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O n the Speed o f  Nostalgia
W  Scott Olsen

Just off Peoria Avenue and 11th Street in Tulsa, Oklahoma, on a clear 
midsummer morning when the temperature is already eighty-three de
grees and the forecast passes one hundred, a sign for Meadow Gold milk 
and ice cream holds to scaffolding atop a large brick shelter, a historical 
monument. Sunlight hits the roofs of nearby buildings while empty 
streets are still shadowed. I am the only one here. Yes, this is a tourist 
stop but if s still very early.

Concrete inlays tell me I am on Route 66, the Mother Road, the 
source for the American Road Trip Dream. While a part of me is elated, 
thrilled, ready to hit the gas, 
shift some gears, burn some 
rubber and squeal, a part of 
me keeps looking around for 
something else. There should 
be more, I think. Some flour
ish or flash. I’m not quite 
sure what it is. A Cadillac 
with tail fins. A convertible 
Corvette. Something that 
screams both innocence and 
adventure.

But queue the road music anyway. Something from the early sixties, 
summertime fast. There’s a theme song for this:

If you ever plan to motor west,
Travel my way, take the highway that is best.
Get your kicks on Route sixty-six.

This is the beginning of my day’s adventure. Route 66! Ten minutes 
before seven in the morning, sunrise heat already causing the air to 
shimmer, and I have a thousand miles to drive today. A bit more, if 
I’m lucky. My hope is that this day will end in Phoenix, Arizona, at
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my brother’s home, a sixteen-hour drive I’ve done before. But this time 
is different.

This time I can stop if I want. This time I can linger at the sights. I 
can talk to strangers. I can wander toward the edges of anything. I can
not say I am here because of this road. But now that I’m here, it’s the 
road that matters.

Roll the windows down, I think. Turn up the music. It’s time to go.

I am old enough to remember the television show Route 66. Two young 
men, Tod and Buz, drive their convertible Corvette in a show inspired 
by both The Naked City and Jack Kerouac’s On The Road. It was a Beat 
Generation dream, every week a new adventure. Most episodes were not 
set on Route 66, but that did not matter. Route 66 is more idea than 
pavement. Maine to California, this show was the road trip epic. Any
thing could happen. This was American youth searching for meaning. 
Odd temporary jobs. Odd people searching for more. Anything could 
be dangerous or romantic. Shrimpers. Heroin addicts. Hollywood stars. 
Anything could be anything at all.

Lying on the floor, my pre-driving self watching the black-and-white 
television, I’m sure I held my breath.

W hat happened one week had little bearing on what would come 
later, had little dependence on what happened the week before. This was 
the genius of the show and a truth about the road. It was random, friv
olous in causality, serendipitous, alluring. Tod and Buz met everyone 
and seemed to come out pretty well.

Route 66 became a metaphor for everything possible and everything 
good. Freedom. Self-reliance. Adventure. Empathy and wonder and 
hope. Yet here is what I believe. Route 66  was the moment we lost it, 
too. At that moment, watching the show, we felt the need to recover 
something, to go back somehow. Not really back in time— but back to 
some alternate self, to who we felt we could have been, were meant to 
be, should have become, if only the reality of reality had not directed 
our lives away.

The road wasn’t simply famous. It wasn’t just the Indy brickyard or 
the Alaska Highway. Maybe it was the song. Maybe the show. But
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Route 66 became a goal for everyone, the icon for both speed and dis
traction. Most of us would never get there. If we’d been there, we could 
never get back.

To drive the whole length, from Chicago to Los Angeles, is a common 
desire for people who love the road, who love to drive. To drive the 
whole length and pretend we are Tod or Buz, or to touch the places the 
famous—Elvis, Frank Sinatra, Marilyn Monroe— touched in their own 
quest to get some kicks, is a way to change the way we see our lives.

In short, we are nostalgic for the Route 66 we believe once existed, a 
road we have always imagined but never driven. A road we never saw, 
never felt with our tires or legs. We are nostalgic for a memory that is 
not our own. It’s just an idea, a bit of desire, a siren calling while we’re 
tied to the mast.

And so, if the opportunity comes, we roll down the windows and 
press on the gas, even today, hurtling backward in time. We want the 
road today to change our past. This is the Mother Road, the source for 
the American Road Trip Dream.

I’ll admit it. I want kitsch. I want art deco. I want cheesy roadside at
tractions and diners built of chrome. I want all that stuff today. I have 
no idea why.

My first car was a 
Mustang. It was used, 
weary, broken in a 
hundred ways, and the 
most wonderful thing 
I had ever imagined. It 
did not last very long.
But I can say it has lasted forever. It gave me a romance, a love that 
persists. This road leads somewhere. This bend will straighten, then 
bend again.

I have driven from Key West to the Beaufort Sea, chased storms in 
Colorado and the northern lights in Minnesota. I have hurtled through 
midnight river-bottom fog in Missouri, crested mountaintops from 
Mount Evans to Mount Washington, seen midday sun in Death Valley
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and endless twilight on the Trans-Canada Highway. I have steered into 
blizzards and windstorms, crossed black ice and sudden rockslides. I 
have a lifetime of prairie roads, gravel, and broken pavement, as well as 
fresh-made interstate highway, always at speed, sometimes a little and 
sometimes a lot too fast, radio loud and always happy. But I have never 
driven Route 66.

There’s a sweeping blue and yellow arc over the road out of Tulsa. 
All it says is Route 66. Yes, it says, you are on that road. There’s a large 
sign on an overpass. Route 66! There’s an imitation Oklahoma oil rig. 
Route 66!

It’s all over the top. And frankly, it’s all amusement-park fun. It 
doesn’t seem real, but I am smiling in a big way. There is a metal 
roadside sculpture that shows a horse and buggy confronting an an
cient Ford. The horses are ^ \
rearing, afraid and ready 
to bolt. The husband and 
father driving the Ford 
leaps from the car to take 
on the horses while the 
wife and mother turns to 
protect and comfort the 
daughter in back. The 
sculpture is very good. One era and then the other. This is where it 
began, I think. Not this place, of course. This moment.
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Nostalgia is a desire for the past, a desire for the unrecoverable, a wish 
to start over and do it all again, knowing what we know, having been 
there once before. Its impossible. Its also real in a knee-rattling and 
breath-stealing way. It can be a type of sorrow, perhaps a type of mourn
ing for what we missed. It can also be the deep satisfaction of perspective, 
a looking back with wisdom, the joy of finally understanding.

If only, we think. If only we could go back. Tune the radio to an oldies 
station. Put a cuff in your jeans.

It seems there is a way to reach back, to wait, to see the future arrive 
and then decide what to do in the past. In physics, its called the de- 
layed-choice experiment, or the double-slit experiment. Helium atoms, 
which exist as both wave and particle, are shot through a laser screen 
and observed in their particle form. But when a second gate is intro
duced a bit farther downstream— in the future, if you will— then the 
atoms are observed in their wave form, at the first gate\ In other words, 
what happens in the future changes the form of the past.

God loves physics, I think. Today is the past s future. What happens 
today changes what I remember, what I claim I felt, the focus on what 
I saw. What happens today changes the facts on every road I have ever 
driven. Its all delayed choice.

A love for the road is, more than anything else, an appreciation of dis
tance. Between here and there. Between then and now. Between what 
we remember, what we wish, and a universe that proceeds without us. 
There is a hope we will catch up.

Up to speed on the highway, zippin along, I look over at the guidebook 
on the seat next to me. The Route 66Adventure Handbook: Turbocharged 
Fourth Edition. Every town has some attraction, some curiosity or bit of 
this-used-to-be to stand in front of and wonder what you missed. If s an 
odd way to define adventure.

There’s a seventy-six-foot giant oil worker sculpture, known as the 
Golden Driller, standing outside of the International Petroleum Ex
hibition (IPE) Building at the Tulsa Fairgrounds. The IPE is said to 
contain the world’s largest unobstructed interior volume.
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Or—

Also in Tulsa you’ll find the Center of the Universe, a sort of acoustical 
mystery spot downtown. Stand in this spot, recite some words, and 
you’ll hear your voice strongly reverberating back to you. The effect is 
quite striking.

Or—

You can’t see it, but along the stretch of road between Bristow and 
Stroud, there is an enormous underground storage cavity—a depleted 
gas field—which is used for storage of natural gas during periods of 
surplus. What you can 
see is that there are at 
least three cemeteries 
along Route 66 between 
Bristow and Depew, and 
then there are two more 
west of Depew, where 66 
approaches the Turner 
Turnpike (1-44).

I decide to skip the 
Round Barn in Arcadia, as 
well as the sixty-six-foot 
tall lighted bottle of soda 
pop. I skip Lucilles gas sta
tion in Hydro, Oklahoma, 
even though the guide
book tells me that Lucille, 
a real person, was the mother of the mother road. She took time to talk 
to her customers.

But there is a Route 66 museum in Clinton. I pull over, turn off the 
Jeep, and sigh. Across the street is the Trade Winds Inn. The guidebook 
tells me this place was a good days drive from Memphis and thus one
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of Elvis’s favorites. He always stayed in Room 215, which is still available 
by reservation.

The museum begins and ends in the gift shop, which is no surprise. 
Route 66 mugs and T-shirts and key chains and souvenir highway signs. 
The exhibits include an old black-and-white Oklahoma Highway Patrol 
car, a sign promoting an opportunity to see “live poison rattlesnakes,” 
four red and chrome stools in front of an imitation diner counter, an 
imitation diner booth. There are old license plates, facsimile menus, 
newspaper clippings, old clothes, and older pictures. A sign for RC Cola 
and a sign for a Sonic Drive-In.

Men and women move through slowly, quietly. No one talks. Its all 
a bit mysterious. No one seems particularly reverent— this is not the cir
cle tour of Notre-Dame or Sacre-Coeur— but no one seems overly pro
fane either. If s like everyone is trying to find a way in. Almost everything 
is a replica. This is not what it was. This is what it was, was like.

I hurry through. In the gift shop, though, I feel a need to take 
something away, something solid from the museum. I like coffee, so 
I buy a mug with the Route 66 highway sign on the side. The logo is 
slightly crooked.

