “And sorry, smoked all my shit last
night. I only got enough for a joint.”
Justin moved in right after Neesha and I separated. I didn’t want to
lose the apartment but I couldn’t afford the rent by myself.
“I just want to get rid of this. It’s driving me fucking crazy.”
“So just like that, huh? Watching porn then the ringing?”
I nodded my head.
“And you subscribe to this livestream? It’s a monthly thing?”
“Yes.”
“Do you think I can get that login?” he said, as he rolled a joint for
himself and a friend, who he introduced as Howard and as “the guy
behind the guy behind the guy.”
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Howard was prone on the floor tying his long, dark hair into a top
bun. He wore starched teal green medical scrubs. “I just like the minimalist look,” he explained when I asked him if he worked as a registered
nurse, which he didn’t. He had some opinions on the matter of my
illness and may even know about a fast way to cure it.
“What you’re experiencing is a case of tinnitus,” Howard said. “I
have a friend who got a 5150 because of tinnitus. The constant ringing
fucked up his mind. You Cambodian or Filipino?”
“Filipino.”
“Yeah, he was Filipino too. Maybe it’s in your guys’ DNA.”
“Aster’s going through a divorce right now,” Justin interrupted.
“Stress, too, that could cause tinnitus. Anxiety. Depression.” Howard
moved from the floor to the couch.
“Aster thinks he’s a sex addict,” Justin continued. “Too much porn.
Too many livestreams. That’s why his wife left him. Too many PAWGs
with BBCs and creampies.” They both chuckled as my mind homed in
on the ringing which still persisted.
“I think,” Howard said, “that that is just what a man is about. It’s in
our collective DNA. There’s no need to be ashamed by it.”
“I get it. We’re men.” Justin looked at me. “But there are limitations.
When you’re on that shit all day, every day, on your lunch breaks and
with your morning coffees and when you’re taking a shit, there’s a
problem.” He sparked up the joint and passed it around. I was too
annoyed to partake.
“So my friend, that Filipino guy?” Howard blew smoke toward my
direction. “He went crazy, like, uncontrollably crazy. The police found
him inside his neighbor’s garage straight up washing the man’s car, while
Kanye West was blasting on his phone. Dude lost it bad. After they let
him out, he invited me out to his house and told me all this fucked up
shit he was hearing at the hospital. Other nuts with real fucking nutty
problems, like, how he overheard some girl talking like some demon.
Deep voice and all. Shit freaked me out when he told me about it.”
“So did his ringing get cured?” I motioned for the joint.
“No, man, actually that’s the most fucked up thing about it all. That
shit never went away. He said that it really started to bother him when
he couldn’t focus on anything, like, he couldn’t do normal shit anymore
and it got to him. He was like, ‘my biggest fear was losing my mind,’
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like, literally losing it. No control. Just full disconnect. It drove him to
snap—so he snapped.”
“Sounds like torture,” Justin said. “Is he available to clean my car?”
Weed smoke filled the room and we all looked up to watch the smoke
slow dance with the lights and shadows up above. We passed around the
joint once more. Justin and Howard laughed the smoke out of their
mouths. I closed my eyes and prayed. The last thing my mom had told
me before she lost her voice and eventually her life to cancer was that
man’s entire duty in life is to pray and fight—or go crazy.
“So, yeah, anyway his wife eventually left him. He’s on all types of
meds. He was useless,” Howard continued. “He had it in his mind that
the only cure for his tinnitus was to nut it out of him like his dick and his
ear were related. I mean, maybe fucking was the only thing that
distracted him. Who knows? I showed him around K-Town, introduced
him to some people I knew. I mean, the man was ballin’ out of control
so he could afford it. But yeah, I’d always catch him at some MP fucking
on some mama-san looking bitches.”
“Howard here is the King of Koreatown,” Justin said to me. “He gets
hook ups on all these underground parties and shit. All night karaoke
bars, booking clubs, and the best MPs in all of L.A.”
“So is he cured?” I asked.
“Uh, yeah, I mean, he has since stopped breaking into people’s homes
and washing their cars, I’ll tell you that much. Last time I saw him he
looked happy to me. But yeah, hit me up if that ringing is still messin’
with you. I’ll hook you up.”
I left the apartment shaken from what I had just heard. The closest
urgent care was twenty minutes away so I drove. I needed to see a
professional. I was still under Neesha’s plan so I wanted to take advantage of the coverage before it ended. The doctor was a white woman
who said the cause was most likely tinnitus, and if it were tinnitus, there
was no cure.
“Can you just give me some pills?” I said.
She smiled as she shook her head. Her teeth were plumb and bright.
Her lips and butt full for a white woman, Phat Ass White Girl. “It’s just
something you’ll have to deal with—unfortunately,” she said. The word
“unfortunately” looped in unison with the hum of the ringing. It was
the way she had said it, high pitched like a little girl’s.
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She pulled out an otoscope from her lab coat and examined the inside
of my ears. I had imagined that gunks of earwax in my ear canal blocked
the otoscope’s view. “No structural injury or build up,” she said, and
with a couple of snaps of her fingers, she determined that hearing loss
wasn’t the issue either.
“Perhaps it’s stress,” she continued. She must’ve noticed my gray
hairs, I thought, they began sprouting out of my head around the separation. “Lower your stress levels by taking some time off of work.
Perhaps do some meditation. It can only help.”
“How ‘bout some pills?” I said again. “Something to help calm me
down?”
“In fact,” she said ignoring my plea, “you should lay off the coffee
and quit the weed.” She smiled and looked at her door as if to tell me
that the time was up.
I went to Nick’s on Pico and ordered an Americano. I sipped it as I
watched the cars drive by outside going wherever they were going. I
envied the drivers for having it all together. All seemed to have smiles on
their faces. All seemed to know their lot in life, the direction to take—
their worries and doubts just swooshing by and around their cars. I
thought about what the doctor had said. Aside from Billie, coffee and
weed were the only things that kept me going, focused, and energized.
I googled tinnitus on my phone and read up on what she had already
told me, and one article confirmed the exacerbating effects of caffeine
and cannabis on tinnitus. I also found a page that further provoked my
anxiety. The article talked about how some of the long term sufferers of
tinnitus went on to lose their minds, believing that they were going
crazy, full-on insane, listening to that ringing non stop, and the feeling
of being alone in the suffering, knowing that they’re the only ones able
to hear it, put them in a state of utter depression. “Some simply put a
bullet into their heads to end it all,” a doctor was quoted as saying.
I stared into the streets again and developed the feeling that I wasn’t
going to outlive the ringing. To end it all—it wasn’t the first time I had
thought about it.
Neesha called me on my phone as I walked back to my car. I thought
about not picking up with my feeling like shit, and I was wary of the
neighborhood, which was still like old L.A., where the easiest come-ups
were on the ones who weren’t paying attention. But I always picked up
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for Neesha because it could be about Billie who at the time stayed with
me on the weekends.
“Billie’s sick with a fever,” she said, “I already picked her up from
school. I think it would be best if she stayed here. I know it’s your only
time with her. I just don’t want her getting worse.”
“Can I visit?” I said.
“My parents are in town and staying over. It’ll just be weird.”
She handed the phone over to Billie. Billie felt bad about being sick
and she had it her mind that she was going to be sick forever.
“Not with a fever,” I told her, “They’re temporary. When we get
sick, our bodies remember the feeling of being sick, and they’re smart
enough to learn from it. So don’t think of you being sick. Think of you
getting better. Getting stronger.”
“I miss you, Papa. Am I going to see you next weekend?”
“Of course, baby, and every weekend after that.”
“I love you, Papa.”
One day she’ll want to know, I thought. She’ll ask her mom what
happened and she’ll find out the cause, the truth, that her daddy strayed
from his marriage at the first opportunity he got—like a fool. How can
she be proud of me then? How can she possibly love me then?
Life is a tough one, I wanted to tell her instead. That sickness ruins
our bodies and though our bodies may learn, sickness will always win.
And baby, your Papa was a sick one, so sick to not be able to see, feel,
hear what’s right next to him. O Billie, I love you. I just want you to be
proud of your Papa. I was never proud of mine. He left. Gone. Never to
be seen again. O Billie, I don’t want you to go through that. That’s a
broken man’s game, not one suited for my little girl.
Back in the apartment, I was stricken with a crippling depression as
I laid flat on my bed, the continuous high-pitched hiss taking over once
more. I began to regret the decisions I made in life. I felt that I deserved
that ringing. That I brought it onto myself. That it’s punishment. That
my mom was indeed yelling at me from beyond the grave. That I do
deserve to be hurt and forgotten. I intended to stay in bed like that for
the rest of the night but I couldn’t handle the sound. I had to get up and
do things.
I asked Justin for Howard’s number. I wanted him to show me around
K-Town. I wanted to know if what worked for his friend can work for
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me. I hadn’t had sex since Trump took over and I wondered if it would
help with the problem. Howard told me that he can take me to a new
spot that night, an underground bunny ranch in the middle of the city
posing as a massage parlor.
“Top class. Top notch. All flavors, you know. Pick what you want.
No ugly ass old Korean moms with kung fu grips, rubbing massage oil
all over your body,” Howard said over the phone. By the end of our
conversation, he had me believing that sex cured everything. “With a
good release, any obstacle, emotional, physical, and otherwise, can be
overcome.”
So I dressed and as I buttoned up my shirt, a stirring thought crossed
my mind. I imagined that the outfit I was wearing would be the last
outfit I’d ever wear, watching myself die some gruesome murder, and
wondered what people would think had they found me lying there, soulless, with my buttons fully clasped, my brown jacket starched and
pressed, and my black boots reflecting light from some desolate street
lamp. I wondered if Neesha would cry if she saw me, having to confirm
my identity.
To seize the day because it could be the last, and to die in the only
decent clothes that still fit me, I thought, I can only be so lucky.
Howard arrived early Saturday around three in the morning inside a
jet black BMW with a shiny mirror like finish. It was double parked
outside my apartment, gleaming and pristine, with its hazard lights on.
The leather seats were soft and the interior smelled like a bouquet of
freshly made lollipops. Howard’s seat was fully reclined. He held himself
up by holding onto the steering wheel at twelve o’clock.
“How the fuck do you drive like that?” I said.
“Style, baby. It’s all about the style.”
The Bimmer rumbled in the dark, dead streets of L.A. The immense
power of the car renewed my sense of excitement like a roller coaster
ride at a theme park. I buckled my seatbelt as soon as we drove up the
freeway’s onramp.
“I thought we would be headed to Koreatown. No need to take the
freeway, right?”
“Sorry—forgot to tell you. The homie had to switch locations last
minute. He had to move shop to the City of Industry. Some strip mall
off the 60. How you feeling, by the way?”
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“I don’t know actually. A little bit of everything, I guess.”
“Talking about your ears, man. The ringing.”
“Oh that. Yeah, it’s persistent. Just as long as I stay busy, I don’t hear
it much, you know,” I said as it hummed in my head.
“Don’t sweat it, man. It’ll be a busy and fun night.” Howard peered
over the dashboard and down the freeway, where the Downtown L.A.
skyline shined in the distance. “When all the sheep slumber and give in
for the night, for the night maybe too scary for them. We? We are like
wolves. We prey at night.”
When Howard said this, I noticed that his voice had changed. It
wasn’t the smoked out, cannabis filled chill from earlier in the day. I
took it as a shift in attitude as it is with the shift of the day into the night.
But it was also the first time since I met him that it crossed my mind
how weird he was—with the way he talked and dressed and how he
drove. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have even hung out
with a guy like him.
“So what should I be expecting?” I asked.
“Nervous? I get it.” He rolled the windows down. “It’s just like any
other normal visit to a store, a massage parlor, or what have you. Follow
my lead. Don’t say shit unless completely addressed to, in which case,
just answer as honestly as possible. You like white girls?”
“Yeah, sure.”
“The homie got some white girls tonight. He’ll hook it up. He got
these bitches well trained, let me tell you. All you gotta do is get your
fuck on so we can get rid of that damned ringing.”
“I mean, should I have brought my own jimmy hat?”
“Nah, man.” Howard laughed and slapped the top of the dashboard.
“They’ll give you one. And if you don’t want one, you’ll just have to pay
extra. Everything is negotiable.”
“What happens, um, just in case we get caught?”
“Caught? That’s what you’re worried about? Man, the police ain’t
got time to waste on shit like this. Shit, they’re more likely to be
customers than worry about your stank dick all up on some girl. Don’t
sweat that shit.”
A light breeze blew into the car’s cabin as a bright crescent moon lit
up the sky. We exited on Hacienda Boulevard. The streetlights flickered
as we drove down the empty road. I recognized the area from many
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years ago. Neesha had her wedding dress tailored there somewhere.
The BMW rumbled on as we made indiscernible rights and lefts.
Howard wore a smile on his face.
“You ready for this?”
All new to me, I thought.
We parked on the lot of a strip mall not too far away from a residential neighborhood. The lot was empty save a few cars. I sat low on
the seat making sure not to make eye contact with anybody, but nobody
was even around. A police helicopter flew nearby. The chopping sound
made me nervous and my hands began to sweat. I rubbed them off on
my jeans which only gave me a few seconds of relief. Howard was
texting on his phone.
“I’m just waiting for the green light,” he said. He pointed at a glass
paned door of one of the stores. A flashing red neon sign that read Open
Now hung from one of the windows. The rest were blacked out by
curtains. It felt neither welcoming nor inviting. “That’s where we’re
headed.”
Above the door it read Hollywood Back & Foot Massage.
Inside, it was dark. The red light barely passed through the black
curtains. Only certain things were visible in the lobby, like the foldable
chairs and some potted plants. It took me a while to notice that a man
was standing in the corner. He startled me when he spoke.
“Dirty Howie, I haven’t seen you in awhile. Getting your balls licked
somewhere else?”
“Nah, man, just staying low-key. This is my man Aster. He’s from
back in the day. Aster, this is my man Jae.” Jae looked at me and nodded
what’s up. He looked like a fobby Korean, and he wore a denim vest
jacket over a white shirt. His hair was short on the sides and spiky up
top.
“You pay after. I have the two girls ready. Barely broken in ’cause I
know you too well, Howie. You, too.” He scanned me up and down.
“Just be gentle. I have more customers later on.” He opened the door
behind him labeled Employees Only and we followed him down the
hallway, passing a series of doors, toward the back. He opened the last
door and pointed at Howard and Howard went in.
He looked at me and pointed to the other door. “This is you,” he
said, and I walked in.
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The room was dim, lit up by two small candles. There was a massage
table in the middle, a chair on one corner, and a small table by a
standing fan. I took off my clothes except for my boxers and I sat on the
chair. I stared at a wall painting of a cherry blossom tree when I heard
a gentle knock on the door. The door opened and it was a short blonde
who immediately walked up to the massage table. I didn’t get to see her
face.
“Hi,” I said.
“Hey.” She unrolled a new towel and placed it over the table. She
wore a black gown and I couldn’t make out the shape of her body but it
was definitely petite like a figure skater.
“What’s your name?”
“Linda.” Her voice was a whisper.
“Listen, Linda,” I said, “it’s my first time.”
“Get fully naked and lay down face first.”
I took off my boxers and laid down. I conjured up a mental image of
her face. I pictured it to be as pretty as some the teen actors I subscribed
to on my livestreams.
She climbed onto the table and straddled the middle of my back with
the featherweight lightness of her body. So light, I barely felt her on me.
She began to massage my back.
“You are beautiful,” I said. “You are a goddess.”
I didn’t know why I lied or said anything to her at all. I fell in love in
the moment, I guess. It was easy for me to forget the fact that we were
in a massage parlor and imagined instead that we were on our honeymoon, there at the stroke of midnight, in a quiet room in the middle of
nowhere, far away from all our problems. The vibes got to me.
She got up and asked me to get up with her. While I stood next to the
table, she climbed on top and positioned herself on all fours. She was
naked under her gown. I entered her from the back and she let out a
tiresome sigh. As I watched her hair move to the drum beat of my
thrusts I caught a glimpse of her hands holding onto the edge of the
table. It reminded me of a child’s hand not unlike my little girl’s.
I pulled out. It felt wrong. Why was I thinking about Billie? Linda
moved at the edge of the massage table and sat down, facing away from
me. Yet again, she refused to acknowledge any of it, as if to say with her
body that she had seen worse, had felt worse, that perhaps my exiting
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provided a welcomed respite for her. When she finally looked at me, she
had the soft face of a young girl, a tiny nose, hushed pink lips, and just
a few faint brown freckles spotted around her cheeks.
“How old are you?” I asked.
“Eighteen. Are you going to finish?”
“How old are you? Seriously.”
She didn’t respond.
“Look,” I said, “let’s call this done. I’m not feeling right. I’ll put on
my clothes and get the fuck outta here. This is not for me.”
When I grabbed my clothes and sat on the chair, she walked up and
knelt before me.
“Listen. I’m fourteen, okay? But don’t think I’m here because,
because ... just please, please don’t say anything to the guy outside.
Please.”
Back in the lobby, I waited. I wanted to choke Howard. I wanted to
kill Jae. Though I couldn’t possibly blame them for my being there, I
felt tricked by the whole situation. As if they all knew what was going
on, like they wanted to see a reaction out of me.
The police helicopter chopped in the distance when the door opened
and Jae walked out.
“Woah! That was quick.”
“How could you be okay with this?” I stood up and looked at him
with disgust. “Do you know how old these girls are? Where did you get
them from?”
Jae squared up and lunged forward with a leading punch that grazed
the side of my neck. I fell backwards and the foldable chairs collapsed
around me. He grabbed me by my head and grappled with me on the
tiled floors. I tried to get loose and attempted to reach for the front
door’s handle, foolishly hoping the cops nearby, the waiting helicopter,
would realize my cause.
Jae punched the back of my head. And the pain transferred back to
his fist as I heard him wail in pain. He was on top and the weight of his
body was crushing me. I felt pressure on my ribs and on my stomach as
I laid face down on the cold floor, trying to grab anything of Jae’s behind
me. The next blow knocked me out.
When I finally came to, I was laying fully reclined inside Howard’s
BMW. He was driving and talking to someone on the phone, frantic and
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concerned. “This fucking guy. Fuck this guy. He fucked up. Fuck, I
fucked up. No, no, I’ll handle this.”
I felt a soreness in my back and on my neck when I tried to get up.
Blood ran down from my nose and down my chin. Loose teeth moved
around in my mouth.
I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone. I wanted to see
a photo of my little girl, the one where she’s wearing her favorite hiking
gear, standing in the middle of the trail by Griffith Park, her eyes
squinting at the camera. It was taken on Easter Sunday, 2016. It was the
last time we had hung out as a family.
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The White Cloud and the Human Form
Gina Franco

world as watch: world as word:
not birds but shapes of birds
perched on the wrought iron grate:
silhouette parade
of moving figures on the sheer white
drapes, the window
so full of sun, trees are shadows,
the empty feeder
as well, utter
shadow: small
allegory of the church that moves
the museum
in my mind,
where God is a work of art too
often, and God beyond
God is not love
but a motto
I confirm,
say vaguely to myself, when I begin to lose sight
of you,
constantly: noon, now: the doves
have flown off, all
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shades of memory: my watch
has stopped: behind
the glass, time lies in stilled hands,
each
hand a separate dream:
each time another design:
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Sailing Lesson
Michael Harty