Its easy to see. Nostalgia is fully embedded in the present. It is the mo
ment we realize the weight of history, of something good or hard in the 
past that makes our heart leap now. It might be our own memory. Or it 
might be the way we see, oftentimes suddenly, a moment in some other 
life that carries the weight of our own universe. It might be a sight, a 
sound, a smell, a touch— utterly fresh and completely new—that rises 
to speak for something we remember or dreamed.

Memory always colors the mood of now. But here is the thing— it is 
not the memory that makes us smile or cringe. It is the distance, the his
torical space between that moment and now which causes us joy or pain. 
It makes no sense, but there is a whisper in our ear and we feel as if we 
could remake our past with the knowledge of our present. We just don’t 
know how to get there. We don’t know how to go back, though we feel 
we must.
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This much we have on faith. There is hope for our mistakes, the things 
we have lost, the moments we have loved. We take what we learn today 
and cast it backwards.

Outside the Route 66 Museum there is a small Valentine diner. Teal gray 
with red trim, it advertises hot dogs, fries, burgers, and ice cream. My 
guidebook tells me it used to operate in Texas, was then restored and

moved here. This, I think, could be fun. I imagine sitting at the counter, 
Buddy Holly on the radio, a burger and fries and a strawberry milkshake 
in front of me. I imagine a waitress, bored and chewing gum and want
ing to be anywhere other than a small diner in Oklahoma because she’s 
been to the movies and dreams of Los Angeles, or New York, or Paris, 
or even Kansas City. The door, however, won’t budge.

O f course, it’s closed and locked up tight. I press my hands and face 
to the window. The salt and pepper shakers, the sugar jar, the napkin 
holder all boast the Route 66 logo. But they are all empty. There is no 
way to get in.

Here, I think is a sad truth about Route 66. This is not a diner. This 
is a display of a diner. I can admire only a replication of what used to 
be, and what used to be somewhere else.
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In the parking lot, I look across the street at the Trade Winds Inn. I 
have nothing against Elvis, but Im  not a big fan either. What I want is 
more of today. To be more in today. I get in my Jeep and motor west.

Nostsalgia. The word, at first, described a malady. Seventeenth-century 
Swiss soldiers could not bear the stink and filth of death. World War One 
soldiers remembered home so bodily they could not face the trenches. But 
it wasn’t just a homesickness, a clinging to some romanticized past. There 
was always something deeper.

Nostalgia is a perception that the past has a way of lingering. A premonition 
that what happens today alters the color, the mood, the taste of our history. 
But time works in both directions. In that distance of looking back, there is 
something that brings motivation, desire. Something that reveals our hope.

I cross the border into Texas. I pass two or three more Route 66 muse
ums. I pass tumbleweed, too. I pass a fragment of the real Blarney Stone 
from Ireland. I pass the U Drop Inn.

It feels good to have the Jeep up to speed, to be making some distance, 
making some time. There’s classic rock on the radio and this, I think, is

road joy. To be moving. Even though the music is old, I’m hearing it 
today. I am in today. I am in the now. The future is right there, only a 
few feet in front of me, visible in the shimmering light and the waves of 
heat lifting off the highway.

In McLean, however, I stop at the Texas Motel and Restaurant. Long 
derelict, weeds growing through the pavement, signs faded and broken,
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this is the most real thing I’ve seen today. This is not a replica of the 
past. This is the past, somehow persisting into this day. I get out and

wander around the parking lot, 
peer through the windows. I have 
no idea who stayed here, but the 
ghosts are loud.

There is a difference between a 
display and a ruin. Even the bro
ken pull chain for a curtain is an 
artifact here.

I am tempted to try a motel 
room door. I wonder what would 
remain. Bedframes? A forgotten 
coloring book? I wonder if there 

are Gideons in the debris. But either out of fear or respect, I do not.
A few hundred yards later I stop again at an old service station. Route 

66 Motors, the sign says. It’s equally derelict, overgrown, wonderful, and 
sad. Hot Rod Haven is long closed too. It’s easy, and somehow pleasant, 
to put my hand against those walls and think: this is who you ve become.

The restored gas station— closed to everything except looking at it, 
of course— and the sign promis
ing rattlesnakes don’t call to me 
at all.

In the town of Groom, Texas, the 
guidebook promises me a water 
tower that leans like it’s in Pisa,
Italy. I pull off the highway and, 
yes, there is a leaning water tower.
According to the guidebook, the 
owners of the truck stop thought 
a leaning water tower would be a 
good gimmick. I take a picture and hit the gas.

Outside Amarillo, I stop at the Cadillac Ranch, ten automobiles in 
a row stuck nose first into the ground. Men and women and very
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young children armed with cans of spray paint climb on them, into 
them, around them, and spray their marks. There is so much paint in 
the air I worry about my clothes and my breathing. Desecrating the 
automobile in a field just off the Mother Road— or, to be exact, just 
to the side of an interstate highway that replaced the Mother Road— 
makes me wonder.

Soon, I stop again. This time in Adrian, Texas, the Route 66 halfway 
point. Halfway between Chicago and Los Angeles, 1,139 miles in either 
direction. The landscape in every direction is flat and hard.

The Midpoint Cafe is open, but not at the moment. It closes shortly 
after lunch and I am simply too late. Likewise, The Bent Door Station 
(named for a door taken from an airport control tower, bent at the mid
dle to match the shape of the tower cab) is closed. The Fabulous 40 
Motel is closed. Neither the station nor the motel have seen customers 
in some time.

I stand in the middle of the street. A white stripe is painted on the 
road. I look one way and then the other, smile when I remember that 
Janus, the Roman god of beginnings and endings, was also the god of
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doorways, time, gateways, and transitions. There should be a small tem
ple here. That would be some kitsch.

The metaphor does not escape me. I’m in my own fifties now. My own 
midpoint. I love the road, am late for lunch, and still have a long way to 
go. Every moment of this day rearranges the way I understand my past.

So, yes, quantum physics contradicts general relativity. And the 
world we move through every day, our desks and gutters and evening 
meals are governed much more by relativity than quantum forces, but 
in my life at least, small-scale reality and large-scale reality do not need 
to agree.

Nostalgia is nothing less than a love for the size of time. We have 
been on the road, our soul says. We remember the thousand places this 
story begins, and we are awake enough in the present to know the road 
has changed us. When we are changed today, our past changes too. We 
see something wonderful or hideous or shadowed or true. We remem
ber or we hope, the private and intimate shape of our history, beginning 
and end. We appreciate the cosmos in between.

Yet here is the thing. We know what past we have. We can change its 
taste, revisit shadows and echoes we caught but didn’t pay attention to. 
We can pretend we were someone other than we were. Think of the he-
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lium atoms, the double slit, the delayed choice. Yes, the present affects 
the way we see the past. We marvel at the change from seeing particles

to waves. How wonderful is that second gate, though. A small introduc
tion, today, that changes everything. W hat other gates are coming, I 
wonder? What joy and promise in the future coming now?

Back up to speed, I feel the call of an ever-receding destination. I de
cide I will stop for gasoline and coffee. I will stop to look at Meteor 
Crater, too. I know its just a hole in the ground, but its an extraordinary 
hole that reveals a bit of the cosmos. I will not stop for anything less.

Photographs by the author.
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Now available from Amazon: Dan Shanahans new novel, 
Night Shift 1968. . .  learning black lives matter.

Shanahan, a professor of Humanities at Charles University 
in Prague, is a frequent contributor to NDQ.

Night Shift
Dan Shanahan

1 9 6 8 . . .

learning black lives matter

A college student who drops out in the wake o f the assassinations 
o f Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy takes a job as a 
night janitor in County Hospital in a small California city to 
take stock o f his life.

Drawn into the lives o f the black janitors he works with and the 
camaraderie o f the night crew, his eyes are slowly opened to what 
ids like to be on the receiving end o f a racially divided society.
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Could the Left Relieve Capitalism’s Afflictions?
Shawn Boyd

To put it bluntly, genuine “empowerment” requires the acquisition 
not only of the skills needed to successfully play a game designed by 
others, but also of the powers to influence the game s objectives, stakes 
and rules; not only the personal skills, but also the social powers.

—Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Life, p. 24

Clash on the Plains

One of the most recent and dramatic showcases of the conflict between 
capital and the interests of human and environmental welfare took place 
in North Dakota, far from the nerve centers of global capitalism— New 
York, Hong Kong, London, Abu Dhabi. The protracted standoff over 
the Dakota Access Pipeline stretched from April 2016 until February 7, 
2017, when the Trump administration granted federal approval to the 
project, pitting the oil industry, represented by the Fortune 500 com
pany in charge of the project, Energy Transfer Partners, and its political 
supporters against a diverse group of protesters (Tolan). These included 
Native Americans concerned that the pipeline to be built just outside 
the boundaries of the Standing Rock Indian Reservation threatened an
cestral lands and water drawn from Lake Oahe on the Missouri River, 
under which the pipeline was scheduled to plunge; those for whom the 
construction symbolized a long history of disregard for indigenous 
rights; environmental activists from across the country seeking to stave 
off development in sensitive areas; and others who felt that the prospect 
of a major spill was too great a danger to accept as a trade-off for claims 
that the pipeline’s construction and operation would be a boon to local 
and regional workers and economies.

The 1,172-mile pipeline, which runs between North Dakotas Bakken 
oil fields to its terminus in Illinois, was meant to solve a basic problem 
facing the states petroleum producers: how to safely and efficiently trans
port the hundreds of thousands of barrels of oil being recovered in the 
state on a daily basis. At the height of the oil boom in the early 2010s,
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an underdeveloped pipeline system linking the Bakken to the rest of the 
country meant that the gushing stream of oil had to be shipped via an 
overburdened rail network, which led to significant transport delays for 
the other major sec
tor of the North 
Dakota economy, 
agriculture, as well 
as threats to public 
safety. In fact, the 
high volatility of the 
oil produced in the 
Bakken and the in
trinsic dangers of 
rail transportation 
led to two spectacu
lar incidents in 
2013: a massive oil-train explosion near Casselton, North Dakota, and 
a deadly accident that destroyed much of the downtown of Lac- 
Megantic, Quebec.

During the Standing Rock protests thousands gathered at camps 
near the Cannonball River over the course of 2016, chaining them
selves to equipment, blocking roads, communing in prayer circles, 
and seeking to pressure the pipelines delay through the simple fact 
of their presence. Had they been able to block its progress until March 
2017, Energy Transfer Partners would have faced a federal permit 
reapplication for construction that may have proven cost prohibitive 
(Enzinna). Arrayed against the activists were local and state law en
forcement agencies, as well as the North Dakota National Guard and 
the controversial security firm TigerSwan. State officials and public 
opinion in the conservative state tended to support the notion that 
the demonstrations were illegal and should be shut down. In the 
course of the confrontation injuries occurred (most of those hurt were 
activists), hundreds of demonstrators were arrested, and the camps 
were finally cleared out and ceremonially burned to the ground. In 
one dramatic confrontation, protesters faced water cannons, rubber
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bullets, and tear gas while holding their ground on a key bridge dur
ing a frigid November night.

The activists were motivated by many reasons in their antipathy to
ward the pipeline, but they tended to share one commonality, even if 
it remained unspoken and unchallenged on the surface. At heart was 
the contention that the pipeline s backers were favoring the rights and 
interests of corporations (oil discoverers, pipeline builders, the auto
motive industry, etc.) above all other concerns, whether they be native 
rights, environmental protection, or state militarization. And capital 
and government joined forces to respond with equal vigor, through law- 
enforcement showdowns, counterterrorist measures, and threatened 
legal action. In fact, leaked documents have revealed that TigerSwan, 
which was hired by the pipeline company, worked closely with local, 
state, and federal authorities in a manner befitting of an international 
conflict. According to The Intercept, which received the documents, one 
internal report

describes an effort to amass digital and ground intelligence that would 
allow the company to “find, fix, and eliminate” threats to the 
pipeline—an eerie echo of “find, fix, finish,” a military term used by 
special forces in the U.S. governments assassination campaign against 
terrorist targets. (A. Brown et al.)

Although the worries of locals—about blocked roads, trespassing, law
lessness, and a general atmosphere of threat and danger—justifiably con
tributed to law enforcement s response, it remains unquestionable that 
the main interest of authorities was to help Energy Transfer Partners 
complete the pipeline and begin moving Bakken oil to market. On the 
other hand, the most troubling aspect for those interested in curbing 
the free rein of capitalism, or even just those who believe they can change 
society through activism, is the violence brought to bear against the 
Standing Rock demonstrators. But perhaps solace rests in the fact that 
the official response also indicates that the side of capital does fear the 
popular will and is neither as monolithic nor as impervious as advertised. 
In the words of one participant monitored by TigerSwan surveillance
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personnel during the standoff: “I’m honored that they felt that we were 
a big enough threat to go to this level of intervention” (A. Brown et al.).

Passed By

The Dakota Access Pipeline demonstrators, unwilling or even unable to 
hope that the state and federal governments might address their list of 
concerns, took into their own hands this fight against a corporation 
worth billions of dollars. Implicit in this struggle is the notion that gov
ernment and capital are in fact intimately intertwined, each serving the 
others interests. Indeed, the veil on the complicity of elected officials 
and corporate interests was pulled back in North Dakota, as it was dur
ing the Occupy Wall Street movement and associated efforts in cities 
across the country. And even among those who did not brave the harsh 
conditions at Standing Rock there is a growing awareness that the mod
ern economy works only for those with access to capital, leaving wage 
earners waiting and praying for an economic upswing, but, like hitch
hikers standing alongside a busy highway trying to stop one of the on- 
rushing vehicles, the wait is in vain. For these struggling hitchers, the 
barriers to buying a car are too high and they possess very little to induce 
the wealthy owners of the sleek automobiles that rush past them to halt, 
unwilling as they are to hold up the traffic of commerce. And that traffic 
is rushing past the less prosperous at ever higher speeds. Thomas Piketty, 
whose best-selling Capital in the Twenty-First Century has helped stoke 
public discussions about increasing inequality, draws many shocking 
conclusions from his intensive study of the economic divergence be
tween laborers and the affluent. But the greatest revelation in his work 
is the order of magnitude in which the world’s wealthiest individuals 
are accumulating money faster than anyone else. In the period between 
1987 and 2013, the total worth of the world’s richest individuals grew 
by nearly seven percent a year, while the average wealth of all adults 
across the world increased by just about two percent. “If such an evo
lution were to continue indefinitely,” writes Piketty, “the share [of total 
wealth] of these extremely tiny groups could reach quite substantial lev
els by the end of the twenty-first century” (550-51).
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Unsurprisingly given this economic environment, dissatisfaction 
with the undesirable effects of capitalism is palpable in the United States 
and abroad. According to a poll conducted in September 2015 for the 
Legatum Institute, a British think tank which studies global prosperity, 
fifty-five percent of Americans feel that the “poor get poorer and the 
rich get richer in capitalist economies,” while just twenty-one percent 
disagreed.1 The frequency of the “poor get poorer” response was even 
more pronounced in Europe and other parts of the world (seventy- 
seven percent in Germany and India, seventy-one percent in Brazil, and 
sixty-four percent in the United Kingdom). While clearly disillusioned 
with capitalisms perceived inequities, U.S. respondents strongly dis
agreed with the notion that poverty is best tackled by government (eigh
teen percent of those polled favored public anti-poverty efforts), rather 
than free enterprise (forty-nine percent stated that market economics 
are the solution to financial hardship) (Montgomerie). When one re
calls the economic disaster that began in 2007, the drawn-out after
effects of which have continued to harm institutions and individuals 
for years, the continued American faith in capitalisms ability to self- 
heal is a head-scratching issue. This confidence overlooks the founda
tional antagonisms that exist between the economy as it exists and 
human interests: “There are deep fault lines in the global economy, fault 
lines that have developed because in an integrated economy and in an 
integrated world, what is best for the individual actor or institution is 
not always best for the system” (Rajan 5).

The Legatum survey results suggest an intractable state of affairs: 
Americans feel that capitalism encourages growing economic inequality 
but doubt that public initiatives will close the widening gap between 
rich and poor. And, at the same time, the economic framework that 
disadvantages the poor is believed to be the one true path out of indi
gence. This seeming paradox threatens to trigger a malaise among voters 
(particularly those at the bottom of the economic totem pole) disap
pointed by the futility of democratic engagement. According to Buying 
Time: The Delayed Crisis o f Democratic Capitalism, a diagnostic of cap
italisms failings and impacts on democracy by the German sociologist 
Wolfgang Streeck,
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the losers from the neoliberal turn cannot see what they might get 
from a change in government; the TINA (“There is no alternative”) 
politics of “globalization” has long arrived at the bottom of society 
where voting no longer makes a difference in the eyes of those who 
would have most to gain from political change. (55)

Neoliberalism, in Streeck’s view of capitalisms evolution, has won the 
day. The golden years— economically speaking—following the Second 
World War were marked by the 
confluence of a high-growth econ
omy that brought prosperity to a 
broad swathe of workers in America 
and Western Europe and govern
mental implementation of Keyne
sian policies that reinforced social 
institutions and cohesion. These 
conditions gave way in the 1970s to 
developments that extended the 
reach of markets and market-driven 
rationality. The structural changes 
underway in Western economies 
during that decade were made tan
gible for the public by the adminis
trations of Ronald Regan and 
Margaret Thatcher— particularly in their dogged attacks on actions car
ried out by organized labor and rollbacks of union power and influ
ence— and later Germany’s chancellor, Helmut Kohl, who oversaw the 
forced capitulation of East German socialism to capitalism during that 
country’s reunification in 1990. Western Europe and the U.S. had fallen 
under the sway of neoliberal reformism that promoted economic prac
tices informed by the idea that

human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual 
entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional frame
work characterized by strong private property rights, free markets,

BUYING 
TIME
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and free trade. . . . [I]f markets do not exist (in areas such as land, 
water, education, health care, social security, or environmental pol
lution) then they must be created, by state action if necessary.” 
(Harvey 2)

Driven to Distraction

Conterminous with the steady expansion of market-based practices into 
ever deeper recesses of the state and human life, long-established markets 
were themselves changing. Advances in transportation and communi
cation technologies meant that businesses were no longer limited to na
tional or regional consumers and makers of their goods, opening the 
door to globalization. At the same time women surged into labor mar
kets (Streeck, “Citizens” 30). However, the emerging consumption par
adise soothed the sting of moving from a postwar full-employment 
economy and the consciousness of labor’s weakened position in a ne
oliberal regime, and distracted from the increasing incongruity of dem
ocratic politics and economic policy.

Because unregulated internal markets and vigorous international free 
trade, two central organizing tenets of neoliberal thought, facilitate and 
encourage lifestyles that center on consumption-established identity 
and gratification, they must necessarily interfere with the responsibili
ties part and parcel to democracy. Continuous developments in con
sumer electronics, the impossible-to-keep-up-with expansion in 
entertainment venues and franchises, the flood of low-priced goods pro
duced in developing countries, the fetishization of home ownership 
(whether one is remodeling, buying a tear-down, or breathlessly falling 
for interior design fads), the pressure to outshine one’s acquaintances 
(Feast your eyes on this delicious organic meal! Our vacation could not 
have been more perfect! My child is a piano prodigy and knows how 
to fix a balky carburetor!) are all fed by an infectious social-media ob
session. That these and other distractions— or, to be more true to the 
system in place, natural outgrowths of neoliberalisms twin cults of 
hyper-individuality and internalized competitiveness— from economic 
insecurity are present and effective is made plain by any nonchalant pe-
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rusal of ones surroundings. Hie quite pernicious consequences of neolib- 
eralism for the health of democracy hide beneath the shiny baubles of 
life (ful)filled with shopping.