You taught me lines and sheets and stays,
when to haul in, when to let go,
how to lean out into the wind for balance.
We skimmed across the little lake,
sun gilding our hair, all luminous
in each other’s smiles. All through the day
we learned, chased puffs of air, more than once
came about on the wrong tack
and pinned ourselves against the shore.
But we tried and tried, didn’t we, sailed on
around the island where bald eagles nested,
past pines crowding the shore
where herons stood like sentries,
and in the end we glided through the purple dusk,
centerboard raised and breeze at our back,
softly luffing sails like outspread wings.

tahoma literary review 77

Flash Nonfiction

On Boyhood
Hope Wabuke

L

ast winter, when my four-year-old baby boy and his classmates were
making castles at his preschool, my son was asked by his preschool
teacher if he wanted to be a prince or a knight. I remember how my son
looked down at his favorite pink socks, and shook his head silently—his
opening prelude to tears; how I rephrased the question to him: “Do you
want to be a princess, a prince, or a knight?” How he brightened, seized
a dress, and shouted “Princess!”
What do you do when other people who interact with your child
enforce gender norms and gender binaries that your child does not
believe in?
How would you reinforce your child’s belief in his choices to remain
true to himself and explore his identity while he is being taught he must
choose to be a boy and only like stereotypical boy things—and your
child is quite sad about it and cries that he is not supposed to like pink
because he has learned it is a “girl color?” and various other things in
that vein?
These are the things of language and identity; these things matter.
The dangers here are the assumptions and gender stereotypes that give
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the young boy child only those two aggressively masculine choices the
preschool teacher offered, and put it on the young boy child to be
assertive—to articulate that there are other choices all by himself; at the
same time the young boy child is also learning that the other options he
may want are not seen as a “natural” option for him.
So my little boy has begun to think he can’t be the princess, that he can’t
like pink, which he never thought before starting preschool. It makes
him sad.
And there are other things too: how, when the teachers do identity
charts—there is a chart for everyone’s height, or how many languages
everyone knows, for example—the gender chart is still divided up into
just “boy” or “girl.” A row of blue stick figures in pants; a row of pink
stick figure girls in pink dresses.
I thought we were past this.
My son does not identify as trans at this time, but he always says, “I am
a boy and a girl.” That everyone is both boy and girl; that girls can do
everything boys can, and vice versa. He sees people, equal and able to
express themselves however they see fit; not gender, unequal. There are
no preconceived notions that limit his expression of self.
I am stunned that there are no other options in the preschool’s mind;
still only two gender binaries. Still, only, those two colors.
I wonder at the usefulness of stressing this gender difference and opposition as a learning or identity-building tool at this age, in our society. I
am concerned at the continual repetition of gender stereotypes in play,
activity, learning, attitude, and environment. I am concerned how this
creates unequal gender hierarchies and lays the way for future intolerance, disrespect, and violence against the gender(s) that are erased or
deemed less than. I am concerned that I do not see other parents being
concerned about this.
I am concerned that there is no space for non-binary and gender-fluid
tahoma literary review 79

On Boyhood

children, or for children who are just naturally, organically, doing the
work we adults so desperately need to do and trip so disastrously over:
creating space to redefine gender and gender roles beyond toxic stereotypes
to make a safer space for all genders.
We all know and say that we need to teach and empower our sons, not
just our daughters, to speak up and be feminists. We all say we want to
end toxic masculinity, rape, and coercive cultures. But then we see little
boys being pushed into boxes. Starting in preschool, they are shamed
for liking pink. Or they’re given the limited choice to be a prince or a
knight with a weapon—not a dancing princess in a dress, which the little
boy really wants to be that day. Around me is the constant roar of the
grown men, shooting and harassing and assaulting, and I am thinking it
begins here now with the cutting away, the shaming, of something
precious and lovely in the little boy. In its place? The reinforcement,
over and over, of accepted stereotypes of masculinity as something
violent and aggressive.
Let’s move past this. Let’s allow young boys their full range of humanity
so they can exhibit healthy rather than toxic masculinity; so they can be
the boys they want to be; so they can become the kind of men they want
to be.
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mr sausage.
ali whitelock

i had other names for him besides hector.
a woman on the beach heard me call him bubbles once.
then mr sausage. she stopped to pat him, ‘so his name’s
bubbles?’ she asked. no i said. awkwardly. it’s hector.
then she asked about the mr sausage thing only i didn’t
have an answer except he loves sausages. by that rationale
i could also have called him mr bacon, mr pizza, mr sticky
date pudding, mr ben & jerry’s new york fudge, mr t-bone
steak, señor paella, herr chicken schnitzel, monsieur ratatouille.
the only names i could never have called him were mr tahini,
mr alfalfa sprout, mr cucumber crudite.
i suspect dog owners who say,
oh you should get another dog have yet to find themselves
soaking in the too much garlic marinade of loss that seeps deep
into the folds of the chicken tenderloins of their existence.
then they bang on about how the joy a dog brings far outweighs
the sadness once they’re gone. does it? i say, pulling
my jumper out at the neck and staring down towards
my heart that still houses the grief i thought would only
be on a short term lease but is still there, with its three
piece suite, its king size bed, its louis the XV dining
table with eight matching chairs.
tahoma literary review 81

ali whitelock

it’s been three years.
my heart is still fragile. getting another dog now
would be like biting into a chocolate liqueur. the structure
of the chocolate case cannot withstand the pressure of my bite.
the entire thing collapses. sticky liqueur squirts from my mouth
dribbles down onto the collar of my white silk shirt.
i take the shirt to the dry cleaner. he has seen these stains before.
he points to his arsenal of stain removing chemicals—one for sausages,
one for pizza, one for unrelenting grief.
he tells me he will do his best
but he cannot promise
anything.

82

Fiction

West Fork Tack & Saddle Co.
Rosanna N. Henderson

G

reat place,” Carla says, swinging her chin to land her long purple
braids behind her shoulders. Seven in the morning and already her
forehead’s shining in a red sun so hazy we don’t have shadows yet.
I fill up my bottle from the water barrel and stick my face under the
tap, swallow a mouthful. If you drink too much you’ll just have to pee
more.
“It’s all right,” I say. Horse pasture and sway-backed house, a spring
that doesn’t dry up and a porch that doesn’t leak. Indoors is thirty years
empty but dull, a place to store a cooler of dumpster steaks. “They wish
I’d rent their charming stone cottage down the hill, but they let me
squat up here all summer.” The Swansons, spending all their tech
money buying up bucolic acreage for their sons. Now here I am at the
end of August and I’ve got to think about wintering horses. I gesture at
Pete and Maggie tied to the railing, packs loaded up for the two-day
ride. “Pony Paradise awaits.”
She laughs at Pony Paradise and the sight makes my mouth twitch.
I hold Pete’s bridle while she mounts. She’s thinking how this land
might have been hers if she hadn’t dumped Andrew Swanson two years
ago. Hardly have to adjust the stirrups, we’re close enough in size, and
then I swing up on Mags and we’re crunching on the gravel and my
shoulders settle out.
I let Carla catch her breath, let her torso catch up to the horse
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easing forward beneath her, and when we turn onto the narrow paved
road that’ll run us to the gap I tell her to go ahead and nudge him into
a trot. She’s not sure how hard to squeeze but Pete’s an old racehorse
and takes off right away, Carla bouncing along, horseshoes ringing.
“I need to post or something, right?” Teeth rattling but she’s grinning.
“That’s right, just time it so your butt doesn’t slam into him. Like
riding over a pothole on your bike.”
The way her long purple braids bounce. Same way they fly off her
ass when she’s in the middle of the dance floor, any dance floor in West
Virginia, putting a spin in every corner of the do-si-do. And looking up
there’s some old guy staring at me across the set, and then she’s back in
my arms for the courtesy turn and I tell her to watch out. He’ll ask her
for the next dance, he’ll get back at me for looking like this. Carhartts
horse-shined in the thighs, greasy baseball cap, my ponytail dyed black.
Bowie knife. I’m a girl, but it’s fine if he’s confused. I twist Carla’s hand
over her head to set her spinning, skirt firing every direction until slam!
we’re right back home for the next eight-count. Right-left grand. The
folks my parents’ age get the most bothered when I dance gent. The old
old folks only care that I get it right, that I know how to lead.
Next dance, she eludes the creep, takes the hand of this year’s star
fiddler, skips off into the crowd.
An hour in the August sunshine climbing up towards the gap and the
heat is thickening in my throat. Already the most Carla’s ever been on
a horse. But she’s game—dancing translates to horseback pretty nicely—
posting like she means it, even if she looks like a little nothing up on
Pete’s back. Maggie’s agreeable if she’s following Pete but she was only
saddlebroke last spring.
I was relieved that Carla showed up this morning dressed plain and
brown. Vintage rings and black lace are cute and all, too cute for horseback. Her mom’s place is an hour up the valley, but there she was right
on time chirping, “Hey, Chuck.” Sweetest thing, hearing her say it.
Charlotte was a name that got too classy for me and anyhow my dad
chose it. What would he know about me? I don’t drink, not even coffee,
which leaves us zero things in common.
First thing when she got here we went over the route again—how
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we’ll take two mountains today, how we’ll camp by the East Fork
tonight where the horses can water. She nodded deferentially at the map
just the way I’d imagined. Two more mountain ranges tomorrow and
we’ll make it to Judy’s ranch by suppertime. Judy’s a Swanson, too, but
no tech money for her—hers is a working ranch. Just barely afloat on
the profits from a chicken barn.
Carla twists around in the saddle. “So you’re boarding the horses
at Judy’s, but what are you thinking to do for the winter?” Her eyes are
shadowed under her baseball cap, and sweat curls in the hairs coming
loose from her braids.
I nudge Mags up beside her. “I might do the masonry again,” I say,
“but I’m not looking to get tied down.” Winter especially, if I’m not
traveling I get mired up in myself, and doesn’t matter how good the
money is, stonework turns my hands into paws and that’s not even
counting the chance of a slipped stone and crushed bones.
“Where you want to end up, though?” she asks.
“Right here, home in the saddle.”
“I can see why. This is brilliant, absolutely brilliant.” She unhooks
her canteen with one hand and takes a drink, smears her forehead with
the inside of her wrist.
I let Pete draw ahead again, but I can hear her singing. I don’t drink,
and I don’t smoke, and I don’t wear no greasy coat. I wouldn’t hear the words
if I didn’t already know them. Maybe I could find someone to apprentice me, making saddles. That would get my hands through the winter.
Far side of the gap, it’s even quieter. The valleys here are narrow and
the roads aren’t striped. Carla’s hungry so we graze the horses by a creek
for lunch. I find a chafed spot where Carla’s canteen is lashed to Pete’s
pack so I shift some things around. No sores but I tell her to keep an
eye on it. I lead the horses back to the water again before we leave. Fill
up your bellies, my beauties. There’s still a mountain between us and
the East Fork.
We mount up again. All the roads want to run south down the
valley, so we have to turn off again on a narrower track that’s maybe
someone’s hunting land. Nothing is in season right now. Carla’s eating
up her cookies like she skipped breakfast and I take one since she offers.
It’s just that I hate being beholden to eating—I’d rather wait till I’m sure
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there’s time for it. Carla, though, it’s like she thinks there will never be
enough time.
Like a month ago we were all up swimming at Fridley’s Gap when
she starts letting my cousin stick rhododendron flowers on her tits, just
giggling. And even though she’s got these adorable pink inverted nipples
she pretends to be embarrassed about, I had to step in, like, “How’s that
boyfriend doing, Carla?” I can’t even keep track of them anymore and
I guess she can’t either.
She gave me a for-real look. “Charlotte. He drank that whole quart
of shit moonshine last night.” He moved five states for her and she let
it go to her head. A month ago I still went by Charlotte—she wasn’t
trying to hurt me.
Beyond a pack of walnut trees the land opens up suddenly green,
burning my eyes accustomed to the drought. Two or three acres, mowed
short in diagonal stripes and way over on the crest one of those vinylsided houses with huge windows and patches of stick-on river-rock and
I can’t resist—I let Maggie stretch her legs and the green stripes blur
smooth, rippling, and then Pete—still the old race horse—comes
cantering after and it’s good to hear Carla scream like that. The difference between a canter and a trot is an airplane taking off. I can feel the
grass yielding juice as Maggie’s hooves plant and she slows, turns in a
jouncy trot, tosses her mane back to the road.
Carla’s giggling but also she keeps turning around to make sure
nobody saw us. She starts up singing again. I don’t smoke, and I don’t chew,
and I don’t kiss them girls that do.
What I should have said back at Fridley’s Gap is, look Carla, I know
where your kind of trouble is going.
She’s sitting tall, shifting up out of her feet to let these sticky
breezes into her saddle sweat. Two years ago we thought Andrew
Swanson was the one. He would have been fine for her, really, her ticket
to the intellectual class and eighty rolling acres, but she couldn’t sit still
long enough.
I shouldn’t have ripped up that lawn just now. The grass wouldn’t
have torn up so bad if they weren’t wasting water keeping it green, but
for all I know they’re Judy’s customers. Enough of these vinyl ranches
and she won’t have to run a chicken barn anymore—that shit’s the worst,
put her in the hospital last winter. They call it brown lung, from
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breathing chicken barn air. She wouldn’t let me visit her in the hospital
but couldn’t stop me looking after the horses. Judy’s ex, that’s another
one, somebody cute and clever with a guitar and here she is all alone
breathing chicken shit air.
I don’t cheat and I don’t lie, all you sinners are gonna die.
When the trail starts to climb we let the horses walk. I swing down
from Maggie’s back and it’s like going numb, like I can’t feel my front
legs. Less air down here—my shirt’s creeping and sticking. Carla twists
in the saddle to unhook her canteen and takes a long swig, water leaking
down her chin and onto her shirt. The drips make me thirsty but I’ll
wait. Then she swings down beside me. Horse smells good on her, gives
her a low note under all that peppery sweat.
The sun is flattened and red in the haze by the time we come down into
East Fork Valley. Away off to the south someone’s target shooting, a
crackle reaching us doubled and hollowed, barely lifting the horses’
ears. I’m expecting the river over every rise, but it must lie at the edge
of the valley, right up to the far mountain. The descent took too long,
all that dry burnished dirt and scree sliding out under our hooves and
the horses are straining now, panting. Maggie’s skin has gone thin and
limp between my fingers, sweat seeping out from under the saddle. All
right, you goddamn river. I know it’s there, the thin line of blue I
marked last night when I was sitting out on my steps with the ruler
against the map.
What was I thinking, doing a new route in August? Judy’s going to
give me that look like she does when I say no thanks to the guest room
and roll out my sleeping bag on her porch.
The dirt track passes under a row of fence trees. Across the fence
the cattle have trampled the dirt bare, crowding under the shade trees.
Gravensteins, the fruit already dropping, flies and wasps humming over
the ground. I swallow my spit, thirsty, and pick a few as we pass under,
roll them into my shirt.
I nudge Maggie up alongside Pete. “Carla,” I say, holding out a
piece on the flat of my knife. She slides it off quickly, careful with her
fingertips as the wet slice clings to the blade. Almost ripe enough to be
quenching. I think about the water bottle but I can’t yet, not till the
horses can drink, too. Carla drags another slice from my blade and licks
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the juice from her fingers. An apple each then for Pete and Maggie. The
sun separates into red slivers as we close in to the mountain’s shadow.
I smell water, cool and musky, or is it just that I feel the horses smelling
it? They’re hurrying down and I can see the river rocks glowing in the
dusk.
East Fork’s gone, though. Dried up, just a riverbed of white flaked
rocks. The horses’ shoes ring as they nose at the stones, smelling the
water way down beneath their hooves.
“Wait here with the horses,” I tell Carla. “I’m going to run downstream and if there’s nothing we’re just going to have to keep going.”
What the fuck was I thinking, August out here. The rocks shift and clink
under my feet as I run two-legged and past the bend I can’t hear the
horses snorting anymore, just three more echoing shots from the target
shooter in the valley behind us. Semiautomatic.
There’s not even mud. Of course Judy would have hitched up the
horse trailer and come picked me up at my place, stopped for pie and
coffee at the Swansons’. Ninety-minute drive, but then Carla wouldn’t
have come, seen me in the saddle. Too proud to ask for a ride and look
what it’s doing to my favorite creatures, pawing at dried up rocks.
I can’t waste more time looking so I turn back. Carla’s waving gnats
from Pete’s face, Maggie with her nose up looks at me sideways. I
unscrew my water bottle and empty it into my hat and the horses suck
it up. Half a day’s water for me, half a swallow for them.
“There’s a little left in my canteen,” Carla says, almost whispering.
“Keep it. Humans need water, too,” I tell her. It wouldn’t help me
to have her passing out.
Maggie shies sideways as I mount up, even Pete turns his head back
to the river as I squeeze Maggie up the bank. In the hemlocks on the far
side it’s almost dark already. There’s a road angling up the mountain, but
the map didn’t show it going through and no way I’m taking the horses
off-trail in the dark. This was the part where I was going to reassess the
route after a good night’s rest. But even if I could sleep knowing my
horses were thirsty, they would wander off in search of water. Hobbled
or not, and break their legs. Carla gets it, I hope. Her silhouette is tight,
quietly urging Pete up the track at an amble, stroking his neck.
“Better trot,” I tell her.
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“I’m trying.”
I nudge Maggie to take the lead but she pretends not to notice.
“Fuck fuck fuck Maggie get on up there,” I say and give her some heel
and it comes out spittier than I meant. Carla startles in her saddle and
stares at me as Maggie lurches into a trot. Maybe Carla hasn’t seen me
so angry before. No, she’s chill like my mother wiping the counters
waiting for my dad, just grinding forward like shit’s not really so bad.
That’s not fair, she’s had trouble. But fuck that womanly chill, speak up.
We’re going to trot over this goddamn mountain, whether Maggie likes
leading or not.
Pete picks up the pace to keep Maggie in sight. At least it gets a
little lighter as we leave the hemlocks behind in the valley.
Past a dark bend, a narrow lane splits off from our road. Tall, dry grass
grows between the ruts heading up the mountainside. Could just be a
hunting access but then again there could be an old springhouse behind
an abandoned barn, a fancy-ass ski cabin. Hippies or old folks who don’t
drive into town much.
“I’ll check it out if you want to wait here,” I say.
“It says No Trespassing.”
“They all do.” She knows that. Mags and I have barely started up
the lane when I hear Pete leave the road and follow us.
After rising steeply, the lane narrows, the edge washed off. Once
there was water pouring down here but now something waves, glowing
white, and Maggie dances sideways, wants to bolt. I make the cht cht
cht noise meaning chill out and her fatigue overcomes her fear. It’s a
plastic bag, smiling Wal-Mart face smeared on a bush, dull crumpled
cans and a microwave and diapers and none of it is rotten or dirty
enough to blend in to the tumbled rocks yet. Could mean somebody
lives here; could mean nobody lives here.
Pete nudges up beside me. Carla’s squinting at the trash, too. I kick
Maggie on and the trees thin out as we rise.
“Is that a sign?” Carla asks.
It is a sign, nailed to a hickory. I wish she hadn’t noticed.
“‘I don’t… 911’” she reads out. “Wait, what does it say?”
I pick a tone of voice that shows it’s no big deal. “It’s one of those ‘I
don’t call 911’ signs.”
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“Chuck,” she says.
“Just means they probably live over in Gap and don’t want us
poaching. Probably an old farm back here has got a well or springhouse
at least.”
“This sign has a picture of a tank carved in it.”
“I said you could wait.”
She hesitates, tries to be diplomatic. “I really don’t feel good about
this,” she says. Like I’m feeling ponies about it.
“Then let’s get it over with.” I push Maggie into a trot, gravel
grating and snapping under her shoes and after a pause I hear Pete catch
up. I pass through a gate tied open and slow down to duck under low
branches.
“Chuck, please, seriously.” Taking a breath between each word.
I rein in sharp and look at her in the twilight.
“It’s not worth it,” she says.
There’s a point where you can’t push a horse past its fear, where it
will just go nuts on you and run off and break a leg. That’s Carla now,
ears back and eyes rolling. “You know this is what I was afraid of with
you,” I say. Her face freezes up hard and womanly but I don’t add
anything to take the sting out, just wheel Maggie around and kick her
into a trot back down the way we came. My neck burns like being
watched from all sides, retreating like this. Let her catch up to me.
Don’t turn to check on her. I can hear Pete’s hooves well enough.
Mags gets nervous at the trash pile again but I sweet-talk her on
past and then let her walk down the steep bit till we’re back on the main
track. Carla’s right behind me, silent in the hot dusk.
“You know we’re riding till we find water, however long it takes.”
It sounds more coaxing, less sorry than I mean it.
“Yes,” she says.
“It’s just that it’s my fault the horses are suffering.” A sideways
apology and I can hear her thinking how doing something reckless
won’t help the horses, either. I’m too thirsty to feel the worst shame yet,
but it’s there, spreading inside my chest.
“I know, Chuck.” Is she serious or scared of me?
Ten minutes on, Mags plants her feet full stop, jerks the reins down.
“What the fuck, Mags! Move!” I give her a kick, smack her
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hindquarters, bear down with my whole human will, but she doesn’t
move, and then I see the gleam. The last of the twilight shining off
something liquid. It’s in the right place, here in the crease of a hairpin
turn. Pete comes right up, bumping Carla’s knee into me.
Water? I won’t jinx it, I don’t say anything as I dismount and
Maggie lunges for the ditch in the mountainside and it’s almost
nothing—you’d never see it if your horse weren’t thirsty—a trickle of a
spring so small it’s silent. Why didn’t I smell it, too? Too proud. I
breathe out and the relief is dizzying. “Carla. It’s a spring.” Pete comes
right up, butts Maggie away to get at the water. Carla swings down
beside me.
“Oh my god,” she says, quivering. Is she crying? “Oh my god,” she
says again and suddenly she’s thrown herself into me so I have to catch
her for a spin, our pivot feet grinding the gravel and the way she leans
back from my hand on her waist, giving weight, eyes level, faster and
faster until her giggles wobble our orbit and I duck down and hoist her
like a hay bale, the spin flinging her up on my shoulder. “Chuck!” she
pounds my back, laughing. She was right about the tank lane, every
right to gloat, but here’s her hip on my cheek, the whole relieved
breathing mass of her drained of recriminations. I tip her back to the
gravel, grinning, but I’d like to bite her bottom lip so much I look away
and hunker down to wait for my turn at the water. The horses haven’t
even looked up from mouthing up the spring. Such a tiny trickle,
running muddy through pebbles and leaves. At last they lift their
muzzles. I brush the leaves and sticks from their damp noses and press
my water bottle into the mud, the water barely rippling over the lip.
The stars are coming out when we mount up again.
We find a grassy meadow at the top of the mountain and I unpack
the horses’ nosebags and show Carla how to rub their coats, ask them
to lift their hooves for pebbles, buckle on their hobbles while the insects
get noisy. We sit on our sleeping bags and Carla passes me a sandwich,
rolls herself a cigarette. She lights it and gestures. “You’re always
welcome, of course.” But she knows to leave it at that. I don’t drink and
I don’t smoke but the coat’s plenty greasy.
It’s a fine sandwich—homemade sourdough, butter and sharp
cheese ripened by a day in the sun. “Carla,” I say.
She ashes the cigarette in the grass beside her.
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“Despite what I may have said earlier. I’m glad you came along.”
“I’m sorry I’m an intractable pussy,” she laughs. What if this is the
upside of her being so easy, the way she’s left me to my own judgment
when she could have hunted me down, found everything out.
“You were right. That tank was hand carved. Somebody spent an
evening with a chisel gouging out wood with us in mind. Glad we’re
here and not up that lane.”
She drags on the cigarette and the glow lights up her face watching
me eat. People say Carla sleeps with girls, too, but she’s probably only
doing it to make more trouble with the boys. Look how she holds the
cigarette between her middle two fingers so she brings it to her lips and
it’s like she’s cupping her mouth.
I’d left my water bottle upright in the grass and the mud has probably settled by now. Even sweeter than I hoped. I pass it to Carla. She’s
got her own somewhere but she takes mine smoothly so the silt doesn’t
stir up. It tastes like smoke when she passes it back. I take out my ponytail and loosen up the greasy roots, clench my hands to pull the tension
out through my hair.
Carla licks her fingers and pinches out the cigarette. She gets up to
pee then settles back into her sleeping bag, a small dark shape under dull
summer stars.
A good sound to fall asleep to, horses tearing up grass, but I’ve still
got my ears up, waiting. If a coyote came by, the horses could spook and
break their legs on the hobbles, though really we all smell too human
for that. The air is slick on my face and I lie with a leg out on the grass,
still so Carla can’t hear my restlessness. Might be her breath I hear.
Everything sounds close in the dark, but how close? How soft and sore?
In the morning, I’ll tell her about all the trouble she’s headed for,
like I should have told her at Fridley’s Gap. I don’t curse, and I don’t yell,
all you sinners are gone to hell.
But in the morning I wake up stiff and dewy, fatigue crusted
behind my ribs. We pack up quietly, no breakfast, and then I have to
lead the way breaking trail, coaxing Maggie through the brush up to
her chest sometimes. Virginia creeper and wineberries and scrub
junipers all knit together. Carla follows more slowly, lets Pete pick his
own way down. He knows how to jump, but he knows she won’t make
him, and finally I lose them altogether. Eventually the scrub gives way
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under sycamores and Maggie scrambles down onto a track, looking
anxiously for Pete.
I hear water, and cool air lifts the sweat from my skin. The track
opens up at a shallow ford and there’s Carla in the middle of the river
already, sitting straight in the saddle, leaving the reins slack while Pete
drinks. Must have found a better way through. When he sees us he
throws his head up, kicks, splashes the water in a rainbow fan, droplets
in Carla’s braids. Maggie wades right in, and they’re splashing each
other, big old Pete even kneels down and Carla shrieks, laughing as her
boots get soaked.
“Have you ever seen so much water!” she yells at me. Everyone
laughs in the West Fork.
But after all this, she’ll say goodbye, thanks for the ride, head back
to one lover or another. We make our way up out of the ford onto a
cracked macadam road, the water running down Pete’s flanks and
splashing from Carla’s boots. She leans down to untie them, leaving
little wrinkled bare feet in the stirrups and steam rising from the road
behind us.
“Carla, you know how my dad …” I begin, but it’s too abrupt and
her glance is startled, blankly curious. I grimace, “He’s not happy, but
he could just go through the motions. Sometimes you don’t have the
luxury of choosing. People depending on you.” We’ve let the horses
slow to a walk, side by side across the West Fork Valley. I have to bring
it around to her boyfriend and how she can’t let him go to her head.
“Carla,” I say, “my mom bleeds half dead each month but my dad won’t
see past self-pity.”
She’s pinned her lip between her teeth, watching Pete’s ears. Maybe
she’s thinking about how to make her advice sound wise or maybe she’s
actually listening. Just last week there was Mom on the couch, “Help
me up Charlotte, get the towels.” But even on my arm she passed out
halfway to the bathroom. And Charlotte did all the cooking and the
drunk’s laundry and there’s trouble making its way down the generations.
“Or what if you’re Judy getting sick from the chicken barn.” It
works better in my head but it keeps coming out, all the things I sleep
on porches to avoid. How I don’t even have my GED and Mom sends
me Tracfones, how my hands will never draw again if I do another
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winter of masonry work. I pause before I mention the boyfriend, lean
forward like Maggie’s throat latch needs adjusting. River water long
dried off.
“Chuck,” says Carla, “you want to come West with me this fall?”
I sit back. It takes my breath away how she’s just already skipped
right past the lovers. “I heard the dances are fake out there,” I hear
myself say. “All these white petticoats and cowboy shirts and canned
music.”
She smiles, half-stung, waves gnats away. “I’m going. My uncle’s got
this place, snowcapped mountains, artesian well and solar and mail only
comes three times a week, but I’ve never been.”
I only said that about canned music to hide the fact I can hardly
breathe with all these hopes—her, for one, and all the money I could
make quick and not get tied down. Stories I’ve heard, smoke jumping,
fishing boats, pot farms. Still I know better than to tag along like one of
her boyfriends. Skittish horses want strong riders.
Up this last mountain we can follow the cut for the power lines, but that
means we’re out under the sun. Sweat’s crusting and drying down the
horses’ flanks. The air is breezeless, silent except for insects and sparks
from the power lines. Judy will board the horses for me as long as she’s
healthy. The upside of easy. Maggie was one of her favorite foals, but
then there’s the chicken barn. I hang my shirt and salty bra on the saddle
horn and Carla copies me, fans her boob sweat with her old trucker hat.
The way her ribcage swivels separate while her hips follow the horse.
One last mountain and then the herds of horses will lift their heads
and Maggie will nicker back at her cousins as we ride down. We’ll find
Judy in the barn or out working the new stallion, the border collies will
fan out around us. I’ll dismount, rest a hand on Maggie’s sweating
withers, and Carla will know to hang back and let me tell the story my
way.
But for now there’s just the sweat running down her spine, the spot
where her spine meets the saddle, somewhere west of me.
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Tumbling
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T