O f particular concern, the injection of market-thinking into nearly 
every niche of modern existence has had a corrosive effect on the na
ture of democratic participation. As Streeck explains, the quick-change 
pliability of identity built through and measured by consumption 
choices and the sense of gratification yielded by material trappings that 
themselves establish self-worth and self-envisioning, when confronted 
with the wearisome consensus-building requirements of democratic 
participation can only yield disappointment and impatience. Whereas 
single-issue (or -target) advocacy and protest like that demonstrated 
at Standing Rock can provide channels of action that resist complete 
political disaffection on the part of citizens, the narrowness of such 
undertakings threatens to allow the state to continue under the guid
ance of unwholesome interests free to act independently of threatening 
opposition and struggle. And the seriousness with which citizens exe
cute their civil responsibilities withers in the process: “Political partic
ipation as the duty of a citizen gives way, in affluent consumer cultures, 
to political participation as fun: one personal preference like any other, 
rather than a collective obligation” (Streeck, Buying Time 45).

Nevertheless, an agonistic struggle between capitalism and democracy 
is no foregone condition of nature, but rather a manifestation of a spe
cific epoch of capitalism, according to Streeck. Althogh his intellectual 
framework rests in crisis theory developed by Theodor Adorno s Frank
furt School during the 1970s— a viewpoint that gives little credence to 
the peaceable coexistence of these economic and political structures— 
the sociologist is able to locate a brief period of time in postwar Western 
countries when capitalism worked hand in glove with democracy: “My 
analyses treat the financial and fiscal crisis of contemporary capitalism 
as part of the developmental continuum of society as a whole. . . . [The 
current crisis is] a dissolution of the regime of postwar democratic cap
italism” (Streeck, Buying Time ix). This heyday, known in France as the 
trente glorieuses and the Wirtschaftswunder in Germany, was characterized 
by cooperation between industry and government and the accompany-
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ing Keynesian policies that focused on growth, taming of market volatil
ity, equitable distribution of social goods and wealth, low unemploy
ment, and negligible inflation. These limitations on free-market, 
laissez-faire capitalism were necessary, Streeck explains, to legitimize cap
italism for workers given the existence of competing systems of economy 
in the Soviet Bloc, not to mention revolutionary socialism spreading in 
less developed countries and leftist groups currying favor with voters in 
Western Europe (24-25). Capitalism had to be justified to keep political 
discontent from boiling over. And as long as the economy benefited the 
great majority of individuals through high wages and access to jobs often 
protected by union agreements, democratic involvement and institu
tional faith were bound to flourish.

But everything changed by the 1970s, according to the long- 
established estimation of those on the left and others critical of capitalism 
in its modern form. Behind the commonplace argument for identifying 
the decade as a fundamental turning point in Western industrial 
economies stand developments that directly linked social upheaval during 
the late 1960s to the rise of political figures of the neoliberal vanguard, 
the Reagans and Thatchers of the world. Europe, primarily, witnessed

a series of worker revolts that confronted employers in the mature 
industrial societies with a new generation of workers who took for 
granted the growth-rates and social advances of postwar reconstruc
tion and the political promises of the founding years of democratic 
capitalism. (Streeck, Buying Time 19)

In the United States, meanwhile, the Vietnam War protest movement 
and the popularity of anti-establishment ideas and behaviors chal
lenged the bedrock that once interleaved capitalism and democracy. 
Streeck, ominously, declares that capitalism “was neither willing nor 
able to fulfil forever” the economic harmony that followed the Second 
World War (19).

What emerges during that decade is what Streeck terms a “legitima
tion crisis.” Enterprises, held to low profit margins through wage and 
benefit concessions to labor chose to “escape into the m arket. . . with a
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recovery of profit margins to be achieved through free markets and 
deregulation instead of through government policies with their danger 
of social obligations coming with them” (27-8). Rather than pursuing 
what had been a traditional reinvestment of profits into areas such as 
hourly wages, benefits, and training, financial markets served the cor
porate world as a receptacle for siphoned-off revenue, the parked wealth 
used to grant ever-larger compensation packages to the management 
caste. Meanwhile, unemployment became an increasing problem during 
the period, taking the shine off of capitalism for a workforce that hereto
fore had been secure in the idea that businesses and employees worked 
on behalf of each other. The fear of unemployment and the prospect of 
a difficult job search further empowered employers and undermined 
labor’s expectation, fostered by years of gains, that it stood before an un
limited horizon of concessions.

This was no unanticipated consequence, however, but rather a man
ifestation of capitalisms maturity, as prescient economists recognized. 
As early as 1943, for instance, Michal Kalecki suggested that full em
ployment would lead to overconfidence in a labor force that had forgot
ten the hardships of the Great Depression (25). As if on cue, during the 
1970s sanctioned unemployment shredded the postwar social contract. 
Companies were now content to accentuate earnings by gambling in the 
markets, thus relying far less on the output of their labor forces. So began 
the first great crisis of confidence faced by capitalism and its evangelists 
after the war.

In order to dampen the prospect of social unrest in an environment 
of structural unemployment and deregulation that lopsidedly favored 
corporations, many countries elected to enact inflationary monetary 
policies. By the mid-1970s some countries in Western Europe had in
flation rates that neared or exceeded twenty percent, while in the 
United States inflation passed the ten-percent level by the end of the 
decade (to put this period of rapid price increase in perspective, the 
current inflation rate in the U.S. is less than two percent). This mon
etary “trick” created an illusion of “greater affluence” for both laborers, 
in the form of wage increases, and corporations, “but that illusion faded 
over time and finally disappeared when the declining value of money
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induced its owners either to stop investing or to seek safety in other 
currencies” (33). Underlying these manipulations of the money supply 
was a slowdown in growth, and the response to this stagflation was a 
course of government borrowing, an introduction of what Streeck calls 
the “debt state,” which turned its back on the policy of paying for pub
lic services and government needs solely through taxation: “Public debt 
made it possible to introduce resources into the distributional conflicts 
of the time that had not yet in fact been produced, enabling govern
ments to draw on future resources in addition to those already at hand” 
(Streeck, “The Crises” 14). At the same time, low interest rates and a 
fully capitalized financial system encouraged an explosive increase in 
private borrowing, in essence a source of “income” that padded lower 
wages and enabled individuals to partake of services (education, insur
ance, health care) that were increasingly farmed out by governments 
to private enterprise, a key accomplishment of the neoliberal agenda 
(Streeck, Buying Time 38-9).

Democracy Weakened: Marktvolk contra Staatsvolk

A decline in electoral participation has been evident since the 1960s in 
Western democracies. In the United States, the portion of voters who 
went to the polls for presidential elections from 1952 through 1968 
topped sixty percent, after which it fell to between fifty-four and fifty- 
eight percent. The number was in the low sixties for the 2004 and 2008 
election cycles before retreating again in the two most recent elections 
(Bipartisan Policy Center). Political scientists are often wary to link cycli
cal turnout numbers to voter disaffection or a general decline in demo
cratic engagement, but Peter Mair has shown that in Europe the lowest 
turnouts for parliamentary elections in fifteen countries since the 1950s 
tended to occur during the 1990s and 2000s: “The overall direction and 
reach of the change is unmistakable, and it offers the first strong indicator 
of the increase in popular withdrawal and disengagement from conven
tional politics” (28-29). Streeck boldly argues for a clear line of causation 
to be drawn from data such as Mair s to the ascendancy of neoliberalism 
and a capitalism that favors corporations to the detriment of the labor
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force: “The less hope they [laborers] invest in elections, the less those who 
can afford to rely on the market have to fear from political intervention. 
The political resignation of the underclass consolidates the neoliberal turn 
from which it derives, further shielding capitalism from democracy” 
(Streeck, Buying Time 55). This direct link between an imbalanced cap
italism and the dangers it poses to democracy is the heart of Streeck’s 
monograph. Governments, desperate to assuage the harmful impacts of 
capitalism on the social contract, are constantly engaged in buying time 
to hold off the next catastrophe.

Streeck posits that a fragmentation of the body politic has taken place 
under the auspices of the debt state. In his model for this more recent 
development, which he believes has been neglected by scholarship and 
the popular press, the citizenries of capitalist nations have been cleaved 
into unequal halves. First there are the few who have substantial re
sources to invest in the financial markets, the Marktvolk. On the other 
hand, the vagaries of capitalism that bar wage earners from participation 
in the market have created the estate of the Staatsvolk.2 Members of the 
Staatsvolk enjoy a traditional relationship to a state that guarantees rights 
and security and at the same time provides public services, all in ex
change for loyalty, tax remittance, and democratic participation. Mark
tvolk, in contrast, delineates a globally-focused class of individuals and 
institutions (mutual funds, large retirement systems, international 
banks) that hold sovereign debt in the form of government bonds and 
are more interested in the contractual guarantees of the financial world 
than rights extended by a state constitution and for whom loyalty to a 
particular nation only extends to its ability to cover its financial liabilities 
(80-81). This “top of the global power pyramid” takes full advantage of 
the portability of modern wealth to flit from place to place, as they “are 
as light, sprightly and volatile as the increasingly global and extraterri
torial trade and finances that assisted at their birth and sustain their no
madic existence” (Bauman 3-4). Tel Aviv for breakfast, London for 
lunch, and Miami for a late dinner and nightcap.

But here is the rub. Governments find themselves pinched between 
the imperatives of the markets (any move made against the Marktvolk 
endangers the stability of stock markets, interest rates, and corporate tax

31



payments, among others) and the needs of common citizens. The latter 
do not have the freedom to flee detrimental government policies, the 
hallmarks of Hayekian neoliberalism, that inevitably follow when low- 
taxation policies and the compulsion to privatize what had been public 
goods (including the shrinkage of government itself) lead to an erosion 
of quality of life. The Staatsvolk, embedded in place by a lack of re
sources, must suffer the consequences of policies enacted by govern
ments tirelessly lobbied on behalf of the international wealth set. 
However, governments fully ignore the needs and pleas of regular citi
zens at their own peril, no matter how much the Marktvolk would try 
to persuade them to do so.