he wind in southeast Idaho arrives with no warning. It starts off as
a whisper, expands to a whistle, a howl, until it becomes a
wraithlike siren outside our windows. If I must leave the house, I grip
the edge of the swinging screen door with both hands to keep it from
blowing off its hinges. With few barriers to block its path, the wind gains
enough strength to funnel-cloud the hair atop my head, wrench beams
off our creaky wooden barn, rip deep-rooted trees from the loamy
ground.
Later, when the wind has calmed, I walk the dogs through the field
behind our house. This house—built a century ago by my husband’s
great-great-grandparents then passed down five generations—sits on
the edge of a one-stoplight town, overlooking the westward-winding
Snake River. When we spoke of moving, I had never heard of the town
or set foot in the state. Having laid my head in many places, I vowed to
at least attempt to make a go of it here.
Through the long grasses that slice at my bare shins and the flowering weeds with names like goatsbeard, curlycup gumweed, shepherd’s
purse, and henbit, we stroll. My late-afternoon-lengthened shadow
leads the way; the smoky scent of sagebrush in our wake. An unseen
meadowlark calls its flute-like trill.
To my right, in the valley below, a squadron of yellow-billed white
pelicans bobs on the river. In colder months, these waters dance instead
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with a ballet of trumpeter swans, whose appearance, I’ve learned, marks
the start of yet another winter.
I pause.
Inhale the stillness.
The silhouette of the Grand Teton range looms to the east while
Sawtooth mountains cut across the western horizon. A welcome change
from my previous sleepless skyline: all gleaming glass and metal and
somber concrete that eliminated any trace of sun or stars or opportunity for air.
Approaching our property, I discover the barbed wire fence lining
the perimeter has become a barricade for the tumbleweeds previously
swept along by the wind. Yellowed, hollow skeletons, tiny, leafless trees,
once unrestrained, now at rest.
When I was eighteen months old, my mother dropped me down an
escalator. I’ve heard the story countless times, though, being too young,
I possess no memory of the events. We were at the mall, in the department store nearest the single highway that ran east/west through the
sleepy capital city center and its sterile suburbs. In one hand, my mother
held onto my older sister, and with the other, she grasped the plastic
handle of the stroller into which I was strapped. As she stepped onto the
escalator, her grip somehow loosened; once released, down…I…
tumbled. When my mother reached the bottom, she found me cradled
in the arms of a store employee as blood streamed down my face soaking
my tiny body, and I let out a heartbreaking wail.
I’ve often wondered whether the next part really happened, or
whether my parents devised this detail to torment me later in life when
I had become volatile, my moods unmanageable, intolerable: at the
hospital, I was restrained in an infant-sized straitjacket, my limbs unable
to flail as a doctor administered twelve stitches to a vertical gash down
the center of my forehead.
All that remains is an almost imperceptible inch-long scar, now
easily hidden by my hair.
This seems to me the moment I began rolling. As a child, I
remained unsettled, and over the next three decades I would not stop
moving, bounding aimlessly, tumbling across unfamiliar terrains,
searching for something I couldn’t yet name.
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Returning from the walk, as I open the squawking metal gate that leads
to our yard, allowing the dogs to leap ahead, I think: I am like that
tumbleweed.
For so long, carried along by an invisible momentum, and now, I
have been stopped—finally—in my path, ensnared by this house, this
land. Over four years, we have transformed it: from an empty canvas
into a living refuge, a breathing comfort, an unexpected calm, an existence I could never have envisioned.
Now, when the wind comes, when windows rattle and fallen limbs
fly, I feel protected by these walls, surrounded by stories, memories, and
ghosts of those who came before me. My need to move has vanished.
I am at rest.
Or, I wonder, a whisper: What if I’m the wind that, for the moment, is
simply holding her breath?
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The Vagabond
Steve Trumpeter

1.
Scout scaled the chain-link fence surrounding the switchyard at a
spot where the barbed wire on top hung slack and harmless. He
dropped to the felony trespassing side of the barrier and spotted Itty
Bitty and Porter sprawled in the tall weeds right away. Their clothes had
accumulated some measure of grime in the week they had been traveling with Scout, but their bold colors still clashed against the grainy
yesteryear hues of the train yard in the warm light of the late afternoon.
If the bull in his white pickup was even half awake as he drove by, they’d
be spotted for sure and chased off or worse.
“You two need some traveling clothes,” Scout said as he set his
backpack next to them. They startled, and Bitty dropped the bottle of
vodka she had been sharing with her boyfriend while they waited for
Scout to show up. He gestured at the faded greens and blacks of his own
cargo shorts and jacket and his boots so dirt-caked that their original
color was long lost. “You look like a pair of goddamn tourists.”
“You made it,” said Porter. “We thought you might ditch us.”
“I said I’d get you to New Orleans.”
Bitty hugged Scout, pressing her cheek up against his beard. “You
cleaned up,” she said. She was at least a decade younger, flashing a
gremlin smirk that bedeviled Scout whenever she caught his eye. She
picked up the bottle of vodka, unscrewed the cap, and offered it to him.
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When Scout declined, she took a pull for herself, then passed it back to
Porter, who scowled at her. He was Bitty’s opposite, pudgy and dour,
irritable like he was always behind schedule. They’d been getting on
each other’s nerves all week. Porter, especially, had not adjusted well to
the copious amounts of downtime inherent in train hopping, and Bitty
seemed to go out of her way to push her boyfriend’s buttons. These
were warning signs, bold as a strobe light, and they caused Scout to
grind his molars in ways that dredged up unhealthy urges he’d worked
hard to leave behind. He had decided to keep his word and get them to
New Orleans, but once he did, it would be time to ditch these two
housies for good.
“Which train do we take?” Bitty asked.
Scout pointed at a graffiti-tagged locomotive way ahead on track
17 that faced the setting sun.
“How do you know which one’s going where?”
“It’s not my first rodeo,” Scout said. He crouched between them.
They had at least picked a good spot to wait. A nearby boxcar glimmered with its door cracked open far enough to let in some daylight
and, hopefully, a few travelers. Scout picked the hammer out of his
backpack and laid it on top. With a little luck, the door would slide right
open and they’d have first-class accommodations to carry them into the
Crescent City. But if not, he counted a half-dozen empty grainers
farther down the line that would offer them a pleasant, albeit windy ride
under the stars.
“Did you get to see your sister?” Porter asked.
Scout nodded.
“Bet she damn near shit when you showed up on her doorstep,”
Bitty said.
“More or less,” Scout said, looking away to discourage the followup questions he didn’t want to delve into. “Y’all got your heads on
straight? We’re going to have to make a running start.” He pointed to
the boxcar he had his eye on. They could try to hop on now, but if the
bull happened to glance their way or make one last pass before the train
left, they’d be sitting ducks. The Atlanta switchyard was notorious for its
overzealous security.
“I’m sure we’ll figure it out,” Porter said. “Just lead the way.”
Scout wished these two would take heed of the risks inherent in
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jumping freight trains. He’d tried to lay out the ground rules with them:
If you can’t count the bolts on the wheels, the train is going too fast to
climb on. Same for jumping off if you can’t make out each tie on the
tracks as it goes by. Keep your shoes on when you’re riding. And keep
your shit together. Porter and Bitty were about two more vodka swigs
away from violating that one. He’d met his share of gutter punks with
ground beef where their arms should be from jumping off trains without
sticking the landing, and the hammer he carried was his lifesaver—as
vital for scaring off psychopaths as it was for jimmying boxcar doors. If
Scout weren’t there to show these two the ropes, they’d surely end up
another cautionary example of the stupid shit that oogles do.
Near the station house in the distance, the white truck’s headlights
flashed on. “Duck down,” Scout said. Porter and Bitty lay flat on their
bellies while Scout crouched as low as he could manage without giving
up his line of sight. His knee throbbed, but he kept still while the truck
drove past and parked up near the locomotive. Two men emerged and
climbed up to the engineer’s compartment, and then the bull drove
back to the station house. Scout nudged his companions. “It’s almost
time.”
The clang and squeal of the freight train lurching into motion was
their starter’s pistol. “Go!” he whispered, and they were off. This was
still his favorite part of the life. It never failed to amaze him how quickly
a freight train could pick up speed, these mile-long monstrosities laden
with shale and cement dust, or tractor parts and piston engines, grain
or oil. They raced a hundred-yard dash to the tracks, and by the time
they crossed the exposed part of the yard to run alongside the train, the
steely creaks had given way to a rhythmic chunk that matched their
footsteps.
Once he caught up to the boxcar, Scout hooked his hammer into
the doorjamb and gave it a yank. It opened smoothly, and he tossed in
his backpack, then climbed aboard. Bitty was next, so tiny she practically floated onto the car, but Porter was carrying more than a few extra
pounds around his middle and was gasping for air by the time Bitty had
committed.
Porter wrapped a fist around the iron handrail, but the train was
chugging along now, and doubt had a good grip on Porter’s ankles.
Scout offered a hand, but Porter wouldn’t reach for it, and his feet began
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to drag in the gravel runoff alongside the tracks. He grunted as he tried
to swing a foot onto the floor of the boxcar, but fatigue had set in, and
he half-assed the maneuver, his feet crashing back down to the ground
as he huffed to keep them moving with the train for one more try. If he
didn’t make this one, Scout knew Porter would have to find some other
way to get to New Orleans.
Bitty squeezed in between Scout and the boxcar door and leaned
out into the wind, holding Scout’s hammer. His first instinct was to grab
her around the waist, thinking she might use his hammer to try to snag
Porter—a poorly conceived idea given the disparity between his girth
and hers. But instead, she shot a wink at Scout, then said, “This little
piggy went ‘wee wee wee . . .’” as she softly rapped Porter’s knuckles.
Porter lost his grip, and his next step planted hard in the gravel. He
went down in a cloud of rocks and debris, the contents of his pack
spilling out into the ditch alongside him.
“. . . all the way home,” said Bitty, offering him a middle finger as
the train barreled on.
2.
Dogwood trees grew in the courtyard where Scout had found a
shady spot to look for his sister. Three stories’ worth of brick walkups
formed a U-shaped ring around the courtyard, and Scout wasn’t sure
which townhouse was hers—their last name, Childers, wasn’t on any of
the mail bins, and he couldn’t remember her new one—so he had settled
in to catch her coming or going.
Lazing under the dogwoods, he felt keenly aware of the scuzz of his
threadbare clothes, his dreadlocked hair and tangled beard, the grime
on his skin and under his fingernails. He imagined the residents of the
apartment complex peering out at him from behind the drapes,
checking their deadbolts, calling the police.
Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait long. He spotted her coming
through the gate, an iPhone in one hand and an oversized beige tote
bag full of groceries occupying the other. She nearly dropped them all
when Scout stood up in the courtyard and said, “Erica.”
She gaped at him for a moment, like she was trying to come up with
an answer that was on the tip of her tongue.
“It’s me,” Scout said. “Surprise.”
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“Trevor?” She took a tentative step toward him, then stopped and
held up her hands as if she were warding off a wet child.
“It’s okay,” Scout said. “I wouldn’t want to hug me either.”
“My God. The last time I saw you. . . . Look at all that hair. What
are you doing here?”
Scout scratched his arm and looked down at the sidewalk. “I was in
the neighborhood, you know. I wanted to see you.”
Erica shifted the grocery bag to her other arm and they stood in
awkward silence.
“Did you want to come in? Mike’s out golfing, but I could make
lunch. Maybe you could take a shower. Jesus, Trevor. It’s like seeing a
ghost.”
“I go by Scout now.”
“You’re too old for nicknames.”
“Maybe.”
She led him into the townhouse. An enormous vase stood against
the wall opposite the door, holding a few sturdy rods of bamboo that
sprouted toward the ceiling, and in the living room the carpet looked
like fresh snowfall. Erica pointed the opposite direction, toward the
kitchen. “In there,” she said. “Take off those shoes.”
Scout complied, conscious of the black soles of his feet, the gnarled
toenails, the blisters.
“Dad says you’ve gotten clean. The drugs, I mean. You look filthy.”
Scout nodded. “Almost a year.”
“Well, that’s good, right? Are you living somewhere?”
“All over.”
Her lip twitched, yanked into a sneer as though it had been hooked
by a fishing line. “So you’re still a bum?”
“I’ve always liked the word ‘vagabond’ if you’re hell-bent to put a
label on it.”
“To-may-to, to-mah-to. You’ve really thrown me for a loop, here,
showing up out of nowhere. Let me make you something to eat. God,
I don’t even know what time it is. Is it lunchtime? I could make you a
sandwich.”
Scout dropped his shoes on the linoleum tile next to the recycling
bins. Even the garbage cans were pristine. Scrubbed, labeled, and
divided: paper, glass, and cans; compost and refuse. He didn’t remember
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Erica being so fastidious when they were growing up. Maybe her
husband was the fussy one. Really, he barely knew his sister. When
Scout decided he’d had enough of the home they’d grown up in—fourteen years ago, if Scout stopped to count—she had been a gangly
thirteen-year-old with braces on her teeth and dreamboat posters of
shirtless, spiky-haired boys on her bedroom wall. Now she was married
to a man Scout had never met and pursuing a career that Scout had
never been able to quite pin down, some kind of hedge fund brokerage
something-or-other, whatever that entailed.
Her hair was still blonde, but more coppery than he remembered,
and barely shoulder-length, where it once spilled halfway down her
back. She wore stretchy black capris and two layers of T-shirts over the
swell of her stomach, just round enough to tip off Scout to the fact that
she was pregnant.
“Now it’s my turn to be shocked,” he said. “Never in a million years
would I have predicted that.”
“How could it be so surprising?” Erica asked. “It’s what normal
people do. They find jobs, get married, start families. It’s the most
predictable thing in the world.”
She instructed him to sit at the kitchen table while she put away the
groceries and poured him a glass of milk. Perhaps he shouldn’t have
been so surprised, watching her poise as she moved through the kitchen,
so mature, so adult. Nothing like the portrait Scout kept in his head that
had never aged, even as his family relayed updates about the significant
milestones of her life. They had talked on the phone a few times over
the years, traded the occasional photos over email, but this woman
whose kitchen he had invaded was not the Erica he had etched into his
memory to dredge up during those long, regretful nights huddled under
a tarp, twitchy and burning awake. He had spent the previous day
spanging at Five Points with Bitty and Porter, and for all he knew, she
could have walked right past them, dropped a few coins in his hat, been
on her way without a second glance. He’d never have recognized her if
he hadn’t been looking.
She set a turkey sandwich in front of him, cut into triangles, and
stood over him, watching as he ate. Scout felt like a baby brother,
despite his five-year head start on her. He inhaled the sandwich and
nodded when she asked if he wanted her to make him another.
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“Wow, you were hungry. What do you do when you’re out there?”
She wiggled her fingers in the air as if to say Scout had emerged from
the ether.
“I make do,” Scout said. “There’s no shortage of food in this
country, if you know where to look.”
“What do you do for money?”
“I can scrape a few bucks together when I need to. Fly a sign when
I have to. There are plenty of people happy to help a guy out.”
Erica set another turkey sandwich down in front of Scout. “In other
words, you’re still a sponge.”
“Jesus, Erica, I just got here.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. She took a breath and folded her hands, a
measured gesture that struck Scout as one she had been taught somewhere along the line. “It’s just hard for me to imagine how you live.
Some of the stories Dad’s told me...I figured I’d never see you again.”
Scout picked up the sandwich and took a bite. Carved turkey on
bread that his sister had sliced from a bakery loaf, Dijon mustard, and
the ripest tomatoes he’d seen in years. “It’s not like I meant to disappear. It just turned out that way. One thing leads to another, you find
yourself in a new city with new people, you fall into some situations.
The years got away from me, I guess. For some reason, if the scenery
isn’t changing I start to feel antsy. It’s like claustrophobia.”
“That can’t be good for you, Trevor.”
Scout shrugged. “I can think of worse ways to live. But, yeah, it
wears thin sometimes. That’s one thing about sobriety after years of
meth. Nothing’s terribly exciting anymore. Not even open skies and
freedom. One of these days, maybe something will come along and I’ll
plant some roots. I’m not getting any younger. Who knows?”
Erica wiped down the kitchen counter with a wet towel, cleaning
up whatever mess had accumulated in making Scout’s sandwiches. “You
can’t stay here,” she said, her eyes on the task at hand. “I mean, we can
put you up for tonight, but then you’ve got to go.”
“That’s not what I meant,” Scout said. He put down the last half of
his sandwich, stuffed, a rare feeling. “Okay,” he said, and he could feel
the blood flushing his cheeks under his scruffy beard.
“It’s a small condo, Trevor. You’ve never even met Mike. And with
the baby due...it just wouldn’t work.”
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“It’s fine,” Scout said. “I wasn’t going to ask.” It wasn’t a lie, really.
But he had hoped she would offer. He thought he’d have a little more
time to soften her. “I’m supposed to sherpa a couple of oogles to New
Orleans.”
“Oogles?”
“Housies. Tourists. People who ride for shits and giggles. These
two.”
“Well, good. Maybe they can help you find somewhere to stay
when you get there.”
Scout wiped his mouth. A dark yellow mustard streak sullied the
white napkin, and Scout folded it over to hide the stain. He scratched
his beard and exhaled slowly, the feast now lodged awkwardly in his gut.
He thought of Itty Bitty and Porter holed up in a $32-a-night hostel
near Five Points, now winnowed down to his best bet.
3.
Scout yanked on Bitty’s belt loop to pull her back into the boxcar.
By the time Porter’s somersaulting bulk had skidded to a stop, the railroad ties under the track were blurring past like the frames of a
filmstrip. It was too late to do anything but ride it out.
The boxcar was mostly empty, save for their packs and a couple of
wooden pallets. Bitty dug out her iPhone and started tapping out a text.
“Do you think he’s okay?” Bitty asked.
“You could have killed him,” Scout said. “Jesus. Why would you do
that?”
“He was slowing us down,” she said. “I told him to go home last
night while you were at your sister’s, but he wouldn’t listen. Said he
wasn’t going to leave me alone with you, that he was protecting me.
Like he ever could. I didn’t mean to hurt him.”
“He’ll be all right,” Scout said. “The bull’s probably going to pick
him up, but worst-case scenario, he spends the night in the drunk tank.
Probably won’t be too happy with you, though.”
Scout arranged his pack near the door. It was an old habit for him:
always plan for a quick escape. Despite the assurances he had offered
Bitty, he was only pretty sure he had seen Porter roll away from the steel
wheels. But when Porter fell, the train was moving pretty good, putting
a fair amount of distance between them. The possibility that Scout
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hadn’t seen everything couldn’t be ruled out. If the train began to slow,
he’d know the bull had found a bloody mess on the side of the tracks
and radioed the engineer to stop and wait for the NTSB to investigate
the scene. He sat rigid against the wall of the train car and listened for
the brakes.
“Fuck him,” Bitty said, her voice barely audible over the clamor of
the train. “Stupid asshole. We were supposed to break up after we graduated. He has a job lined up with some bullshit insurance behemoth in
Charlotte. I told him that was fine for him, but I wasn’t ready to put
down roots. It’s a big country out there. But he insisted on coming
along—said we had the whole summer—and I relented, even though I
knew he didn’t have the stones for it. You can tell.”
“What about New Orleans?” Scout asked.
“What’s that got to do with him?”
Scout bonked his head against the wall, appreciative of the bitter
thud his hard skull made against the metal siding. The throb in his knee
was asserting itself again, like an old man’s hip forecasting bad weather.
He knew what was coming next.
“He’s one of those kids,” she said, “thinks we have to pick a place
and choose a job and a 401k plan and carve out our little niche. No, sir.
Not me. He had it all mapped out, but I never liked to stay on the trail.
You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?”
Scout nodded once. He remembered the feeling, faded and vague
now, a seventeen-year-old greenhorn sneaking out of his mother’s
house, free at last, as if he had even an ounce of control over his own
destiny. “Yeah, I know,” he said. He wanted to tell her that they told you
to stay on the trail so you don’t fall off the cliffs, but he’d peered over a
few in his day, and sometimes the views that haunted him now had been
spectacular at the time.
The train kept on at full speed ahead, though, and that was a good
sign. Scout closed his eyes. If he let it, the boxcar clamor might lull him
into a few hours of peaceful sleep.
4.
Steam filled the bathroom, thickening the air like murky predawn
fog. Scout’s skin was turning red, but he languished under the tingling
stream of the shower head. His showers were usually splashed on from
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a bookstore’s sink or furtively stolen when he could jump the fence of a
hotel pool. The simple luxury of standing under a steady flow of water
this hot felt like a birthday gift.
At his feet, the dingy brown bathwater left a sooty ring on the wall
of the tub. He could feel the grit in his dreads when he ran his fingers
through the congealed clumps that sprouted from his scalp. The bar of
soap had started white but now looked like a gray stone sitting on the
shower caddy, wedged between bottles of apricot body wash, avocado
and tea leaf shampoo, citrus spring conditioner, and various exfoliators,
cleansers, refreshers, and replenishers. Scout sniffed at each one and
wished he could spend the whole afternoon in this oasis.
Outside the bathroom door, Erica had taken his clothes and left a
T-shirt and sweat pants neatly folded. The shirt draped over his shoulders like a bedsheet, and Scout had to cinch the drawstring of the sweat
pants tight around his waist. Her husband must have been twice Scout’s
size. He found his sister in the laundry room, loading his clothes into
the dryer.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to burn these?” she asked.
“Those are vintage,” he said. “You’d get a lot of money for those
from some swanky secondhand boutiques.”
“I bet the Center for Disease Control would bid higher. Isn’t it nice
to be clean?”
“Yeah, it really is.”
“There was a whole colony of those filthy, homeless-looking punks
camped out near Peachtree Plaza during the whole ‘Occupy’ thing last
year. I kept looking for you.”
“I was in Tampa around then, occupying rehab.”
“So I heard. How bad did it get?”
“Not bad enough that I couldn’t get out, at least. I miss it sometimes. All the time. That’s the thing about meth, it’s lots of fun until it
isn’t anymore, you know?”
“No, I don’t.” Erica slammed the dryer door shut and pressed the
button that set the metal zippers and buttons of Scout’s clothes tumbling
and scraping so loudly that she shooed him out into the living room,
where she eased herself down into a plush recliner. “I get about an hour
or so standing up before my feet start to throb under all this weight. I
swear to God, I can’t imagine life right now without this chair.”
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“It looks pretty nice,” Scout said, stretching out. “I could get used
to a couch like this.”
Erica smiled at Scout in a way that reminded him of a high school
crush trying to let him down easy. “I don’t know you, really,” she said.
“You might as well be a complete stranger. Don’t get me wrong, it’s
good to see you, but it’s been over a decade. Some of the stories Dad
tells me … I guess y’all still talk.”
“Once in a while.”
“Sometimes, people ask about my siblings and I have to make
myself remember that I have a brother.”
“You’ve changed, too,” Scout said.
“I should hope. I was a kid when you left.”
“I read somewhere that after seven years, every cell in your body
will have died and been replaced by a new one. So every seven years, the
theory goes, you’re a completely new person. I guess we’re different
twice over, given last time we saw each other.”
“Mom just tells people you’re dead.”
Scout nodded. “I guess she scuttles that theory. She’ll always be her.
So how did you become you? What strange set of circumstances
morphed your cells into those of a hedge fund whatever-you-are?”
“You say it like I stumbled into it. I went to four years of college
and three years of business school, plus a couple of humiliating internships. I set goals and busted my ass. You should try it sometime.”
Scout grinned. “It doesn’t work that way for me. I’ve been at so
many crossroads in my life. Turn left, turn right—they’ve always felt
like arbitrary choices to me. Inconsequential in the long run.”
“What about getting clean?”
“I had just used up the last of my supply and was dead broke. It was
either get clean or find some other tweaker to roll. If I hadn’t been in
Florida near Dad’s place, I’d probably have gone with the latter, to be
honest. He put me up in rehab. I played the hand I was dealt.”
“And now you’re ready to give up this life on the fringe and rejoin
society. Is that it?”
Scout exhaled and scratched his beard. It felt soft and his fingers
running through it teased his skin like an electric tingle. “Would that I
could.”
Erica looked down at her hands folded over her belly and sniffled.
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It was the same sniffle Scout remembered from her childhood when
she’d been caught misbehaving and wanted to avoid five minutes in the
corner. “That’s your problem, Trevor. You think wanting something is
some kind of selfish personality flaw. But it’s not. It’s how we aspire to
self-improvement. I want a nice home for my family. I want a rewarding
job. I want to be able to take cool vacations and eat delicious meals and
get my kids in the best schools. That doesn’t make me a bad person, but
you look at me like I’m some kind of heartless sellout.”
“And you look at me like I’m some lost soul.”
“So what is it you want to be?”
Scout turned away from his little sister, who he knew would soon
make a fine mother. “Someone who doesn’t have to answer that question.”
“Then in fourteen years, you haven’t changed at all,” she said.
5.
The dream lingered like a guilty memory when Scout awoke, and it
took him a moment to shake off the feeling. He had been smoking
crystal. One deep puff was all it took, a hissing inhale through a
hollowed-out pen tube pointed where the meth smoldered on the tip of
a hotknife. The people around him in the dream were old acquaintances, though their names and faces were foggy. Gentle, warm fumes
filled his lungs and that joyous wash of clarity absorbed into his skin as
he drew it in. It was a dream that called on him often since the day he
had indulged the impulse to throw his pipe off the side of a gondola,
passing over a bridge near Jacksonville over a year ago. In those dreams,
relapse always felt so natural, causing him to wake up shrouded in guilt.
In those dreams, he didn’t even have to think about backsliding, didn’t
wrestle with the decision, simply eased into his old ways like settling
into an easy chair.
The train car was pitch black except for the predawn shimmer
through the crack in the boxcar door and the glow of an iPhone screen
in the corner where Bitty was rummaging through Scout’s pack. Scout
cleared his throat, and the phone rattled off the train car’s floor when
she dropped it.
“Jesus, I thought you were asleep.” Bitty said.
“I sleep light. What are you looking for?”
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“I was hoping you had some Ambien or something.”
“Nope.”
“I can’t figure you out. Are you straightedge?”
“I’m not anything. I think I’ve got some Tylenol.”
“That won’t help me sleep,” she said. “I’ve been traveling a week,
and I feel like I’ve only caught a few naps. I’ve been camping before.
I’ve got a sleeping bag and a pillow. I don’t get why it’s so hard to sleep.
God knows I’m tired.”
“You’re a housie,” Scout said.
“So when do you quit being a housie?”
“When you can’t sleep in a bed anymore. You and Porter, you two
are on vacation. It’s an adventure for you, a lark. Your biggest worry is
where you’re going to charge your iPhone next. You’re carrying credit
cards, for the love of God. You quit being a housie when you don’t have
anything to fall back on.”
“And then what are you?”
“Pretty much fucked.”
Bitty frowned and switched off the iPhone’s screen. “Porter texted
me,” she said. “Claims I broke his arm, but I think he’s full of shit. He’s
flying back to Charlotte in the morning. Said he wants to have a long
talk when he gets home.” She blew a raspberry at that idea.
She walked over to the boxcar door and threw it open. The wind
picked up inside their car and whipped the tarp off Scout’s legs, flinging
it against the wall behind him. He walked to the doorway and peered
outside. The air had a methane tang, thick and salty, rising off the
swampland. Scout couldn’t see it from the landscape whizzing past, but
years on the rails let him feel the train’s momentum underneath him.
They were slowing, gradual but certain. It was still dim outside, but
occasional light posts illuminated the side out where they were going to
park to let another train go past. Scout glanced at his gear nestled by
the doorway.
Bitty stared down Scout, then heaved her iPhone out into the night.
“There. Call me a housie again, motherfucker.”
Scout shook his head and chuckled. “You are officially no longer a
housie. Now, I dub thee fucked.”
Bitty kissed Scout, straining on her tiptoes to find the soft lips
behind his scruffy beard. Scout let it happen, and then stepped back
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from the doorway when the moment passed. He thought of Erica—a
strange image at a time like this—and the clear vision of a life to which
she aspired.
“I know a couple of kids in New Orleans,” Bitty said. “Maybe we
could stay there for a while. Check out the scene.”
“I’ve seen the scene,” Scout said. Ever since Katrina had cleared out
the city, the place had turned into a gutter punk paradise, with a bevy
of abandoned buildings to squat in and enough speed to keep Scout
tweaking for months at a time. “I’ve been there before.”
“Not with me,” she said.
“No,” Scout said. But it was familiar all the same.
6.
Scout only had to lie down for a moment on the bed in Erica’s guest
room before realizing that he wasn’t going to get any sleep. The
mattress felt like he was floating on water, and if he broke his concentration, he’d sink in and drown. He kicked off the comforter—fluffy
down and flannel—and swung his feet to the carpet, feeling the plush
fibers between his toes.
He tried lying on his back on the floor, but the silence distracted
him. Scout was used to rigid ground and clamor. Here, it was so quiet
that every stray noise became amplified: the air conditioner spinning up,
a dog barking outside, even the faint snoring from his brother-in-law in
the next room sounded like an alarm.
Mike had been genial when they met that afternoon, happy to offer
up the guest room—just for the night, Erica added—though it quickly
became clear that his wife had told him next to nothing about her
brother over the years they had been together. But when ten o’clock
rolled around, Mike was yawning and apologizing that he’d have to be
in the office at seven the next day. “We’re morning people,” Erica said,
as if Scout didn’t rise with the sun every day of his life.
His knapsack rested by the door even in this place, poised should
the need arise to flee, and he felt that restless urge. It took him a
moment to remember that his shoes were in the coat room by the
kitchen—a rail tramp’s rule his sister forced him to violate—but the rest
of his possessions were packed and ready. He opened the refrigerator
and took four bottles of water and the sliced turkey breast. There was
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plenty left from the loaf of bread, and Scout put that in his bag as well,
along with two bananas and a whole tomato.
He’d thought about asking if he could stay. For all of Erica’s
insistence that he couldn’t, he hadn’t actually asked, and maybe that
would be enough to change her mind. He could help with the baby.
He’d cut his hair, shave his beard. He could look presentable if he had
to. It’d be a sacrifice he’d be willing to make. But that kind of change
was meaningless, and Erica would sooner jump a train herself than
leave her baby boy alone with the brother she knew only through
secondhand stories. She had been right, even about him getting clean.
It didn’t count as change if he only followed whichever way the arrow
pointed, because what would happen when it pointed back the way
he’d come?
On the counter, he found a check for $250 made out to Trevor
Childers. Somehow she had arrived at that sum as the right amount to
convince a gutter punk to make a fresh start, but definitely in another
place. And how did she imagine he might cash it without a bank account
or a valid state ID? A stolen tomato had more value to Scout.
He found a stack of post-it notes in the cubbyhole of her desk and
wrote “Thanks anyway. Scout’s a good name for a boy or a girl.” He
stuck it on top of the check, then fastened them both to the refrigerator
with a magnet bearing the logo of Emory Prenatal Health.
He took one last look at Erica’s home, trying to imagine how they’d
keep it so tidy with his little niece or nephew running around and if he
would ever learn about his uncle Scout, then slipped into the dewy darkness outside.
7.
By the time the train chugged its way across the Alabama-Mississippi border, the sun was bursting through the open boxcar door. Bitty
had finally fallen asleep, curled up on a pallet with her pile of laundry
serving as a makeshift manger. They were approaching the saltcorroded industrial decay of Slidell now, and New Orleans loomed just
over the Lake Pontchartrain bridge. Weeds grew wild in gravel parking
lots, encroaching on the crumbling factories and barren shipping yards.
Scout watched a junkyard full of abandoned cars, crushed and rusting,
breeze by. In the distance, two dogs wrestled or screwed—Scout had
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come to realize his vision wasn’t what it used to be—until they, too, slid
out of his line of sight.
He stole a glance at Bitty, whose dusty hair had knotted and tangled
in the wind like a bundle of wheat straw, well on her way to gutter punk
dreads. Fucking or fighting seemed like the two most logical outcomes
if he stayed with her, and neither was particularly appealing. It wasn’t
just the decade that separated them. The closer they got to New
Orleans, the more Bitty buzzed, where Scout just anticipated the same
parks along the same rivers under the same bridges. Once, he would
have been whooping it up with her, but now—on the wrong side of
thirty—when he looked around the parks and overpasses where his
fellow travelers congregated, he felt like the elder statesman. He was
becoming a lifer by accident, falling into it without ever really deciding
to. And while he carried only a few regrets about how he’d lived his life
until this point, it was also true that he didn’t know any middle-aged
vagabonds. Just hobos, vagrants, and bums.
The train was braking as it approached the Slidell switchyards.
According to his dog-eared copy of the Crew Change Guide, they
weren’t going to stop, but the rail congestion meant they’d slow a bit as
the rail masters shunted them to the side outs and throughways.
Bitty rolled over on her pallet—she was only snoozing, really—and
Scout knew she’d wake up as soon as the train blew its whistle when they
got to Slidell’s first crossing. His knee was throbbing again. It always
ached when he neared the end of the line. He’d been tweaking when the
pig in Chicago had taken a nightstick to it in Wicker Park a few
summers back. Scout had shimmied up the stanchion to the El platform
and was halfway to the Roosevelt Avenue rail yard before he realized
that his knee was swollen like a softball. Another bump and the pain was
gone. And another hit from the pipe and another and another until the
swelling had gone down and the limp had melded itself into his natural
gait. And so many more, before and after. Months melting away like
minutes, the memories smeared and illegible like sun-faded graffiti on
a freight car caked with coal dust.
Scout was no stranger to New Orleans, and if Bitty knew a guy, then
no doubt about it, Scout knew a guy who knew that guy.
Outside the door, the scenery passed by like extras in a movie,
generic, forgettable, designed to be ignored. It was the same view from
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every train car, northeast, southwest, middle America, wherever. Landscape passing by. So familiar, and suddenly, claustrophobia gripped
Scout.
Bitty made a noise behind him, something between a yawn and a
moan. The squeal of the brakes had roused her from her catnap, and in
a few minutes, she’d be back to life, ready to take to New Orleans with
all the reckless abandon of a soldier on furlough. Once she awoke, she’d
throw her arms around him and drag him into whatever deviltry lay
ahead, and he would let this life continue to unfold in front of him day
after day, a blurry pastiche of the vagabond’s existence. She wouldn’t
have to pull hard. Wherever the arrow pointed.
Scout watched the ties smear together and tried to count them,
though they were passing too fast. But the brakes were still shrieking as
they approached the switchyard, and the door was open. He didn’t know
where he could go, what he would do. But he at least could say what he
didn’t want, and that was something to him, like the beginning of a
process of elimination.
Scout’s backpack was right by the door, within easy reach, his
hammer dangling from a loop at the side.
He glanced back at Bitty. She was stretching her arms out to her
sides but hadn’t sat up yet. If she woke, he knew he’d lose his chance.
As quietly as he could, he set his hammer down next to her backpack.
She’d need it more than he would. Her journey was just beginning,
while he had come to the end of the line.
He stared at the railroad ties, still blurry, but he could count fast if
he had to. The brakes weren’t squealing anymore, and the train had
shifted onto the right-hand track, where it would regain its speed as it
bypassed the switchyard. Scout stuck his head out the door and looked
east and west. No trains that he could see on the inner track. Below him,
the ties went by. 2-4-6-8-10... he could count a few at a time. Close
enough. He’d have to break the rules to break away.
Scout tossed his pack and watched it skid and tumble along the
inner tracks. He held his breath and jumped, ready to roll or run, or
crumple and crash, whatever it took.
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The Gunpowder Theory of Life
Mark Jay Brewin, Jr.