The growing indebtedness of countries (that of the U.S. has recently 
passed twenty trillion dollars) that ensued in the transition to debt-state 
methods of budgeting continues to redirect power from average citizens 
toward the financial elite, which further erodes the sovereignty of nations 
“by subjecting the policies of their governments to the discipline of fi
nancial markets” (Streeck, Buying Time 84). But, as the 2016 U.S. pres
idential election showed, ignoring the Staatsvolk, in the eyes of many 
Hillary Clintons strategic weakness, can be politically fatal. The election 
of Donald Trump depended heavily on working-class voters, plagued by 
stagnating wages and dismal job prospects in a country with rapidly 
changing demographics. Trump has held out the promise to his voters 
that they will reclaim power from those perched on the top of the eco
nomic pile, despite the fact that numerous members of the president’s 
cabinet and advisory personnel were at home on Wall Street before the 
election. In the Washington Post's summation of the keys to his victory, 
the election of Trump was “a revolt of working-class whites who felt 
stung by globalization and uneasy in a diversifying country where their 
political power had seemed to be diminishing” (Tankersley).

Reduced sovereignty caused by globalization and wealth transporta
bility is in fact a new normal that U.S. officials are willing to admit, 
even if only in the foreign press. During an interview with a Swiss 
newspaper in 2007, Alan Greenspan, the then recently retired head of 
the U.S. Federal Reserve, responded to a question about his favorite 
candidate for the U.S. presidency with a remark that must be chilling
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to anyone concerned with the health of modern democracy. “We are 
fortunate, thanks to globalization, that most of the political decision
making in the U.S. has been replaced by the guidance of international 
market forces,” Greenspan told the Tages-Anzeiger of the banking hub 
Zurich. Because the city is a playground of the world’s financial aris
tocracy, it was perhaps not coincidental that Greenspan chose this par
ticular media outlet for his momentary insouciance.

“With the exception of national security issues,” the former federal 
reserve chief continued, “it hardly matters who the next president will 
be. The world is governed by market forces” (qtd. in Thielemann 820, 
translation my own). It should be clear why such frank talk concerning 
the growing power of capital from the mouths of U.S. decision-makers 
rarely finds its way into the American press: to so nakedly reveal the 
vanishing power of the Staatsvolk would be to bury any remaining le
gitimacy of democratic capitalism and generate resentment against the 
rich that would have the potential to be more destabilizing than any
thing that has come before.

Renewed Interest

The serious challenge mounted by the left-wing Democratic Party can
didate Bernie Sanders to Clintons centrist, market-friendly campaign 
during the 2016 U.S. presidential election revealed an interest of many 
non-conservatives in policies that are standard hallmarks of socialist talk
ing points. Sanders campaign called for single-payer health care along 
the lines of the British NHS or the Canadian health care system, uni
versity education unburdened by exorbitant tuition and fees, and a dou
bling of the federal minimum wage, along with an improved social 
welfare net (“Income and Wealth Inequality”). Furthermore, according 
to The Guardian newspaper, the largest socialist organization in the 
United States, the Democratic Socialists of America, has experienced a 
recent fourfold rise in its ranks, to over twenty-five thousand members. 
Many who are being drawn to the Democratic Socialists and other leftist 
associations are millennials who were witness to one of capitalisms most 
spectacular failings, the 2007 financial crisis, as well as organized re-
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sponses to the growing stranglehold of capital, including the Occupy 
Wall Street movement. Across the Atlantic, a similar dynamic has led to 
the unlikely popularity of Jeremy Corbyn, the grandfatherly leader of the 
British Labour Party who has staked out much of the same inequality- 
and neoliberalism-critical territory as Sanders (McGreal).

The anger and frustration of the American voting public that paved 
the way for Trump’s victory from the right is of a piece with that of 
Americans on the left who felt energized by the once-old-but-made- 
new-again policies of Sanders. Where the two sides diverge in their out
rage concerns the specific causes and sources of their frustrations, with 
identity-based scapegoatism (enemies of the state: those of non-Christian 
faith, those championing liberal identity politics, the establishments 
elite) driving many Trump voters, while systemic critiques nourished 
the left (down with corporate greed, irresponsible financial institutions, 
pervasive neoliberalism). Points of agreement between Trump and 
Sanders, and there are several, are fascinating in their overarching target: 
an economic system that has harmed American workers. Trump, who 
on behalf of “economic nationalism” has labeled international trade 
agreements as bad deals for American workers, withdrew from negotia
tions for the Tans-Pacific Partnership, a major trade agreement involving 
various countries on the Pacific Rim, as one of his first acts as president 
and is seeking to renegotiate NAFTA with Mexico and Canada. In re
sponse to the TPP pullout, Trump stated that “I think you’re going to 
have a lot of companies come back to our country” (Baker). Compare 
this to Sanders’ justification of his own call for the reversal of America’s 
trade agreements, which “have driven down wages and caused the loss 
of millions of jobs. If corporate America wants us to buy their products 
they need to manufacture those products in this country, not in China 
or other low-wage countries” (“Income and Wealth Inequality”).

What does it say about the state of capitalism when the furthest op
posing fringes of American mainstream politics in unison lambaste cor
porate globalism and its attendant depression of wages and offshoring 
of jobs to the newest low-wage, business-friendly destination? Or what 
of the United Kingdom’s vote to leave the European Union, supported 
by the extreme right-wing United Kingdom Independence Party and el-
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ements of the Conservative Party, by no means a bastion of anti
capitalism? The main arguments behind Brexit were the wish to reassert 
the country s economic independence, extricate the land from a supra
national agreement seen as hampering the welfare of British workers, 
and slow down immigration. While the Labour Party attacked the anti
immigrant sentiments of the Brexit movement, the party chief Corbyn 
understands the decision to exit as an expression of frustration with cap
italism’s dark side and the disadvantages suffered by Britain under glob
alization: “We won’t tackle the damage done by elite globalisation just 
by leaving the EU. . . . We won’t take back control’ unless we take on 
the corporate vested interests that control our energy, our transport and 
have infiltrated our public service” (Elgot).

Socialism: Concepts and Flaws

Into this atmosphere of growing skepticism vis-a-vis capitalism and so
cialism’s concomitant gain in stature— or, to put it more modestly, height
ened popularity of issues associated with modern socialism, like the idea 
of limiting the ability of capital to flout national borders in order to pro
tect local workers and prevent exploitation of those abroad—steps Axel 
Honneth with a brief and highly pertinent study, The Idea o f Socialism: 
Towards a Renewal. Honneth’s book has two intentions: to diagnose the 
shortcomings of socialism that have contributed to its contemporary la
tency, in particular since the demise of the Soviet Bloc, and to offer sug
gestions for its rehabilitation that would restore it as a valid counterweight 
to capitalism in discussions of how to shape future economies. Most par
ticularly, it is the historicist, restrictive connection between socialism and 
economics that Honneth wishes to burst asunder.

Socialism’s fatal weakness lies in its early origins, according to Honneth, 
director of the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt—otherwise known 
as the Frankfurt School mentioned earlier—the home of Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer. For Honneth, an undue emphasis on the economic aspects 
of socialism that betrays its genesis as a response to the rapaciousness of 
early industrialism, combined with a lack of theoretical consequentiality,3 
hobble its usefulness in a world where capitalism is intertwined with all as-
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pects of life. He argues that the touchstone of early socialist thought was 
the French Revolution and its triumvirate of ideals: liberty, equality, and 
fraternity. But, he emphasizes, only the first and last aspirations served as the

locus of work by first-generation social
ists, which included Robert Owen of 
Wales and the Frenchmen Charles 
Fourier and Henri de Saint-Simon.

In practice, these three mens visions 
of future communities and human ex
istence diverged greatly. Saint-Simon 
imagined that the bourgeoisie would 
move beyond its role as holder of cap
ital to become what Friedrich Engels 
termed “social trustees.” The newly es
tablished solidarity of the bourgeoisie 
with other classes, including scientifi
cally-minded intellectuals, would re
sult in a novel society organized under 
the banner of “new Christianity” (290- 

91). Fourier, a savage critic of post-Revolution social conditions, promoted 
true human emancipation, especially that of women, in opposition to the 
“rose-coloured phraseology of the bourgeois ideologists of his time” (292- 
93). Lastly, the cotton mill New Lanark, managed by Owen between 1800 
and 1829, became a laboratory for what Engels named “Communism.” 
Under the leadership of Owen the mill became a “model colony, in which 
drunkenness, police, magistrates, poor laws, charity were unknown. And 
all this simply by placing the people in conditions worthy of human be
ings” (294-97).

What united these utopian socialists and their followers was the cre
ation of coexistence models capable of reconciling the tensions generated 
when liberty and fraternity are pursued coequally: “All of these groups 
traced the injustice done to the working population back to the fact that 
the capitalist market had managed to slip out of the control of the 
broader society, instead obeying solely the laws of supply and demand” 
(Honneth 10).4 This critique draws attention to how capitalism pro-
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motes liberty, the pursuit of each individual’s own desires and whims 
(hence the philosophies of libertarianism and classical liberalism, which 
argue for the advancement of personal ends unfettered by constraints 
established by the other). Fraternity suffers under such a regime of per
sonal interest when fellow members of society are seen as threats to one’s 
own self-chosen destiny: “ [Karl] Marx makes perfectly clear even in his 
early works that the concept of freedom employed in traditional eco
nomics and implemented in the capitalist market represents a kind of 
individualism irreconcilable with the demands of a true’ community 
encompassing all members of society” (15).