I.
It is no wonder how the heart
is beating or that fire
works the brute muscle—
this stunning fact set in me like a charge
way back when, but even farther
at the beginning of the Enlightenment
it was understood that sulfur
and saltpeter are ferried by breath
into the blood, the elements
of earthquakes and eruptions
propelling the body, stoked
in the chest-furnace with charcoal,
each chamber emptied and reloaded
in turn for only so long.
The thought of that pulsing-blaze
as a spark that might fizzle out
terrified me as a child—
something roaring and then
a ringing in the ears,
smoke on the wind, no more—
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until I saw its miraculous influence
in a seventeenth century drawing:
a monk and maid of Christ
steadying themselves on an up-turned
wooden wheel, flames
above their devout heads,
and men on scene restraining with ropes
the armed pedestal—bursts
scattered all across the front,
cinders straying in the open air.
Maybe the illumination
falls outside reality,
but there is still a burning match—
I was a boy with rounds
of questions for my father
returning from the station,
the first on site to an accident
at the corner, the show of trucks
and tow cables just out of porch-view;
what struck so close to home was
not the road flares exhausted
and replaced around the perimeter,
not the compact’s back hubs
spinning like lazy Catherine Wheels,
but the shock of his report,
how he could not help
but gasp a little before recalling
“the main event,” confessed
how he found the silent couple, thrown
clear through the windshield:
both bodies out-stretched
as if witness to a spirit,
the sharp halo of breath slipping
from the spent cannons of their throats.
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II.
Impossible to miss this violent takeover.
Shooting up roadside ditches and the fence lines
separating yards, or backwoods
stalking deer stands. Even here in the city,
a few blocks from downtown, crowds
of bamboo rise like pikes beside the train tracks
and the charter school, green spears that loom
above the interstate overpasses the homeless
hunker down under between rusted girders,
and riddle the highway on-ramp islands
where V.A. exiles land and fume
and pitch their tarp forts. High up
in the tall, thin barrels, a few leaves that offer
no cover, and from there the blaring assault
of cicadas—their friendly fire returned
all across the suburbs, spent casings
littered around roots splitting apart the sidewalk
and concrete street curb. Of course, this is
no real breakthrough, our wild/life
or these daily casualties. The ground
level of every other building tagged by graffiti
rather than bullets. To hear the sirensong exchanged in the bluing twilight,
squad cars posted at the intersection, and know
these are our true colors, the shocking
display of an invasive species.
Each new stem touching off a short fuse.
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III.
I would retreat for hours into their basement,
examining my grandfather’s private tinker-table
below the stairs with its pegboard wall
of varied sockets, flint stones on key-rings,
tweaker screwdrivers, and hidden below
two milk crates of munitions he mailed home
from the Philippines during the war.
How hard for me at that age not to palm
rust-pinned charges in each hand, a cracked
cannon shell the length of my chest. Once,
he found me probing the punctured bowl
of a Japanese helmet, a pile of loose bullets
in my lap, as I attempted—one by one—
to see which fit the piercing like a puzzle piece.
Oh, how he lit up and burst.
I surrendered,
was old enough to know how sensitive
those triggers get over time. There was
no forgiveness.
As punishment
I crushed beer cans for a whole afternoon,
nearly blistered my left heel before he
broke and brought me into the silent hold
of the den. First the old man fanned out
the flames of a silk kimono, next four
Air Mail envelopes stamped VJ Day, Tokyo Bay,
decorations earned alongside the USS Missouri
during the signing. I had never seen him
so gentle with anything before, how carefully
he hid away the robe in the hall closet,
the postmarks laid to rest in the roll-top desk.
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IV.
It turned into a night raid on Diamond Hill—
packed into tight ranks out on the open green,
families staked their claim with coolers and folding chairs,
kids screamed and collided all over the front
impatient for the Independence Day fanfare, the usual
lights and noise provided by some local outfit—
besides the first few crossettes breaking high in air,
dazzling reds and golds showering down in arcs well above
the spectators’ heads, the sound of the charges
changed, the cannon-flash gone to a blinding white,
and the Dahlias barely cleared the tree crowns,
their scorching embers blanketing all present company.
But once the shelling started it could not be stopped—
in an instant, basic training kicked in: mothers
threw themselves over top of their sons and daughters,
fathers grabbed whatever of their camp they could
and darted for the cars—all while blue scattershot lit
their faces, wave after wave of comets and tails
branded their skin, felt long before any were ever heard—
up went the flower and the willow world in rapture.
How natural it seemed for a moment—the startling
details of each glaring blossom as it grew closer,
the grand acts staged in the name of freedom—
those petal-scars, beauty marks across my wife’s arms.
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V.
So she shot herself
There was no authority figure
around when it happened
Cheer squad was loaded
before they got to her place
Football players too
Took one hell of a beating
from their archrival
No one likes a losing team
After drinks shirts and skins
she mentioned “Roulette”
and no one went to stop her
Not even practice
makes perfect No Hail Mary
to end this game
What made her do it
such popular kids as these
her school drawing a blank
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VI.
I believe in black powder,
propellant, almighty
peacemaker of choice
for the dominant species on Earth,
against all things
seen and unseen.
I believe in one faithful revolver
around our Sun,
the only planet
packing, this well-chilled cinder
set off by that first,
unprovoked BANG—devotion
from detonation, fulfillment
from pure force, the instinct of creation
to fire back at
absolutely nothing.
Not even a glimmer of mankind anywhere else
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in the known universe,
no other example made
in existence, so we strive
to blow ourselves away.
I believe in a starting gun,
the staggering lengths we go
to cross this line,
that supreme moment
when the whole race is finished.

122

Flash Fiction

Wrong Half
Lindsay Fowler

N

o one ever thinks about the fish-headed girls, the ones born with
fish heads and human legs. An ichthyic girl can’t capture the
imagination in quite the same way as the sirens, those alluring beasts
with human faces and eerie voices reminiscent of speech. Sirens get their
own songs and stories: of bare breasts and seashell sarongs, of kelp and
fish guts threaded through uncombed hair.
No one ever thinks to tell stories of the fish girls.
The fish girls run about on land, normally by the wharves, where
sea air mists their gills and the old, warped pier splinters their feet. The
fish girls can’t see all that well, as their eyes are on either side of their
head, so they run around sightless before inevitably smacking into a
lamppost or railing and falling to the ground, where they flop around
until some man comes along and rapes them.
Fish girls never wear pants.
It can be argued that the Bluefin tuna girls have it the worst: when
the man has finished raping her, he’ll cut off her fishy head and sell it
for a few thousand dollars to the sushi bar down the pier. The more
confident men, the ones who think they’ll get away with it, toss the legs
into the sea, where the flesh is picked apart by the fish girls’ siren sisters,
who add glistening ligaments to garlands and weave sinews through
their hair.
The more nervous men toss the legs into dumpsters, where the legs
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are sometimes found but often not, and even when the legs are discovered, investigators are perplexed: no one has been reported missing; the
DNA yields no matches. These men are still tried, found guilty, and
sentenced to jail for the crime of murdering nobody.
Some fish girls manage to find loving partners, to get married and
settle down. Their husbands and wives like the fish girls’ gaping mouths
and starving eyes, the way their scales chafe and slice human skin. Some
of these fish girls have babies. A fish girl always knows her relationship
is doomed if her spouse is disappointed that she’s given birth to another
fish girl instead of a siren, another girl born with the wrong half.
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Fiction

Snow
Mary Fancher

S

he woke to the sounds of Jessie trying to comfort Baby, all the while
Baby fussing, her little mouse coughs intercepting Jessie’s attempts
to calm her. Sarah turned over on her side to face the wall and tried to
ignore the sounds, drift back into sleep for just a few minutes longer.
She had been dreaming, and there was something in the dream she
wanted to hold on to. Something barely recalled, but seductively
compelling in its insistence
“Mama.” Jessie was closer now, too close to ignore, and the tone
of her voice had taken on an anxious note. “Baby won’t take no
milk.”
Sarah opened her eyes, her vision filling with newspaper advertisements for liver pills, land for sale in Colorado, and a haberdasher in
Kansas City. Several pages from a Harper’s Weekly magazine,
containing parts of a short story, were there as well, tacked up on the
sod wall to conceal the ugliness. In time past, she had entertained herself
by imagining the beginning and end of the story. Now, after four years,
she was tired of imagining, and the pages, torn and stained, were ultimately useless as a disguise.
She turned back around, the damp sheets clinging to her flesh like
a second skin. Jessie’s legs were pressed up against the wooden railing
of the bed, the baby propped up on one bony hip. The sharp scent of
urine flooded Sarah’s nostrils.
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“Your papa go out already?” she asked. Of course he had. Nowhere
to hide in a one room soddie.
“Yes, Mama. Him and Jonathon been gone for a while now.” Jessie
shifted the baby to the other hip. “Papa told me not to bother you if I
could help it. Guess I can’t help it no more.”
A thin rivulet of crusted snot lay trail from the baby’s left nostril to
her pale upper lip. Sarah peeled the sheets from her body and swung
her legs over the side of the bed. “Give her me.”
Jessie surrendered the baby, took a step backwards and hugged
herself nervously, each hand cupping an elbow.
Sarah lifted Baby onto her lap, the warm body feeling like a heated
brick upon her legs. They had been up most the night together, she and
Baby, and it had been Sarah’s hope the child would sleep through the
morning. But Baby didn’t seem to know what she wanted; all she knew
was she didn’t want what she had, and Sarah couldn’t blame her there.
What little any of them had was such as no one would want.
It seemed to her that Baby had never quite accepted the insult of
having been born in these hard times. She’d had a restive cough and
intermittent fever for much of her scant year of life; nowhere near being
healthy, but not sick enough to recover. From the very first, she’d
refused Sarah’s milk and had to be fed with milk from their one tired
goat and even that not much. The only doctor who’d ever looked at
her—and that one gone back east some months ago—hadn’t known
what to make of it. He shook his head and sold Sarah a tonic that
smelled of alcohol and sweetness, but only made the child throw up and
fuss the harder. He’d been the only doctor within a hundred miles, and
when he left, she couldn’t say he was missed.
“Go get me a clean cloth and a damp rag.”
Jessica trotted away, still hugging her elbows.
Sarah stripped the diaper off Baby and stared at the angry rash that
wound around the tops of her thighs and bottom, along the private
parts. She didn’t look like an ordinary child of ten months. Her legs and
arms were thin, her belly hollow. She seemed more like one of those
changelings Sarah’s grandmother used to frighten her about: creatures
that came to life out of human despair. But that was the old country and
way back when. This was here and now.
Jessie returned with two rags the color of dirty wash water, one in
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each hand. She held them out away from her body, dangling in the air,
is if they were dead things.
Sarah took the damp one first, folding it three times into a soft
rectangle, then gently pressed it against the baby’s skin, starting with the
dried snot on her face and working her way downwards. When she
came to the red patches below the belly button, the child started
howling. Jessie turned away and stuck one thumb in her mouth.
Their old neighbor, Captain Anglund, had suggested she and Micah
bring the Ponca squaw, Ezhno, to look at Baby. He claimed she had
saved his own son from certain death by snake bite, but Sarah wouldn’t
hear of it. Things were bad enough, she told Micah, without bringing a
filthy savage into the house—one who might bring with her a disease
no one could cure. And then the Captain moved away, and there were
no more suggestions.
She cleaned up Baby as best she could and fitted her with the
second cloth. By then, the howls had diminished to whimpers, and the
child’s eyelids were beginning to close. Sarah could almost see Baby’s
pale gray eyes beneath the translucent lids. She wondered what those
eyes saw. Did she have dreams that took her to a world where all babies
prospered? Or did she merely descend into a grim reminder of her
waking world of diminishing prospects?
Baby was almost asleep now. Sarah remained motionless, her mind
drifting back to the remnants of her own dream. Fleeting images of
bare-branched trees and low, white skies crossed her mind, teasing her
memory. She tried to hold one still, retrieve the sights and sounds and
meanings, but it vanished as soon as she put a thought to it. Finally, she
gave up trying. She rose from the bed and placed Baby on her back in
the crib. If it weren’t for the slight twitching of those translucent eyelids,
Sarah could have believed her dead.
She nearly tripped over Jessie. The child had crept up noiselessly
behind her, her little adult-like face creased with worry. “Baby’ll be fine,
Jessie,” Sarah said. She stroked the girl’s hair lightly with her fingertips.
“I’ll give her something to eat when she wakes up.”
Jessie drifted away toward the table where she picked at cornbread
crumbs left over from breakfast. Sarah stepped out of her nightgown
and pulled on her everyday dress. It stank of sweat and dirt, but there
was no fix for that with water at a premium. Once a week they washed
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clothes from water hauled from the river, but the river was down to scattered pools of brackish mud, and the clothes never came clean.
She fastened the row of shell buttons on the bodice of her dress,
while off to the side, Jessie made a game of kicking one bare heel with
the toes of the opposite foot; first one foot, then the other, back and
forth until she nearly toppled over. “You hungry?” Sarah asked.
Jessie scrunched her face up. “I ate.”
“Well then, go on now,” she said. “Maybe Papa has something for
you to do.”
She followed Jessie to the open door, stood behind her while the
child teetered at the edge between the dark shade of the soddie and the
burning sunshine outside. The sun hadn’t climbed a quarter towards its
zenith, but already Sarah could feel the pressure of its heat. She recalled
other summers, back in New York where she’d grown up: summers
filled with lush greenery and cool lakes and streams. Here on the plains
of Nebraska, summer was simply an endless season of devouring heat
and relentless drought.
Jessie hesitated, then stepped onto the hard packed dirt of the yard
and wandered off toward the outbuildings. Sarah took her place on the
threshold and let her eyes wander over the landscape, stopping at the
bare skeleton of the house they’d started to build two years ago. But
then the land dried up and so did the money. People told them they’d
never seen it like this—so hot, so dry, for so long—but she had seen
little in the past four years to convince herself it could be otherwise.
Many of the homesteaders had long since left to return to wherever they
had come from before. But Micah was of a different sort, compelled by
convictions she’d long since stopped trying to fathom.
She could hear him now, out past the shed, calling out to Jonathon,
his words blurred by distance. He was coming from the plot of land
where they’d managed to keep alive a few vegetables, some corn and
oats. No longer were they hoping for high yields that could bring profit
and improvement. Now they looked merely for a bulwark against starvation.
Throughout the remainder of the morning, she completed her chores—
the endless sweeping of dirt and mending of clothes; busy work for the
most part, for it was a fact that the less they had, the less there was to
128

Mary Fancher

do. For this much, at least, she was thankful, for fatigue had become as
much a burden to bear as the heat and the sick child and the constant
worry. When noon came, she put on her bonnet and stepped outside.
Sat on the narrow, sun-bleached bench beside the door and waited. She
had drawn a quarter bucket of water from the well for them to wash
with. A half bar of lye soap sat in dry earnestness upon a chipped saucer
to its side.
Jonathon was leading their two oxen from the river. He took them
there twice a day for whatever moisture was still maintained in the
shaded hollows between its banks. Their bones protruded from the dull
shells of their hides in painful looking ridges and spires. Jessie rode on
top of one of them, her skinny legs nestled in the furrows between its
ribs, her hands making pictures in the air while her mouth moved in
discourse. All four figures shimmered in the overheated air as they
stepped into small mirage lakes that trembled tantalizingly about their
feet.
Micah was already making his way to the soddie, his shoulders bent
beneath the weight of the midday sun. He looked old. Tired, too; so
different from the dashing cavalry man she had first met in another lifetime. They’d been so young then—younger than the years since could
lay claim to. And this thought led her to last night’s dream again. Some
part of it had become clearer: she was back home in New York, and it
was winter. But there the memory faded. She fiddled with the frayed
edges of her skirt, trying to coax the dream back to life, but suddenly
she was overtaken with dread, and she rushed into the house to check
on Baby.
The child had slept quietly through the morning, her longest spell
of rest in days. Sarah had tried to convince herself the worst was over,
but she couldn’t help fearing it was a sign of something more ominous.
Not twenty minutes would go by without her racing to the crib,
convinced she’d find Baby dead. But the narrow chest rose and fell with
shallow regularity, the will to live somehow finding nourishment in
inclement soil. When she reached the crib this time, it was the same.
She bit her lip and studied the frail body.
“Baby all right?”
Micah’s words startled her. For a moment, she didn’t know what to
say. “She’s sleeping,” she finally said, leaving it at that.
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He stood there, hat in hand, in the middle of the floor. “She ain’t
coughing,” he said. Hopeful.
She nodded and passed in front of him, feeling his eyes on her as if
somehow she should be able to tell him more encouraging news. That
Baby was recovering, maybe, from whatever mysterious malady had
been afflicting her. As if she could believe that herself. Instead she
placed food on the table and tried to keep from meeting his gaze.
Jessie burst through the doorway, laughing, her brother slipping in
like a shadow behind her. She glanced up at Sarah, and Sarah knew she
was checking, monitoring, gauging her facial expressions as if they were
milestones by which to guide her behavior. Evidently, the portents
looked poor. Jessie quietly took her place at the table beside her brother
and stared down at her empty plate.
Sarah wanted to say something to assure both these children of
hers, but the words caught in her throat. She knew they would come
out mangled if she tried, so instead, she sat down beside Micah and
waited for him to give the blessing.
He bowed his head. “Dear Father in heaven, thank you for the food
we are about to eat.” He paused, and then—as if afraid to ask the impossible—simply said, “Amen.”
There was only cornbread and beans, the same meal they ate most
days now. Sarah passed the dishes around. She placed a few beans in her
mouth, forcing herself to chew, and looked toward the north window.
A shiver passed over her body. They say someone is walking over your grave
when you shiver like this for no cause.
The dream again. So clear now it almost took her breath away. She
was young in the dream—only a child—and back home in Auburn, New
York. There was the red brick house she was raised in, with its white
pillars and majestic oak trees sheltering it in the wisdom of a more
congenial climate. The air was cold, and snow gently floated from the
sky like feathers from a broken pillow. Unlike the Nebraska snows that
came roaring over the prairie like a pack of wolves, her childhood snows
were more like a house cat curled upon a lap—comforting and familiar.
She felt a lightness growing inside her as if she might float away beside
the fat snowflakes falling lazily to the earth.
“Mama, what are you thinking about?”
Startled, Sarah stared at Jessie as if she didn’t know her; as if Jessie
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and Jonathon and Micah and everything around her were parts of the
real dream, and what she had awoken from was reality. She tapped her
fingertips against the surface of the table to remind herself which was
which.
“I’m not thinking of anything much, Jessie. Why?” She almost felt
angry.
“Because you were smiling.”
And this made her angry, too—angry with Jessie and angry with
herself. At what point had her smile become such a rare thing? Sometime after they’d left New York, of course, but when exactly? After the
animals had begun to die one by one? When they sold the lumber
meant to build the house? When she first realized she was carrying
Baby? Or was it when she and Micah had begun to speak in reluctant
and meager sentences?
She gave her head a shake and placed a crumb of cornbread
between her lips, feeling its dryness suck the moisture out of her mouth.
When a short time later Micah and Jonathon got up from the table and
returned outdoors, she remained seated, the rest of her meal uneaten
on her plate. Jessie kept her company a few minutes longer, perhaps
hoping things would change for the better if she only waited long
enough. But finally, Jessie, too, rose up. Walked out toward the blinding
white rectangle of light that was the threshold and disappeared.
Sarah was seated on the edge of the bed, trying to insinuate tiny spoonfuls of gruel between Baby’s resistant lips, when Micah entered the
house. He held his hat in both hands, and there was an embarrassed
look on his face as if he were courting her all over again.
“I can see clouds on the horizon,” he said in a strange, tight voice.
“It’s in the distance right now, but I can see it as sure as I can see you
right now. And it’s coming this way.”
Sarah swallowed hard, pushing against the surge of hope that had so
often in the past turned fickle. She set the spoon back in the bowl and
looked up at Micah. His unruly hair spiked out about his head, the light
from the doorway igniting the tips like a halo. “They rain clouds you
suppose?”
Micah stepped closer, raising his calloused palms heavenwards as if
in apology for bringing a risk of disappointment to her. “It might mean
tahoma literary review 131

Snow

nothing,” he said, “but then again, you never know. Might be the break
we’ve been waiting for. God knows we got it coming to us.” He looked
defiant, like one of those heroic knights she used to read about. The
gallant cavalry man she had known him to be. She nodded, unwilling to
jinx the possibility of deliverance with more of an acknowledgement
than that.
Micah moved closer and—hesitating, almost as if he thought he
should ask permission—placed a hand on her shoulder. “How’s Baby
doing? I ain’t heard her cough all day. She eat anything?” Hope made
him look young again, and for a moment, Sarah could have believed the
past four years hadn’t happened.
She smiled up at him and lied. “Some,” she said. She turned her
face away, afraid he would see the truth in her eyes. Should she tell him
Baby wasn’t coughing as much simply because she didn’t have the
strength? Instruct him in the ways of babies when they couldn’t let go of
what came before?
He said nothing, just leaned over and drew the back of his index
finger down the length of Baby’s temple and cheek. Sarah felt him
wanting to do the same for her, and with any encouragement, she knew
he would have. But if he had, all the tears she’d saved up for months
would have been let loose in a flood. “Well,” he said, standing up
straight again. Then turned and left the house.
She wouldn’t go outside. Not yet. Instead she put aside Baby’s bowl and
spoon, and placed her in her crib, pausing to watch the shallow rise and
fall of her sunken chest.
Afterwards, she busied herself with wiping the dishes clear of the
fine gritty dirt that perpetually filled the air. Swept it off the row of
books propped up along a shelf and from the table where it seemed to
congregate endlessly. Thinking meanwhile how she might start Jessie’s
and Jonathon’s lessons again, something she’d neglected over the past
several months. Then she sat down in the rocking chair and folded her
hands, determined not to look outside until—and if—she heard the
pattering of rain drops on the roof. But she hadn’t the will for it. It
wasn’t a half hour from the time Micah had told her about the clouds
that she stepped outside to see for herself. Still telling herself it was
nothing, after all.
132

Mary Fancher

She walked toward where Micah and Jonathon were standing
against the paddock fence, their arms resting on the top railing, their
faces turned toward the northwest. She could see for herself now—a
dark mass in the sky, something much more than wishful thinking. But
even as she looked, she could tell there was something very wrong with
the shape of it, the color, the way it seemed to dip and sway. As she came
to a halt behind them, Micah turned his head, but his face was twisted
and her heart sank to her knees.
“Are those rain clouds?” she asked, squinting past the sunlight into
the dark shape that almost seemed to squirm now, its borders constantly
moving.
For several long moments, neither of them replied. Finally
Jonathon spoke up. “It ain’t clouds, Mama,” he said. “It’s grasshoppers.”
She looked over at him, his young face fractured by defeat.
“Grasshoppers?” She knew of grasshoppers, of course. She and her
sister used to capture them and imprison them in wooden cages until
pity forced their release. But those were mild creatures of fantastic
shapes, with colors the shade of spring grass.
The cloud was nearer now, parts of it bending in waves toward the
earth. And there was a strange sound filling the air, the sound of a thousand threshers working in the far distance.
Micah turned, his right elbow still resting on the top rail, the
fingers of his left hand running lightly over the burnt skin of his face.
“They’re locusts, Sarah. Not like the kind of grasshoppers you know,”
he said, and dropped his hand to his side as if he were a general surrendering an army. Sarah could see a brittleness to his eyes she’d never seen
before. “It’s a swarm, Sarah. A swarm of locusts, like in the Bible—a
pestilence let loose upon the earth.”
Jonathon had turned his attention back to the strange cloud,
sweeping closer to the farm. “They’ll eat everything, Mama. All the
crops we got left, all the grass and plants around. Even leather harnesses
and these railings here. Ain’t that right, Papa?”
Micah said nothing, and Sarah could only wonder how her young
son had come to know of such things; such terrible things even she
knew nothing of beyond the stories preachers harangued from pulpits.
By then the cloud was nearly overhead, and an eerie darkness had
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nite number of tiny metallic gears grinding away in unison. Here and
there an insect body dropped to the ground, attached itself to the
nearest edible substance and commenced its course of ravenous destruction. More came to join the few, and soon there were hundreds of the
creatures descending to earth in a cloudburst of gluttony, covering the
earth and everything on it like some horrible moving carpet. It wasn’t
until several of the insects landed on Sarah’s head and arms that she
recovered from her sense of shock.
“Jessie! Where is she?” she cried.
Micah and Jonathon appeared as if they, too, had just awoken from
a stupor.
“She went down to the river,” Jonathon shouted, and took off
running in that direction.
The air was thick with insect bodies now, and more falling from the
sky. Sarah shielded her face with an upraised hand and looked up, but
they were descending too fast and thick, and she had to bend her head
against the onslaught.
“What should we do?”
Micah stood as if cast in stone, staring out toward where the creatures were now devouring stalks of oats and corn, all the food for winter.
“Micah!” she shouted. “Micah, what should we do?”
He said nothing, and, finally, she turned away, waving her arms
against the swarms of flying beasts. She started walking back toward the
house. Then broke into a run, dropping her hands from her face and
lifting her skirt so she could run that much faster, each footfall bringing
to her ears the sickening sound of crushed insects. She wanted to scream
but feared the locusts would enter her mouth and devour her from the
inside out. As it was, she felt them crawling through the openings of her
dress, insinuating themselves against her skin.
She raced through the open door of the soddie and found them in
clusters on the floor and furniture, gnawing at the curtains and attacking
the sacks that housed the last of their beans and meal. In desperation,
she danced about the floor, crushing their bodies beneath her feet, but
as soon as one lay dead, others appeared to take its place.
She rushed to the crib and found them there as well. With a sense
of horror, she watched as Baby laughed and played with one that had
crawled on top of her shrunken stomach, lightly touching its brittle back
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with the tip of a finger. Sarah sank to her knees while the child babbled
nonsensically to the grasshopper, which in turn seemed to understand,
somehow, and ceased its voracious wandering to accept this rare affection.
Sarah’s chest began to heave, great convulsive sobs breaking loose.
She fought to force them back with a tightened fist pressed against her
lips, but then the sobs turned into violent laughter she couldn’t begin
to control. Of all things—all the various home-made toys, the endless
rockings and lullabies, the nights upon sleepless nights spent walking
the floor with Baby cradled in her arms—that the child should see fit to
bestow a scarce smile on this aspect of their final tragedy was beyond
understanding.
The sobs and laughter evaporated in moments; sucked dry, as if her
soul was as arid as the land outside. She felt inexplicably calmer now, and
in this strange oasis of relief, her memory of the dream came clearer.
Closing her eyes, she saw herself and her sister May in the brick house in
Auburn, emerging from their down comforter to peer out the frosted
window where snow was falling and falling in the great, grand silence of
early morning. She could almost hear each individual snowflake land
softly upon the glass of the window panes and the wood of the shutters.
She felt content, knowing the day would bring adventure—snowballs
and snow drifts, rides upon sleds—and thawing out by the fire. Sarah
could even hear it now, tucked away in her dream on the window seat
while she listened to the faint thump, thump, thump of snowflakes.
When she opened her eyes, the grasshopper had disappeared, and
along with it, Baby’s smile. Instead, the child had inclined her head
slightly and appeared to be watching Sarah, studying her, almost. For
once, her gray eyes were clear, but her breathing was so slight it might
have been extinguished. And looking into those eyes, Sarah felt as if she
and Baby were, in some strange way, the same creature, sharing the
same mind. It was as if she could read Baby’s thoughts, assume each ache
and feeble breath.
All around her, insects had covered nearly every surface in the
house. Sarah could feel them crawling over her clothes, burrowing into
her hair. She could hear the small clicking noises they made as they
moved about, their mandibles working continuously in their voracious
urge to consume.
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She ignored them. Instead, she kissed the soft pad of her right index
finger and placed the fingertip gently against Baby’s half-closed lips, so
pale they might have been the fallen petals from a white rose. The
feeling of odd calmness still held. She knew that Baby felt it as well, and
at long last, she knew what she must do. She reached for the piece of
old blanket that hung from a hook on the wall, folded it, and firmly
pressed it against Baby’s face.
There was neither whimper nor struggle. What could there be,
after all, when it was what Baby had wanted all along. She waited several
minutes and lifted the cloth from Baby’s face, believing she saw a peace
that had never took hold there before. She pushed herself off the floor,
feeling locust bodies burst beneath her hands, and the wet mucous of
insect blood weep about her fingers.
When she turned around, she saw Micah standing in the doorway,
his back hunched against the onrush of insects. Behind him, Sarah could
see Jessie and Jonathon running toward the house, their arms beating
the locusts away from their hair and clothes.
“Sarah,” Micah said. “What have you done?”
Sarah gazed past him through the open doorway into the vast
expanse of prairie. And at the grasshoppers falling like snow into the
yard.
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Lodestone
Isaac Yuen