Classic liberalism considers freedom (liberty) to be negative in its 
essence, meaning that the simple fact that one lives in a world filled with 
neighbors, family members, strangers, friends, enemies, and the perpet
ually not-yet-born poses a threat to liberty:

Advocates of negative conceptions of freedom typically restrict the 
range of obstacles that count as constraints on freedom to those that 
are brought about by other agents. For theorists who conceive of con
straints on freedom in this way, I am unfree only to the extent that 
other people prevent me from doing certain things. (Carter)

Early socialists understood liberty to be positive in nature, on the con
trary: “The point of departure of the socialist movement is the holistic 
notion that the community of solidarity, rather than the individual, is 
the bearer of freedom” (Honneth 25). In other words, individuals realize 
that the needs of others should be weighed when one engages in eco
nomic relationships. For example, in this system of “mutual sympathy” 
as ITonneth calls it, a home builder, when purchasing materials for a 
new project, would seek to pay the lumber dealer a fair amount, thereby 
allowing the home to be constructed and the wholesaler to continue to 
serve the community by providing essential goods (although this latter 
aspect should not be a “goal” in itself, as that would amount to a form 
of instrumentalism contrary to mutual sympathy). The desired outcome 
is not finding a low (or high) price for the lumber, but arranging an eq
uitable deal that seeks maximization of benefits for both individuals be-
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cause they are concerned with and consider each other s welfare in addition 
to that of all community members. And when mutual sympathy is prac
ticed across the community the shared sense of responsibility and care 
lifts economic transactions from the realm of cutthroat deal-making and 
profit lust that reduces others to objects of exploitation to one of 
communal-actualization that envisions individual and community ful
fillment as inseparable. Such positive freedom is unobtainable without 
sympathetically partaking in the life projects of ones neighbors, if only 
at the abstract level.5

For dyed-in-the-wool believers in American exceptionalism of the 
economic variety— “pull yourself up by the bootstraps,” “big govern
ment is the enemy,” “wealth and success are the measure of the 
(wo)man,” “self-reliance is the only way to go,” to list just some of the 
credos that articulate this exceptionalism—seemingly utopian social con
structs that eschew the winner-takes-all (or most) individualism at the 
core of the country’s political and economic culture are well-nigh hereti
cal. Devotion to capitalism and the infallibility of markets has soaked 
through to every layer of American life, impacting areas as diverse as 
contemporary religious dogma and education. Megachurch preachers 
like Joel Osteen, dean of what is called the prosperity gospel as originated 
by Oral Roberts in the 1940s, entice their followers with a persuasive 
message that faith in God will lead to fortune or, at the least, financial 
comfort. By one estimation, fifty of the largest two-hundred-sixty 
churches in the United States, counting millions of parishioners, spread 
a message of the financial rewards granted by Christian faith from the 
pulpit, with the underlying message that capitalism is smoothly recon
cilable with the spiritual life. The widespread distribution of the message 
has even been implicated as a contributing factor in the recent financial 
meltdown because it encouraged reckless choices: reliance on lines of 
credit that would prove to be impossible to repay, expensive home and 
car purchases on insufficient salaries, and decisions based on the con
viction that the economic boom fueled by cheap money would not end 
by the grace of God (Rosin). And among many other examples one can 
find of capitalisms hold over its subjects, a notable curiosity is seen in 
faddish attempts to calculate how much holders of particular university
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degrees will earn over their lifetimes. W ithout doubt, such number 
crunching utterly discounts the unquantifiable, intangible benefits of 
advanced education for the student and the society.

Is it any surprise then that in 2016 Trump, a man of significant 
means willing to brand steaks and fraudulent educational institutions 
with his own name for the purpose of increasing his family’s fortune, 
captured the imagination of so many Americans steeped in a concept 
of human accomplishment that holds financial aspirations and ma
terial attainment in the highest esteem, even to the point of coloring 
modern religion and challenging long-lived educational precepts? And 
yet, as the Legatum Institute poll indicates, the invasiveness of capi
talism worries many Americans who sense that something is amiss. 
But remember, the free market, not political or governmental inter
vention, is viewed by a great many as the most effective remedy to 
the shortcomings of capitalism. In this vein of argument, the problem 
is not too much capitalism, but rather too little capitalism, hampered 
as it is by regulation and other external interference that unsettle the 
miraculous “invisible hand.”

If most Americans perceive that the economy is the only viable source 
of solutions to problems generated by that selfsame aspect of modern 
life, Honneth notes that socialist thinkers adopted a similar viewpoint, 
casting socialism as a purely economic concern. This despite the fact that 
transformation-inspired politics, typically of an extra-democratic nature, 
were quite prominent during the nineteenth century. One need only 
think of the Europe-wide uprisings of 1848, the American Civil War, 
or the Paris Commune of 1871 to observe the susceptibility of estab
lished regimes to political unrest during the century of socialisms roots. 
However, the possibilities afforded by sociopolitical efforts remained a 
blind spot for Owens and the others:

Because these socialists one-sidedly locate both the good and the bad 
forms solely in the economic sphere, they deprive themselves unin
tentionally of the chance to think of this new regime, in which shared 
goals are negotiated democratically, in categories of freedom. The in
evitable result is not only an inadequate understanding of politics, but
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also a failure to grasp the emancipatory potential of these same rights 
to freedom. (Honneth 33)

By dint of its sole emphasis on economic self- and community- 
fulfillment, early socialist thought suffered from an “incapacity to find 
any access to the values of the social sphere.” It was understood even 
within the rise of “democratic socialism” in post-1945 Germany that 
the purpose of democratic structures was to act as a brake on unalloyed 
capitalism, not a path to individuals’ self-determination (36-37).

In Steps Marx

For Karl Marx, the most consequential and radical of nineteenth-century 
socialist thinkers, the terrain on which sweeping change shall take place 
is delineated by three interlocking “facts” that lie at the heart of his his
torical materialism, a teleological understanding of history as being 
formed by and accountable to human activity that repudiated pre- 
Enlightenment, eschatological narratives of history. But despite the pre
science of many aspects of Marxs thought, including “economic inequal
ity, class politics, [and] globalizing capitalism” (Carver and Farr 11), 
ffonneth criticizes its historical boundedness, its indebtedness to con
ditions and processes prepared by and unique to the Industrial Revolu
tion. But first a look at Marx in his own time-bound terms.

Social relationships that affirm the freedom of the individual through 
sympathy with others can only be established by means of “reform or 
the revolutionary overcoming of the capitalist market economy,” in the 
view of Marx (Flonneth 30). As the Manifesto o f the Communist Party, 
published by Marx and Engels in 1848, states:

The proletarians [workers employed in large-scale industrial settings] 
can only seize the productive powers of society by abolishing their 
own former mode of appropriation and hence all former modes of 
appropriation . . . [and] cannot lift itself up, cannot raise itself up, 
without flinging into the air the whole superstructure of social strata 
which form the establishment. (245)
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These “modes of appropriation” include raw materials, industrial might, 
and wage labor, all of which provide capital to the dominant bourgeoisie 
class, the antagonists of the proletarians, while the “superstructure” refers 
to all of the cultural, institutional, and philosophical currents informed 
by bourgeois capitalism. The revolt of proletarian wage earners, the sec
ond keystone of Marx’s explication of the impending doom facing those 
whose livelihoods are secured through capital was itself stimulated by a 
bourgeoisie that demands of workers that they “sell themselves piece
meal” and thereby radicalizes them: “The development of large-scale in
dustry pulls from under the feet of the bourgeoisie the very foundations 
on which they produce goods and appropriate them. Above all it pro
duces its own gravediggers. Its downfall and the victory of the proletariat 
are equally unavoidable” (245-46). The inevitability of the proletarian 
seizure of capital’s engines is the final “fact” of Marx’s vision of the work
ers’ liberation and bespeaks his affinity with other socialist thinkers, who

share the assumption that the changes they seek to make are histori
cally necessary to a certain degree: The capitalist market will either be 
destroyed by the crisis it creates, unleash economic forces of collec
tivization, or produce ever stronger resistance as a result of impover
ishment. (Honneth 30-31)

In the end, time has not proven friendly to much of utopian socialism 
in general, as well as to Marx’s and Marxism’s supposition of proletarian- 
led revolution. In fact, the developments unloosed by the Industrial Rev
olution led to marked theoretical shortcomings, especially in Marx’s 
explication of communism, a version of socialism that foresees cata
clysmic struggles between the proletarian and bourgeois classes and turns 
its back on the gradualism and pacific tendencies of utopian socialism. 
In a serious blow to Marx’s theory of revolution, Honneth’s predecessors 
at the Frankfurt School established in the 1930s that the notion of a 
united proletarian front desirous of revolution and total economic re
alignment was a chimera, neither a historical nor a present-day fact. As 
Honneth succinctly states, “There is no automatic connection between 
a class-specific objective situation and certain desires or interests” (41).
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This reliance on a supposed reality that is, in fact, a figment of the the
orist s imagination is not a methodological failing peculiar to Marx, but 
rather an expression of a general assumption among contemporary so
cialists that lays bare the historical context of the forward-projecting 
manifesto. The followers of Saint-Simon, for example, were convinced 
as well that industrial workers were “just waiting for the moment when 
their common activities and abilities would finally be freed from the 
yoke of a feudal-bourgeois property order in order to increase their pro
ductivity in free association” (37). A second modern critique centers on 
early socialisms faith in human affairs as an unfolding of continual 
progress, a major concept of Enlightenment thought that is quite influ
ential still to this day, particularly in the realm of techno-optimism. In 
the Manifesto, history (and future) is a succession of governing classes 
and economic models: the transition from the feudal aristocracy and 
guild system of the Middle Ages to bourgeois capitalism will be followed 
by the supremacy of the workers and the means of production held in 
common. Marxs confidence in this course of history has yet to be repaid, 
despite socialism’s and communism’s (temporary) implementation and 
currency during the twentieth century and toehold in the twenty-first. 
Capitalism, despite its susceptibility to crises and always impending 
death, has yet to be fatally discredited or challenged by either movement. 
As the philosopher Ernst Bloch wrote, “Marxism, in all its analyses the 
coldest detective, takes the fairy-tale seriously, takes the dream of a 
Golden Age practically” (qtd. in Therborn 110).