I

would later learn that the ship had only been here a month and
change, that it was a recent addition to these bouldered shores I keep
returning to, year in and year out, regular as the tides that brought all
eighty-nine meters and four thousand deadweight tonnes of the Sunrise
Orient here to wreck herself on granite and basalt. A former freighter
bound for Indonesia, she had suffered a steering failure and was listing
to port with an unsecured cargo of cement. Abandoned by her crew with
the engine running, she ran aground here, came to rest here, beckoned
by the same currents that now roll in band after band of neon lap sap,
Cantonese for rubbish, British for garbage, forming the wrack line of
soda bottles, broken foam coolers, and shrunken foil balloon heads that
greets us at Tung Wan Tsai, this “Little East Bay.”
“Pity.” My uncle says, laconic.
If I had ever set foot on the north side of Cheung Chau, it was long
ago, in another life. I trail the two brothers in matching sunhats, watch
them pause and shake their heads at the sight of the beach before
moving on. They are busy retracing the routes of their birthplace for
the first time in three decades. After a while one of them stops, gasps,
grips his right side to work out a stitch. He is my father, now older in
flesh than the still of the grandfather I hold forever static in my mind,
when I was young, when I was free, long ago in another life. Everyone
had returned to this sandbar, Cheung Chau in English, long isle in
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Chinese, to lay my grandmother to rest beside her husband. Blood to
bone. Bone to ash. Ash to urn and earth and sky.
We rest under a hilltop pavilion. The April haze is not enough to dull
the bright noon day, and to the north we can see clear across to Hong
Kong. Closer to the northeast lies Lamma Island, marked as long as I
can recall by a trio of smokestacks jutting out of the top of the coal-fire
plant. My cousin pulls a dosimeter out of a plastic bag, informs us it’s a
yellow kind of day. I want to ask why he carries a radiation detector,
what yellow means, what he has been up to since we last crossed paths
years ago, but the moment passes. We are shy and the view is grand, so
we go on taking in the polluted sea breeze, watching the oil booms
around the drowned freighter bob to rhythm, going on as the unfinished beings we are.
For the first time this trip we snap family photos. 61, 59, 32, 25,14,
7; I count the rings of our years rippling out from this origin space. My
youngest sister with her red-bell hat and gap-toothed smile clambers
onto a nearby railing to pose for a picture, and in the bottom corner of
the previewed shot I spot a whip of burnt orange in the form of a tail,
followed by a line of spines, then a crest, and suddenly an entire dragon
appears—a changeable lizard basking on this rock an hour’s ferry ride
from the mainland. I ponder its journey. It pays me no heed. Perhaps
this Cheung Chau, this long isle, acts as a lodestone, luring ships and
lizards and the whole of the world back to its magnetic shores, exerting
a force that keeps calling me back, here always, home again.
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For Your Leaving, My Night-Traveler
Pamela L. Sumners

It’s a nice night for trains
for traveling
for insects that fly by the stars,
but I know nothing of trains.
I know the long solemn tracks
that unfold for me in my long dreams
and in my long dreams I have paused
for that pedestrian love
which should never have overtaken me
at the crossing gates of this my brief
my little life, but poets I think
should know something of trains.
So I listen. I watch the tracks.
My great grandfather, they say
built the tunnel through Lookout Mountain
sheltering tracks that ran
from Chattanooga to Vicksburg
and during the Civil War
Bragg’s men fought off the blue
in the tunnel my very Southern
Alabama rebel ancestor built.
But that is all my knowledge of trains.
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I have stood by Moccasin Bend
and dreamed of heroes on the tracks
and wished I had made this river
laid these tracks, with my body
for a spade to hollow out limestone
and left my purpled shadow dying
on the walls of the tunnel.
I have prayed for some knowledge
of trains, of journeys, prayed
and strained to hear the sound of the tracks
dissonance and steel.
If I knew of trains I might know
why you watched your dreams
blast-capping themselves, might
drive the spike of some better lines
for you. But I am ignorant.
Nevertheless this is for you
my seal is on it, plain and frank,
like you. These words are not praise
dropped in the church-plate for guilt’s
sake, but well-spaced ties, because
the audacity of your fiber
flows into me like dreams, or rivers.
We will make our way alone, carving lives
from piles of tar-pitched timbers and stone.
I give you this because your bones
have a typography theirs alone. They make me wish
I were a traveler of trains
an architect of tunnels or possibly
some bright fixed point in the heavens
decisively spinning its mortality out,
coming again and again to dragoon passengers
through storms and lead them through the dark
a conductor of trains, arranging our destinies
along these tracks, always going at night, following
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the lead-car headlight of our brightness gleaming
ignoring the vicarious freeloader of a
river that runs below alongside our route.
We would know only urgency and longing.
I know nothing of the greater urgency
and secrecy of trains, why they go at night
but I have heard that once in Arkansas a maniac
was almost caught by the police even
as the train came by, that he escaped
by jumping over the tracks just before it came,
over the tracks and into the swamp.
So I know a little of the saving grace
of trains, how they take pity sometimes
on the pursued and the pursuer and
sometimes leave us to breathe
our own days to their deaths, in muffled
sleep, to bear alone the slow progress
through clutches of loblolly, hearing lonesome
hushed continuities of winds in trees.
I do know a little piece, enough, perhaps.
I know that sometimes, left prostrate
by so many choices, a train can come.
In the season of my innocence
I have played chase with trains, played Christ
with trains, asking if there is a way
for one to pass me by, a way to jump
in front of it and cross to the other side,
to hear the crack of my foot on leaves
on the safe side of the tracks
and know that it is past, that every sound
of leap and branch pronounces the shortness of time.
I wish trains had never stopped to claim me.
I wish I had never thought of trains,
never known grief, never despised
this self-eating depravity of passion.
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But that is not the nature of trains
or a watcher of trains; we must
follow the little length of lonely track
just ahead and not wish to have made it.
We must be blameless and we must not blame.
I don’t blame you, boarder of trains
night-traveler. I make my little peace
if you will take a little pity.
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Cultural Goalposts
Amber Wong

M

y 26-year-old son Bryce stands at the stove in the cramped
Brooklyn apartment he shares with four other guys. Surveying
the piles of meat and vegetables stacked neatly on the cutting board, he
taps a finger to his lips, absently pushes a lock of brown hair out of his
eyes. What to stir-fry first? Meat or onions? To test if the frying pan is
hot enough, he dips a chopstick into the oil on the bottom, a Chinese
trick I learned from my mom long ago. No bubbles form at the tip. As
the oil continues to heat, he glances over to the nearby sheet-draped
dilapidated couch where Jack sits plucking at his new Fender guitar.
Bryce and Jack have been best buds in Seattle since they were four. Over
the years, play dates morphed into jam sessions, and both his house and
ours rocked progressively better music as the boys moved through high
school. Although their paths briefly diverged, the fact that they’re living
in New York together attests to the durability of their bond.
Bryce smiles appreciatively. “Hey, sounds good, man.” Behind a
curtain of shoulder-length hair, Jack grunts and nods in agreement.
Bryce tosses in the onions and garlic, quickly stirs the sizzling mass
with his chopsticks. Three minutes later, in goes the chicken. Then, in
quick succession, broccoli, carrots, and snow peas, hard vegetables
before soft. Steam billows from the pan. He’s topping it off with hoi sin
sauce when another housemate walks into the kitchen.
“Mmm!” The housemate sniffs loudly, peers into the frying pan.
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“That looks great, man. It looks like you literally had a real Chinese
person make that.” Though his syntax is jumbled, there’s a high note of
appreciation.
Bryce silently raises an eyebrow. There’s a loud BWANG as Jack
beats down a harsh dissonant chord, the jarring equivalent of a Jeopardy
“wrong answer” buzzer. Without looking up, Jack checks his fingering
and drily adds, “Yeah, well that’s because a real Chinese person did make
that.”
When Bryce tells me this story, we laugh together. I’m finally over
my need to have him look like me, because he doesn’t—his father’s
Scotch-English ancestry completely masked my thousand-year Chinese
heritage. The fact that he thinks like me is good enough. But that’s not
accurate either. What’s important is that he knows me well enough to
find this point of mutuality, the place where he accepts my curiosity
about him and offers sketches of his life for me to examine.
I see Bryce as an enigma, moving fluidly between worlds, a Marvel
shapeshifter who reflects what others expect to see. When the sun highlights his hipster hair with red and gold and his lanky frame eclipses the
Cantonese archetype of short and squat, his almond eyes turn almost
round. But in a Chinese banquet room with my cousins, aunts, and
uncles, pouring tea, serving fish, deftly lifting slippery mushrooms from
plate to mouth, he looks like me.
That space between two worlds is a place I do not recognize.
My world of absolutes, of rules, eclipses his. His world of nuance, of
circumstance, eclipses mine. We meet in the middle. That tension
between freedom and restriction becomes our story.
I tell him this story.
When I flew to Boston in January, the taxi line at Logan airport was
blessedly short. After my suitcase was safely secured in the trunk, I slid into
the back seat, grateful for the warmth. “Irving Street, Cambridge,” I said.
The cabbie glanced up at his rear-view mirror to catch my eye.
“Where are you from?” he asked with a smile. His accent seemed
vaguely Middle Eastern, but Boston is such a cosmopolitan city, he
could have been from anywhere.
“Seattle,” I automatically replied. I rummaged through my purse,
mentally calculating his fare as I checked my wallet for cash.
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“No, where are you from?” he asked again.
I glanced up. To my ear, he was a first-generation American. His
appearance—dark hair, medium complexion, shirt and slacks—was
unremarkable. Because of his initiative in starting the conversation, I
guessed that he’d immigrated ten, maybe twenty years ago. Why was he
asking? Was he really curious or just making idle conversation? As an
immigrant himself, was he wondering, “How many generations will it
take for my family to lose its accent, like her?” But I doubted it. I
decided to test my hunch on where this was headed.
Casually, with sunny West Coast familiarity, I responded, “California. I grew up in the Bay Area.”
“No, where are you really from?”
Asked three times, I dug in. Chinese or Japanese, Korean or Vietnamese, why did it matter? Like most DACA Dreamers, I’d be lost out
there in whatever Old World he was trying to pigeonhole me into.
“I’m from here,” I said firmly, pointing out the window at the snowlined street. “I was born here in Boston, at Massachusetts General
Hospital.” I straightened up and caught his eye in the rear-view mirror.
Tapping my chest I pronounced, “I’m an American.”
Bryce tells me this story.
In a darkened bar, Bryce was discussing with a new friend some
issue related to privilege and how it informs perspective. Suddenly the
conversation heated up. With a rhetoric wag of the finger, in the lofty
lexicon of young intellectuals, the woman dismissively blurted, “Well,
as a white man, your perspective is fundamentally detached from this
experience.”
There was an awkward pause. Bryce mulled his options. Should he
risk the conversational fallout by correcting her, saying he’s hapa, of mixed
race? Or should he let it pass because he basically agreed with the underlying principle? Can he legitimately claim a layered cultural perspective
even though his outer appearance shields him from suffering the consequences of his own minority status? Can he really have it both ways?
“I’m half-Chinese,” he said, quickly adding, “but I agree with your
basic point.” He accepted his privilege, but also claimed his heritage.
Her reaction stunned him. Flustered, she started sputtering, “You
are? Oh, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to…”
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He waved aside her apology. “It’s okay, man.”
But later at home, he reflected upon privilege as a counting game of
“oppression tokens.” In the strange, inverted, parallel hierarchy he now
lives in, the more social factors you have working against you will determine your oppression status, which, paradoxically, increases your social
power. Within this 21st century countercultural, social justice-oriented
venue—a sliver of light I’ve not experienced—misidentifying or incorrectly
presuming someone’s oppression status has become the ultimate faux pas.
As I curled up on my couch in Seattle and draped a purple throw blanket
over my legs, I pressed my phone close to my ear to catch Bryce’s every
word. His relaxed cadence delighted me—this conversation wouldn’t be
rushed. I imagined him sprawled across that same threadbare couch
where the dingy sheet hid coffee stains and worse. Bryce speaks now in
a voice that over the last few years has changed from superficially cynical
to critically incisive. Walking the multicultural alleys of New York has
sparked in him a new appreciation of identity.
“You know, it’s sort of funny,” Bryce said. “You’ve spent your life
trying to get people to ignore that you’re Chinese because you didn’t
want their impressions of you to be colored by that. But you did it
almost too well. Now that you’re exploring that identity, your friends
claim to be colorblind.”
I laughed. “Yeah, it’s weirdly uncomfortable hearing them deny the
obvious. When they say, ‘Oh, I don’t think of you as Chinese,’ as if first,
that’s a good thing, and second, that means that everyone else must feel
that way too, I feel like pointing at my face and going, ‘Really?’ What’s
worse is when they make the leap and say, ‘How could anyone discriminate against you?’ They can’t imagine it, so they tell me it can’t be
happening!”
Bryce’s wry laugh reassured me, reminded me of my dad. In mock
horror he added, “What is wrong with these people?”
As we continued to explore our mirror-image conundrum, Bryce
pointed out that our distinguishing factor is literally skin-deep: I look
Chinese; Bryce looks white. How ironic that my life’s struggle has been
to convince people that I’m really an American; his nascent battle is to
convince people that he’s got a nuanced cultural identity that doesn’t
stop at “default white American male.”
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But for my generation, striving to be American came with a cost.
Cultural shaming existed 40 years ago too. Guardedly, I said, “Right,
I’m what used to be known as a banana.”
“What’s that?” Times have changed; he’s not familiar with the term.
“You know, yellow outside, white inside. The Chinese equivalent of
Oreo.”
As I spoke, I was surprised at the surge of raw anger that burned
me. Why would other Chinese judge me so harshly? To gain enfranchisement in broader society, I had to fit in, fight against stereotype.
Cognizant of at least three oppression tokens—Asian, woman, engineer
in a male-dominated profession—I worked hard to neutralize them.
Using excellent grammar, sports metaphors, and degrees from Stanford
helped. Adjusting to American behavioral norms came with the territory. I’d never apologize for that.
But for Bryce the calculus is different, and he struggles to be
accepted into a smaller society where entry is also predicated on appearance. But absent black hair and almond eyes, his presence requires
explanation. His inverted but parallel struggle to be recognized as his
true self illuminates the progression of society—as well as its recession—as world events shape culture. Chinese exclusion was the prime
driver in my parents’ worldview; civil rights and feminism drove mine.
Bryce’s generation grapples with an ever-expanding matrix of identity
markers, and in the face of rapid technological change, expects the same
of cultural change. But adaptation, like evolution, comes in fits and
starts.
On the slim axis of racial equality, have we reached a cultural
tipping point? My parents hailed assimilation as the ultimate goal. But
is “social justice” a better descriptor for what they, and I, sought? Rather
than forcing ourselves into the “white” box, wasn’t the goal to assume an
equal place at the table and retain our cultural heritage? I realize that
now, a generation later, my “passing for white” sons stand at a crossroads. But I want for them a more perfect version of our original goal:
To move fluidly between cultures and to never deny me.
In that vulnerable moment, I remembered my mother. One late
night when I was fourteen, we watched Imitation of Life together. Starring Lana Turner, it was one of Mom’s favorite tearjerker movies. Over
the years, Mom often recounted the last scene with surprising urgency.
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“Remember when the daughter chased after the hearse at her mother’s
funeral? She denied her black mother all those years, looked the other
way when she saw her on the street. Told everyone she was her nanny!
Because she passed for white, she wanted to be white.” Although I never
could quite conjure up the scene—I might have fallen asleep before the
end—I’d nod, apparently unconvincingly. “Don’t you remember?” Mom
would scold, a distinct bite in her tone. “She was waving her arms,
crying and chasing the hearse down the road in the rain. In the end she
was sorry, she wanted her mother back. But too bad for her, it was too
late!”
Now I understand. Don’t be too white. It was Mom’s cautionary tale,
for me.
My parents, born in 1930s America, always perceived the world as
hostile. And for good reason. Stretching back to the post-Civil War era,
when my great-great-granduncle toiled in South Dakota and Colorado
as a cook alongside fellow Chinese miners and railroad builders, the
Naturalization Act of 1870 gave citizenship rights to African Americans
but specifically excluded Chinese on the grounds that they could never
be assimilated into American society. Twenty-six years later, at least one
Supreme Court justice officially doubled down on that argument. In his
1896 Plessy v. Ferguson dissent, Supreme Court Justice John Marshall
Harlan called out the Chinese as “a race so different from our own that
we do not permit those belonging to it to become citizens of the United
States. Persons belonging to it are, with few exceptions, absolutely
excluded from our country. I allude to the Chinese race.”
The 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act—no subtlety there—fully legitimized this view and fueled a decade of bloody violence. Massacres in
Wyoming and Los Angeles led to anti-Chinese riots and forced expulsions in other cities, including Bellingham, Tacoma, and my current
hometown, Seattle. As fear of the “Yellow Peril” grew, Congress passed
even more restrictive laws that prohibited Chinese women from immigrating, dooming Chinatowns to remain “bachelor societies” and
effectively decimating the Chinese American population. Chinese were
still denied citizenship, prohibited from voting and serving on juries,
and, like my great-grandfather, required to carry Certificates of Residence or risk deportation. American-born Chinese women like my
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grandmother lost their tenuous “native citizen” status when they
married China-born men.
It took three generations and another World War for things to
change. Only when China and the US became allies in World War II
was it politically palatable to repeal the Chinese Exclusion Act. In 1943,
The Magnuson Act finally put the legal strictures to rest. But the social
strictures remained. After three generations, ingrained prejudice against
the Chinese was hard to erase. Every Chinese American who came of
age in the 1940s and 1950s has a discrimination story—in hiring, in
housing, and, like Dad, in even being allowed to swim in the community
public pool.
No wonder my parents felt like strangers in their own land.
Knowing that the broader white society viewed them with suspicion, as
children they returned the favor, retreating to the safe space of a California Chinatown where everyone had something to hide. How many
uncles and cousins were paper sons, entering America under false identities? Who claimed they immigrated before 1882 but their paperwork
burned in the Great San Francisco Fire of 1906? Whose father worked
in illegal gambling parlors? Chinatown colluded to ensure that some
people could gain an economic toehold in America. Dodging the law
was second nature. Intense scrutiny bound their families to secrecy.
But by their teenage years they were forced to emerge or risk
lurking forever in the shadows of society. For my second-generation
mother and third-generation father, “being American” meant putting
aside the hurt, cloaking the animus, and disproving Justice Harlan’s
assertion. Assimilate? Yes we can. We’ll study hard, attend the best
schools, become professionals, cross those cultural goalposts, and beat
them at their own game. “Ignore the small stuff,” Dad always said. And
like many Chinese Americans of their generation, they did. Dad’s oldest
brother flew P-51 escorts during World War II, was imprisoned in a
German POW camp, and upon release returned to his studies at MIT.
His second brother rose in the ranks of the Masons and Shriners, eventually serving as Potentate. During the Korean War, Dad served at an
Army hospital in Landstuhl, Germany, later becoming a doctor. They
were a bold generation of natural-born American citizens, confident
enough to push against the borders of society and break the barriers to
entry.
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When Bryce showed me the route that he and his friend Jay were planning to take on their cross-country road trip, I gave an involuntary gasp.
Traversing the South from Texas to Louisiana and up to Atlanta made
my stomach churn. “Why the South?” I groaned. “Jay’s white, so he’ll
be okay, but minorities like us aren’t welcome there.” My uncle, the P51 pilot, had told me about stepping off his Southern military base in
the ‘40s and confronting “colored” and “white” bathrooms. Where
should Chinese go? Back then, some people in the South had never seen
Chinese before. I didn’t add that their shoulder length hair could also
be an issue.
Bryce just laughed. “Maybe not when you were young, but things
have changed.” When they returned, I asked him how it went.
“Funny about that,” Bryce said, chuckling. “No one gave me any
trouble. But they sure gave Jay the stink-eye. His grandfather’s
Portuguese, so they might have thought he looked Middle Eastern.
Especially with his long hair.” Infuriatingly, in some circles, the slice of
“who belongs in America” was deliberately being narrowed in a single
glance. “What do they know,” Bryce said dismissively.
That’s what I was thinking recently when I was yelled at on a
crowded sidewalk in downtown Seattle. “You! Chinese lady! Go home!”
a busking street acrobat shouted.
Sticks and stones, I thought as I crossed the street. I know who I am,
and I am home.
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(“Ek Rāt Meṃ,” “One Night”) was originally written in Hindi by