The Dream in Tatters

Commentators have noted how expressions closely associated with 
Gothic fiction pepper the Manifesto: the evocative terms “specter,” 
“haunt,” and “grave-diggers” counterpoint the tract’s sober (yet exuber
ant) examination of class antagonism and call for revolution. Leftist 
thinkers of recent vintage have inverted the original connotations of this 
vocabulary, giving expression to what Walter Benjamin once called the 
“melancholy of the left” that arises with the recognition of unchecked 
capitalism’s triumph in the post-Soviet, unipolar world: “Left melan-
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choly, in short, is Benjamins name for a mournful, conservative, 
backward-looking attachment to a feeling, analysis, or relationship that 
has been rendered thinglike and frozen in the heart of the putative leftist” 
(W. Brown 20-21). Marxs specter haunting Europe was the communism 
yet to come, promising hope and freedom for the continent’s oppressed 
workers. The specter with which leftist thinkers now engage is the sub
mission of “actually existing socialism” in the Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe to capitalist systems of economy. Furthermore, those on the left 
must concede that the graves of far-left insurrections and movements 
across the globe have been prepared by so-called “counterrevolutionary” 
forces, foremost among them the liberal democracies traditionally led 
by the United States under the influence of global finance’s shadowy 
tentacles: “Most of the emancipatory movements that seemed to be gain
ing ground in the 1960s, primarily in the periphery, have been roundly 
defeated” (Foster 2). In addition, leftism must always reckon with the 
graves it has dug, the crimes, abuses, repression, vicious collectivization, 
and hypocrisies that manifested themselves in socialist governments re
liant on centralization and authoritarianism, most famously illustrated 
by the Gulag in Stalin’s Soviet Union. In the acerbic estimation of one 
analyst, “no regime identifying with Bolshevism has led, at any time or 
place, to anything that can be called ‘liberation’” (Cohen).

In the Russia of 2017, the one-hundredth anniversary of Lenin’s Bol
shevik revolution, memories of this greatest victory of socialism linger 
over tragedies which, during that October of upheaval, had yet to come 
to pass. While true liberation was not to manifest itself in the Soviet 
Union, the nation’s inarguable achievements in areas like education, cit
izen welfare, space exploration, or scientific advances have been obliter
ated by time or rewritten in the new history of the victors and no longer 
figure in the consciousness of Russians:

The criminalization of the history of the revolution, the absolutism 
of the dominant narrative of violence and terror, has become com
monplace. . . .  A vast establishment is dedicated to this manipulation, 
under the banner of “remembrance policy,” with the aid of whole bat
talions of historians. (Krausz 27)6
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Post-Soviet leftist thought, weighed down by the baggage of a checkered 
and detrimental past, now finds itself in a strange position. Today, few 
nations, among them North Korea, Cuba, China, and Bolivia, are in
fluenced by or claim allegiance (albeit of greatly varying degrees) to so
cialism. Their political and historical peculiarities brand them more as 
oddities than as societies worthy of emulation, much less as exemplars 
of socialisms ability to serve as the “answer” to the problem of capital
isms hegemony. Yet troubling inequality data and the awareness that 
ecological calamity may lie around the corner have convinced leftists 
that they have more to contribute to global dialogues than was the case 
in the 1990s. There is a strong conviction on the left that the status 
quo—which would mean that unceasing environmental damage 
through exploitation of the earths resources, the international flattening 
of wages, prospects for mass unemployment due to automation, insta
bility and mass migration caused by climate change, and the return to 
authoritarianism would continue to unfold by virtue of sheer momen
tum— must not, and cannot, be maintained.7 So some contemporary 
socialists have started to cast themselves in the role of global saviors: 
“Massive, democratic, egalitarian, ecological, revolutionary change in 
both center and periphery represents the only truly human future. The 
alternative is the death of all humanity” (Foster 12). But despite (theo
retical) leftism’s newfound confidence, it still faces the age-old dilemma 
of translating thought, the work performed by intellectuals, into praxis, 
i.e., the ability to effect an actual transformation of material conditions 
for the better.

Time for Another Try?

Bruno Bosteels, in The Actuality o f Communism^ explores this terrain be
tween theory and practice, with the former, a main (and frequently lam
pooned) preoccupation of the academy’s leftists, taking pride of place. 
Bosteels sees the point of this collection of essays as an attempt

to verify whether communism, aside from being a relic of the past
and the object of incriminating or nostalgic reminisces, can be some-
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thing more than a utopia for beautiful souls—something more than 
what Lenin described as the “infantile disease” of “left-wing commu
nism, which today seems to be making in a comeback in the guise of 
“speculative leftism.” (18)

Whereas Honneths account of socialism will appeal to readers not 
steeped in the interminable debates that have roiled leftist thought, 
Bosteels5 book interrogates the lat
est developments in leftist theory.
He counts among his interlocutors 
the fields current leading lights, 
including Slavoj Zizek, Alain Ba- 
diou, and Jacques Rändere, along 
with foundational thinkers like 
Louis Althusser, M artin Heideg
ger, and Jacques Lacan. Assuming 
of his readers a basic familiarity 
with various leftist traditions,
Bosteels5 contemplations can veer 
into a complexity that illustrate 
leftisms contemporary indebted
ness to ontological and metaphys
ical philosophy, as well as the 
voguishness of psychoanalysis (viz. Lacan and Sigmund Freud) for in
quiries into capitalism and its alternatives.

Another complication, especially for the uninitiated, to absorbing 
Bosteels’ work stems from its genesis as formerly independent essays 
yoked together under the concept of communisms “actuality.55 Most im
portantly, its methodology owes fealty to the de-centeredness, equivo
cation, and speciality (to borrow a popular Marxist term for 
communisms ghostly, otherworldly presence in an existence suffused 
with capital) that mark postmodern Marxism. Rather than contributing 
to an ideological arc that would underpin the book as a whole or estab
lish a “truth,55 each essay presents an individual engagement with con
temporary leftist thought in an attempt to answer this question: “Can

THE ACTUALITY OF 
COMMUNISM

BRUNO BOSTEELS
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we formulate a form of communism— as idea, as movement, as hypoth
esis, or as program; for the time being this dispute would not matter 
much—without automatically having to face up to the disastrous evi
dence stored in the official and unofficial archives?” (3) O f note here is 
the hesitancy in Bosteels’ formulation. While the mere generation of 
communisms is ineluctable though weighed down by history, the man
ner of communisms articulation— this “how?” is the undetermined 
heart of this foundational question and a long-running point of con
tention in leftist theory— remains open and essentially meaningless at 
this moment. The exactitude and self-assuredness of a Marx have no 
place in the era of postfoundationalism, wherein yesteryears sources of 
authority and judgment (e.g., theology, metaphysics, science) stand on 
uncertain ground. Readers in search of stirring promises of labor’s com
ing solidarity, a concrete vision of a communist future and the strategies 
that will assure its initiation, or the historical precedents that will pave 
the way for a communist revolution will need to look elsewhere, as the 
considered tone of the above quote indicates.

The reemergence of communisms allure, in the opinion of Isabelle 
Garo, has occurred at an ironic moment in time. Projects like that of 
Bosteels reflect this: “It is logical but also very problematic that this re
turn takes place above all on the terrain of theory and more specifically 
of philosophy, while its political pertinence remains very uncertain, con
trary to what was for a long time its strong political presence and its 
lesser theorization” (qtd. in Bosteels 5). To name examples, the recent 
poor election results of Germany’s major social-democratic party, the 
SPD,8 and Sanders’ loss to Clinton are emblematic of the limitations 
and recent lack of success enjoyed by socialist-leaning efforts. Further
more, existing socialist political organizations that, according to Bosteels, 
agitate within the confines of the state and parliamentary politics shun 
the more radical promises of communism, “the ensemble of struggles, 
desires, and impulses that aim to exceed the parliamentary Left with its 
predictable oscillation between enthusiasm and betrayal. This excess is 
not just an ideological deviation, it is also the repeated beginning of a 
necessary drive toward continued emancipation” (22). However, true 
emancipation’s prerequisite, communism’s root-and-branch elimina-
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tion of politics, society, and economy as currently constituted under 
the imprimatur of global finance capitalism (a potentiality inherent in 
the anticipation that “everything must be invented from the ground 
up”), harbors in itself what Bosteels worries is an unfruitful drift to
ward speculative leftism. He attempts to correct course through the 
notion of “actuality” (23).

Speculative leftism represents “an uncompromising purification of 
the notion of communism, not so much as the abolition but rather as 
the complete tabula rasa of the present state of things, including all 
classes, parties, and ideological apparatuses of the State” (24). In the 
process of this purification, communism threatens to become an Idea 
that resides solely in the philosophical realm (the Platonic echoes in 
Badious “Idea” are anything but incidental) and severs all connections 
to history, thus allowing the elision of communisms troubled past, but 
at the same time bars the injection of its emancipatory acts into con
temporary and future circumstances: “Actual political events and his
torical filiations, while purportedly taken into account, in reality vanish 
and are replaced by theoretical operators that continue to be the sole 
purview of the Marxist philosopher as the master and proprietor of 
truth” (24-25). Speculative leftisms abandonment of everyday reality 
in favor of a utopian dream of utter renewal is reminiscent of Arthur 
Schopenhauers embrace of musics aesthetic transcendentalism as a 
means to escape the chaos and ugly disappointments of reality. What 
is posited from these vantage points is an ascetic flight into the limit
lessness of the mind, in which intellectual ardor and fantasy can imag
ine manifold liberatory modes of being that ultimately remain 
untestable and unlivable. According to Badiou, who is closely associated 
with speculative leftism,

the endless debates about the real status of the communist Idea are 
unresolvable. Is it a question of a regulative Idea, in Kants sense of 
the term, having no real efficacy but able to set reasonable goals for 
our understanding? Or is it an agenda that must be carried out over 
time through a new post-revolutionary States action on the world? Is 
it a utopia, perhaps a plainly dangerous, and even criminal, one? Or
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is it the name of Reason in History? This type of debate can never be 
concluded, for the simple reason that the subjective operation of the 
Idea is not simple but complex. (8)

The communist Ideas flexibility and multiplicity abet the toppling of 
all barricades— counterrevolution, material contentment, neoliberalisms 
matter-of-factness, and general cynicism— if only in the mind’s eye and 
in the pages of philosophical and theoretical treatises.