Rita Banerjee and has been translated into English by Rita Banerjee.
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One Night
Rita Banerjee

One night I heard the thousand
dances of rain—
like a bangle, the sky broke
into pieces
in the mirror of the alley,
the earth looked upside-down, the world kept
transforming
in the moving
water, my face, too, became another—
from all four directions, in the sky’s
dance, the world appeared
unreal, and in each broken piece of water,
the moon remained, laughing—
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Arthur Allen, “Ghost Dance”
Art Allen grew up in Cheshire, England and studied at
Oxford University: his debut poetry pamphlet Here Birds
Are is available through Green Bottle Press, London.
“Ghost Dance” is one of a number of marks I’ve been
making for the face of a fact: the unexpected death of
my father. It was written as an experiment in recollection as re-calling
and traces the edges of the word-event father, which operates now with
the energy of hoof prints—shaped by that which has passed.
Rita Banerjee, “One Night”
Rita Banerjee is the Director of the MFA in Writing &
Publishing program at the Vermont College of Fine Arts,
author of Echo in Four Beats (2018) and CREDO: An
Anthology of Manifestos and Sourcebook for Creative
Writing (2018), and can be followed at ritabanerjee.com or
@Rita_Banerjee. Photo credit: Nadja Teinze.
When I was a Visiting Scholar at UC Berkeley and working on my
dissertation on South Asian literary modernisms, I took a wonderful
Hindi Literature and Language course with the unforgettable Usha
Jain. In class, we read satirical and socially and psychologically subversive works by Premchand and Sa’ādat Hasan Manto in their original
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Hindi and in Hindi translation from Urdu. During class, Usha Jain
encouraged us to write poems, essays, and stories in Hindi, too. This
poem, “One Night,” is meant to be a nod towards the dark humor
Premchand and Manto espoused, especially during troubled times.
Mark Jay Brewin, Jr., “The Gunpowder Theory
of Life”
An alumnus of the MFA program at Southern Illinois
University-Carbondale, Mark Jay Brewin, Jr. has published
in numerous journals and won several writing awards
including the Agha Shahid Ali Prize in Poetry for his first
book, Scrap Iron. Photo credit: Bradford Krieger.
The “gunpowder theory of life” was an Enlightenment era belief which
proclaimed that animals and humans are internally powered by tiny
explosions occurring in the body, fueled by elements we breathe in. I
first heard about the theory, back in 2016, while I was living in Durham,
North Carolina. During that culturally toxic year, my day-to-day life
was affected by gun violence in a way I had never experienced before.
This poem explores the sad, violent plague ravaging so many in the
United States.
Roel F. Concepcion, “A Broken Man’s Game”
Roel F. Concepcion is a Philippines-born American fiction
writer, tweets @wordsling, and occasionally blogs at
wordsling.com.
Parenthood has unique ways of letting us know that the
most precious thing in the world is spending time with
our loved ones. I was caring for my two-year-old boy when Aster, the
main lead, first appeared to me. He was married with no kids, and I
wanted to take his character to a level of self-loathing that would’ve
pushed his life down to a place of irretrievable despair. So I gave him a
child, named her Billie, and out came “A Broken Man’s Game,”
featuring echoes of pity coming from my own place of irretrievable
despair.
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Tim Conrad, “Crime is Not a Problem at This
Time”
Tim Conrad is a PhD candidate at Western Michigan
University and managing editor of Third Coast.
For an embarrassing number of years, I’ve held a job
that compels me to drive around residential neighborhoods, where I’ve been perpetually fascinated by the abandonment and
adoption of items along the curb. Have I witnessed someone sniff-test
a mattress? I have. Put a mower in the back of sedan? Of course. From
my own porch, I once watched a pickup weave in reverse for half a city
block to load up a neighbor’s discarded couch. I suppose I’m not above
it myself. The trouble is that I never get to see where those wilder
items—tiki torches, an accordion, a soft-sided hot tub—wind up. And
so I turned to fiction.
Kathleene Donahoo, “My Face That Was”
Kathleene Donahoo’s fiction has appeared in anthologies and
journals, including Bellevue Literary Review, Carolina
Quarterly, Connecticut Review, and North American
Review. She lives with her husband in the Bay Area.
“My Face that Was” originated with news accounts of
adopted children searching for their biological parents, which led me to
wonder what a first encounter might mean for both parties. I imagined
a woman who faced significant obstacles, while making slow but steady
progress in her life. Would a surprise meeting with her daughter be a
setback, or a step forward? In the story I placed her on the threshold of
this encounter, in a moment that is fraught and uncertain. What lies
ahead, and are either of them ready?
Mary Fancher, “Snow”
Mary Fancher is an artist and writer living in Baldwinsville, New York with her husband and two cats. More
information and a way to contact her can be found at
www.maryfancher.com
The idea for “Snow” originated while I was reading
about the devastating droughts and plagues of locusts that attacked the
Midwest in the 1870’s. I tried to put myself in the minds of the people
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who suffered through such Biblical tragedies: the ones who abandoned
their farms for other opportunities, the stoic ones who stayed and tried
again, the unfortunates spiritually broken by what they’d suffered.
“Snow” is about the last of these.
Lindsay Fowler, “Wrong Half”
Lindsay Fowler champions weird writing in all its forms.
Find her Twitter: @lafowler8; Facebook: https://m.facebook.com/lindsay.fowler.50 Instagram: l.a.fowler08
“Wrong Half” was written at a time when I was quite
cranky. I had just moved; I was unemployed and
spending my days studying for various GREs and working on grad
school and job applications. I hadn’t written fiction in over a month, so
I was feeling like a fraud and not like a “real” writer. I knew I had to
write to feel better, so I paused the work of life and got out my writing
notebook. The phrase “fish girls” popped into my head, which inspired
many what-ifs and logistical questions, the result of which is “Wrong
Half.”
Gina Franco, “The White Cloud and the Human
Form”
Gina Franco is the author of The Keepsake Storm
(University of Arizona Press, Camino del Sol Series), teaches
at Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois, is an oblate with the
Catholic monastic order of the Community of St John in
Princeville, Illinois, and received the 2019 CantoMundo Poetry Prize for her
forthcoming book, The Accidental (University of Arkansas Press, Fall 2019).
Website: http://ginafranco.shutterchance.com/. Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/gina.franco.35. Photo credit: Christopher Poore.
“The White Cloud and the Human Form” is the first poem in a crown of
eleven sonnet-like love poems that were partly inspired by James Hampton’s
amazing work of sacred art called The Throne of the Third Heaven of the
Nations Millennium General Assembly. Somehow, Hampton’s art taps into
the deep story of the world without artfulness. I want to make art that brings
me closer to reality, but I find that artifice creeps in everywhere, and becomes
a real barrier to that work. The title of the poem comes from Saint Hildegard of Bingen’s vision of the creation and the fall.
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Jeannine Hall Gailey, “The Flare”
Jeannine served as the Poet Laureate of Redmond, Washington and is the author of five books of poetry and the book
PR for Poets. Her web site is www.webbish6.com and you
can follow her on Twitter or Instagram @Jeannine Gailey
I wrote “The Flare” while I was still grappling with the
new diagnosis of multiple sclerosis. A “flare” is what they call it when
your MS “acts up,” causing brain or spine lesions and sometimes
extreme symptoms that can put you in the hospital, and at the time I
conflated the term with the solar flares that can cause electronic disruptions and unusual weather. The summer I was diagnosed, we were also
experiencing cataclysmic weather events—horrible wildfires, a solar
eclipse, all kinds of phenomena. It was as if my body was taking its cues
from the disordered universe.
Michael Harty, “Sailing Lesson”
Mike Harty had a long career as a psychologist and psychoanalyst and a shorter one as a poet, but found that the two
are mutually enhancing. He can be contacted at
mharty2@kc.rr.com.
“Sailing Lesson” is an anniversary poem. My wife and
I met at the University of Michigan Sailing Club many years ago, when
she gave me my first introduction to the sport. Last year as we celebrated our fiftieth anniversary, it occurred to me that sailing made a
good metaphor for our long voyage together. I also brought in references to other experiences that have been meaningful to us over the
years.
Rosanna N. Henderson, “West Fork Tack &
Saddle Co.”
Rosanna N. Henderson’s work has appeared in Fourth
Genre and Salt Hill. She’s @paprikahead on Twitter. Photo
credit: Norah Hoover.
A decade ago, I crossed four mountain ranges on the
back of a friend’s horse. We wound up traversing a lot of “West Fork”
territory: drought, mountains, intricately intersecting Appalachian
subcultures. I’d grown up there, but even familiar territory looks like an
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adventure from horseback, and familiar rules feel less certain, less
comfortable. That adventure became something like a map—a sketchy
map and bad directions—for a fictional trek into the more personal
West Fork territory of longing and restraint.
Sara Henry, “Body Parts”
Sara Henry’s work has appeared in BOOTH, Hobart, and
The Adroit Journal, among others.
When I started writing “Body Parts,” I was thinking
about storytelling. I thought about stories that can be
difficult for us to listen to—stories about trauma. Ro
doesn’t want to hear about her mother’s trauma, because it’s frightening
and real and a part of her own history. But she knows that it’s important
for that truth to be heard all the same. By the time I finished the piece,
the act of listening felt as vital to me as the act of telling the truth.
Richard Hoffman, “Wheels”
Richard Hoffman (richardhoffman.org) is the author of
seven books and is Senior Writer in Residence at Emerson
College and an Adjunct Associate Professor at Columbia
University.
I wrote this essay because being a grandfather means,
among other things, taking stock; and because the dead are never very
far away; and because children who are both healthy and protected are
no longer the norm, if they ever were; and because racism stubbornly
abides and these days seems even to revel in its ugly delusions.
It’s a challenge to try to parse any loving relationship, to contextualize
it, to attempt to know it fully and in sharp focus, and the relationship to
a loved grandchild is especially vulnerable to mushiness: I’m not sure I
was entirely successful here.
Anna Lewis, “Our Jean”
Anna Lewis’s work has appeared in Measure, The Washington Post, THINK, and elsewhere. She works at a
software company and lives in Durham, North Carolina
with her husband and son. Find her at www.annalewis7.com
and on Twitter @annalewis7.
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In February 2017, my family learned that my husband’s grandmother
was dying. I first drafted this piece in the few-day period of waiting for
final word of her death. The strenuousness of the wait prompted me to
recollect my relationship with her, as well as to explore the elusiveness
of facts, the mysteries of aging, my struggle to understand American
womanhood, and, ultimately, my encounter with the racism entrenched
within our family history.
Ainsley McWha, “Tumbling”
Originally from Nepean, Ontario, Canada, Ainsley McWha
lives in southeast Idaho, where she teaches writing through
the College of Eastern Idaho Outreach program. Find her at
ainsleymcwha.com, or follow her Idaho journey in pictures
on Instagram: @home.sweet.idahome. Photo credit: Ryder
Evan Robison.
In April 2014, I left behind my familiar life in New York City (including
a decades-long modeling career) in favor of the unknown: a vacant house
in rural Idaho; a tiny town (pop: 3,542), a foreign state. Yet, in these new
surroundings, I feel more settled, happier, and more fulfilled than I ever
believed possible—especially having been diagnosed with depression at
the age of 20, two decades ago. This piece, centered on the imagery of a
rolling tumbleweed, was an attempt to examine this newfound stability.
Kiran Kaur Saini, “The Augury of Bats”
Kiran is grateful to her parents for their sacrifices and for
filling her childhood with music, art, and books. Her stories
have appeared in Glimmer Train, Pleiades, and elsewhere.
www.kirankaursaini.com. Photo credit: Laura Gabriela
Amador.
I admire my parents’ bravery to marry outside their respective cultures
in the 60s, but it cost them. Children often feel things first and experience them in unexplained ways, so in this story I gave the feeling of
foreboding to the child. On a more literal level, I actually saw such bats
in my closet, and, as in the story, if I ever cried, nothing my mom did
helped, while all my dad had to do was appear. I have no explanation for
that (or the bats), but I can only imagine, later in life, how this must
have felt to my mother. On top of the external disapproval they faced,
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each of my parents was an outsider to my relationship with the other,
and both felt challenged and jealous while struggling to continue to love
one another and me.
Pamela L. Sumners, “For Your Leaving, My
Night-Traveler”
Pamela Sumners, a native Southerner, now lives in St.
Louis with her family, which includes three rescue dogs.
This poem was inspired by driving a college sweetheart
from our campus in mid-Missouri. A mental condition
had forced my friend to drop out of school in November and head home
to Little Rock, by late-night train. Union Station in St. Louis was at the
time unrenovated wasteland. I drove through dark mid-Missouri to place
my friend on the train. That 136 miles felt like the longest trip of my life.
Dujie Tahat, “what child is this”
Dujie Tahat is a Filipino-Jordanian-American immigrant
living in the Pacific Northwest, and he serves as a poetry
editor for Moss and Homology Lit. @dujietahat on
Twitter. Photo credit: Sonja Lyon.
As a brown immigrant who arrived to the US as a child,
who was and has family in deportation proceedings, the public’s
response to immigrant family separation in June shook me. It was my
youngest’s third birthday, and the sounds of children wailing, suffering
irreversible trauma, broke me. Watching my peers confront—for the
first time—the cruelty of the American immigration system further
alienated me. “What child is this” is part of the effort to unpack my own
fear, helplessness, and self-doubt. In the meantime, please volunteer and
donate to an immigrant legal services organizations near you and elect
candidates who promise to abolish ICE.
Steve Trumpeter, “The Vagabond”
Steve Trumpeter teaches writing at StoryStudio Chicago
and co-hosts Fictlicious, a popular live-lit show. Check out
more of Steve’s work at https://stevetrumpeter.com.
The light bulb for “The Vagabond” blinked on when I
was bored at work and stumbled across a website
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featuring Mike Brodie’s photos romanticizing the train-hopping subculture in faded Polaroid hues. One shot in particular captured a pair of
dingy jeans soaking in a filthy bathtub. That image implied a character
and a life to me, one I was eager to discover. But a situation is not a
story, and I’ve never hopped a train in my life. I do, however, know a
thing or two about approaching middle age and asking, “How did I get
here?” I suspect Scout and I are not alone in this.
Becky Tuch, “Fragile, Liquid, Perishable, Hazardous”
Becky Tuch is a writer and editor based in Pittsburgh, PA.
Find her at www.BeckyTuch.com and TheReviewReview.net
I wrote the first draft of this story during a selfimposed writer retreat during which I made myself
write one story every day for a month. The single rule
I set for myself was that the protagonist had to DO something. Sara’s
letter-writing escapade grew from that. The story then went through
many excruciating rounds of revision as well as years in the drawer
before I found its final shape. In other versions Sara’s boyfriend was a
furniture mover, then an almost-pro baseball player, before becoming
Tony, a sculptor. Paul Pinkham and the ballerinas were always there,
though, offering awkwardness and grace in equal measure.
Hope Wabuke, “On Boyhood”
Hope Wabuke, the author of the poetry collections Movement No.1: Trains, and The Leaving, is a 2017 National
Endowment for the Arts Fellow in Poetry and an assistant
professor of English at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.
As Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie says, in order to
change the world and create gender equality, it begins with teaching
children to be more fluid and open about gender roles. Part of being
the parent of a Black child is modeling for that child how to stand up
for themselves when they experience racism. But when the school
continued to allow another student to repeatedly bully my son and the
staff threw away his needed inhaler, I withdrew my son from the Ruth
Staples preschool. I saw that racism and fossilized ideas towards
gender—a disregard for the humanity of the child in those areas—
developed into a disregard for the safety and humanity of the child in
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all areas of life. I wrote this short essay about the gender aspect, as I
continue to think through the larger questions of racism and child
endangerment in a separate, longer essay.
ali whitelock, “mr sausage.”
ali whitelock is a Scottish poet and writer. Her memoir,
Poking seaweed with a stick and running away from the
smell was launched to critical acclaim in Australia and the
UK and her debut poetry collection, and my heart crumples like a coke can, has just been published by Wakefield
Press, Australia. www.aliwhitelock.com
Our dog Hector was a huge part of our lives. We took him everywhere
with us—to the cinema, to work, to the grocery store. Once he was
gone, there was nowhere we could escape to without being reminded of
him. Grief stains us. At times it feels indelible. This poem offers that
perhaps we never truly recover from great loss, but somehow, we learn
to walk alongside it.
Amber Wong, “Cultural Goalposts”
Amber Wong is an environmental engineer in Seattle who
writes about culture, identity, and her firsthand knowledge
about risks posed by hazardous waste sites. Her work can be
found at amberwong.com. Photo credit: Lynette Huffman
Johnson.
I was inspired to write this story when I received my son’s email about
his life in New York. His experiences differed so much from mine! Too
clearly I remembered my parents’ silent resignation about the slights
they endured as minorities, even though they, as natural-born citizens,
fully embraced America and its culture. They expected me to do the
same: accept the good, deflect the bad. But with my son’s millennial
perspective, I felt a giant shift. I wanted to explore: How did we evolve
as Americans? Can we comfortably straddle two cultures? The conversation continues.
Isaac Yuen, “Lodestone”
Isaac Yuen’s work has appeared in Flyway, River Teeth, Zoomorphic
Hippocampus, Orion, among others; he currently pens essays on themes of
tahoma literary review
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nature, culture, and self at www.ekostories.com (Twitter
handle: @ekostories).
It was my fourth time back in five years, all funerals.
The regularity honed each trip into routine and ritual;
it was simply something I would do from now on.
After affairs were sorted, we took a family hike to the
north side. The sight of the beached freighter struck me. I thought of
the allure of this isle I once called home. Of the people and objects and
events drawn to its shores. Of magnetic properties, blood’s pull, the sea’s
insistence. I wrote this after learning the shipwreck became a hotspot
for wedding photographers. I haven’t been back since.
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