Realizing the Mental

Bosteels’ concern is to rescue communisms potential from incarceration 
in pure intellect, to productively mediate between the lived and the cog
itated— Marxisms prelapsarian conundrum. Those which Marx called 
“Communists” in the Manifesto are intended to play the role of intel
lectual overseers for the proletariat, which requires education and guid
ance in order to become an effective anti-capitalist force. The workers 
would carry out insurrection in the real world under the tutelage of the 
intelligentsia, which has “an advantage over the general mass of the pro
letariat in terms of a theoretical insight into the conditions, progress and 
general result of the movement” (Marx 246). Such coordination even
tually played out in Russia, where

the October Revolution was the first revolution in human history that 
was theoretically conceived, and executed according to a plan. . . .  It 
was based on a precise theoretical assessment of the conjuncture, and 
on a development of this theory to a level where, to borrow Georg 
Lukacss words, “theory burst into praxis.” (Patnaik 14)

Yet, Bosteels and others acknowledge that we live in a much different 
historical moment than that faced by Lenin and the Bolsheviks, one 
marked by deadlock and passivity: “How not to fall back into the im
passe of a split between the valorization of communism as pure move
ment and the stigmatization of its relapse? . . . How not to remain at 
the level of sterile praise for the insurrectionary movement, well short
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of its consequence and its basis in being?” (Veronique Bergen, qtd. in 
Bosteels 36)

W hat can help in this matter, Bosteels argues, is the notion of actu
ality, a concept developed by him from G. W. F. Hegel’s Encyclopaedia 
Logic. Not coincident with “dumb reality or, more subtly, with historical 
effectivity,” actuality always presents itself in fleeting moments likely to 
escape notice and praise, indeed as well as organized reaction. Com
munism’s actuality is “something that is already here, in every moment 
of refusal of private appropriation and every act of collective reappro
priation” (37-38). In his chapter on the writings of the Bolivian com
munist Alvaro Garcia Linera, a former political prisoner and guerilla 
fighter who has served as the country’s vice president since 2006, 
Bosteels notes that two tasks are necessary to illustrate actuality. First, 
the global periphery must inform any history of “communism,” which 
traditionally has focused heavily on Russia and Europe, while at the 
same time avoiding interpretations dependent on a Marxist sense of 
staged development. The reengagement with history ought to occur by 
means of

the different aleatory [i.e., chance-based] sequences of the communist 
hypothesis in a strictly immanent determination, with all this entails 
in terms of the assessments of failures, including an assessment of the 
very nature of what is called a failure, and the legacy of unresolved 
problems handed down from one sequence to another.

Second comes what might normally remain unmentioned by virtue of 
its self-evidence: communism must be made part of the real world again, 
in each incarnation—whether sanctioned by communist dogma or 
not— through which it reveals itself (233-34). Here we see a prime ex
ample of circularity’s tendency to infect communist theory, as the most 
intractable aspect of fomenting existence-shattering revolution is the 
“howr How exactly does thought convert itself into any rebellion, even 
one of the most modest dimensions? Bosteels’ honesty as to the core 
weakness of communist scholarship allows him to admit that this is the 
crux, the unresolved theorem that retards and impedes: “The way in
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which communism may be organized and embodied is . . . precisely 
where all the major doubts and disagreements are to be found” (235).

Nevertheless, the Bolivia of Garcia Linera and President Evo Morales, 
occupying as it does the global periphery and harboring communist “in
scription [s] in a concrete body,” has proved to be a laboratory of com
munisms actuality (234). Here indigenous collective movements have 
intensified their activities since 2000. By that time state-sanctioned and 
-directed neoliberal policies of privatization, modernization, and glob
alization, begun in 1985, had run their course and become rallying 
points of indigenous, lower-class activism (Garcia Linera 74). This up- 
welling of protests against the neoliberalization of the country (among 
them the starkly named Gas and Water Wars) culminated in the 2006 
electoral success of the MAS, the socialist party of Morales and Garcia 
Linera which still holds the reins of power (82). While native social 
movements targeted squarely at the most deleterious aspects of Bolivian 
capitalism make visible the actuality of communism, the evolution of 
Garcia Lineras political philosophy demonstrates the hurdles to staying 
true to such political intemperance. Writing while imprisoned, he re
peated “the orthodox-leftist viewpoint that communism has nothing to 
do with apparatuses such as the parliament, except smash them: ‘Destroy 
it! Burn it! Make it disappear together with the government and the 
whole state apparatus!’” (Bosteels 238-39). Now, as one responsible for 
and to a state, he has fully embraced modern democratic socialism, “the 
path of gradual, institutional change by electoral means” (Garcia Linera 
84). Regardless, in a sign of communism’s eternal optimism, the vice 
president notes that bottom-up, extra-parliamentary change may just 
yet accompany his party’s brand of voting-booth incrementalism: “The 
two paths, electoral and insurrectionary, are not necessarily antagonistic; 
they could turn out to be complementary” (85).

Are We Stuck?

In the sobering final pages of Buying Time, which explore capitalism’s 
future prospects amidst a dawning sense of perpetual crisis and instabil
ity, Streeck offers two possibilities that could stave off an economic ca-
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tastrophe of worldwide proportions. The first, a jump in growth nur
tured by a priming of the economic pump, could calm the waters but 
would necessitate a massive increase in deficit spending. Even if there 
were in fact a political stomach for further borrowing in the United 
States and across Europe, “the result would probably be no more than a 
move from the frying pan of economic stagnation to the fire of boom- 
and-bust, with the danger of even more frequent and dramatic losses of 
political confidence and corresponding economic downturns” (169-71). 
Greater democratic intervention in the economy represents a second 
possibility of salvation, albeit one also freighted with nearly insurmount
able obstacles:

If democracy means that social justice must not be reduced to market 
justice then the main task of democratic politics should be to reverse 
the institutional devastation wrought by four decades of neoliberal 
progress, and as far as possible to defend and repair what is left of the 
institutions with whose help social justice might be able to modify or 
even replace market justice.

A turnabout of this magnitude would require years of painstaking, and 
painful, democratic work and a “lasting disruption of the social order” 
(173-74). Streeck paints a bleak picture of capitalism wheezing and 
crawling toward its last days should neither of these salvific conditions 
materialize. “Frictions,” “unanticipated consequences,” and “uncertainty” 
will multiply while “predictability and governability will decline further.” 
In capitalisms end state, “the myriad provisional fixes devised for short
term crisis management will collapse under the weight of the daily dis
asters produced by a social order in profound, anomic disarray” (Streeck, 
“How Will” 47).

Unfortunately for those most buffeted by the headwinds of the 
modern economy, it is obvious that urgent systemic improvements 
have not emerged in the four years since Buying Times first appearance 
in its 2013 German edition. Although Wall Street has repeatedly set 
record highs over the course of 2017 and unemployment has contin
ued to fall, wages have remained flat and low-paying careers are pro-
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liferating (Paquette). While growth early in the Trump era has been 
steady, it has not provided the jumpstart needed to lift all boats. As 
for Trumps election and other populist electoral successes across the 
world over the last year, Streeck cautions that the anti-globalization, 
pro-state bent of these results will in fact bolster neoliberalizations 
devastations. Populist movements are being interpreted by elites on 
both the left and the right as giving voice to an uneducated, simplistic, 
and rabidly nationalist underclass: “The declaration of their cognitive 
immaturity is followed by moral denunciation of their calls for a na
tional politics providing a bulwark against the risks and side effects of 
internationalization” (Streeck, “Return” 12). The electorates wish to 
curb the worst abuses of neoliberalization is thus papered over and 
subverted by the strident condemnation of the conservative and xeno
phobic aspects of the protest vote. On the other hand, unscrupulous 
politicians may sense that carrying the banner of populism can lead 
to victory at a time when establishment figures are being shunned, yet 
use that newfound access to the levers of power to enact policies and 
pass legislation that in fact perpetuate discontent and misery.

Proposed during an age characterized by frequent rhetorical and gen
uine attacks launched against institutions at the international, national, 
and local levels, whether for cynical or reformative ends, Honneths ideas 
for the rehabilitation of socialism can strike one as a naively good-faith 
set of prescriptions that depend on a society of steadfast and rationally 
grounded actors that stands diametrically opposed to actually existing 
cultures riven by over-emotional partisanship, anger, vanity, materialism, 
and distraction. But, to be fair, the author s allegiance to socialism brings 
with it an optimism in the improvability of the human lot that underpins 
leftist thought from its earliest origins. Thus, to reject his suggestions out 
of hand is to pledge a certain degree of acquiescence to the status quo or 
to entertain the reactionary impetus at the opposite end of the political 
spectrum. While both of these options are {prima facie, when moral judg
ments from the left are bracketed off) not “bad,” “noxious,” or “evil,” they 
do represent a turning away from the emancipatory impulses set free by 
the French and American Revolutions, in addition to the tolerance and 
open-mindedness championed during the Enlightenment.
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Hence, it is worth taking a look at Honneth’s road map for socialisms 
future, even though its limitations and (im)possibilities do warrant crit
ical reflection. Essential to a reorientation that creates a more “social” 
society is increased human interaction in the form of communication. 
Turning to the pragmatist philosophy of John Dewey, Honneth argues 
for experimentation in policy- and decision-making that changes the 
economic, social, and political spheres bit by bit. The sociologist’s re
formist, experimentalist tendencies push him even so far as to shy away 
from wholesale condemnation of capitalism: “The institution of the mar
ket must be broken down into its disparate and separable components 
so that we can re-examine how suitable they are for cooperative forms 
of economic coordination.. . .  In the course of this examination, nothing 
can be excluded as being obviously wrong” (69). Experimental disas
sembly and evaluation is facilitated by extensive communication, which 
is “the criterion for the experimental exploration of appropriate solutions 
to problematic situations. The more those who are affected by a problem 
are involved in the search for solutions to that problem, the more such 
historical-social experiments will lead to better and more stable situa
tions” (62). Honneth frames this model of socialism as a struggle for 
emancipation incubated by the warmth of human contact, a counter
weight to the nineteenth-century socialists’ dubitable vision of workers 
embodying a steely revolutionary identity as they proceed on an orderly 
but highly disruptive march toward a paradisiacal future:

Socialism must be viewed as the specific modern articulation of the 
fact that in the course of history and on the basis of varying social cir
cumstances, new groups constantly seek to draw public attention to 
their own demands by attempting to tear down barriers to commu
nication and thereby expand the space of social freedom. (65)

We live without question during a time of rapidly expanding inter
personal communication expedited by technical advances. The ubiquity 
of inexpensive communications technology lets billions of individuals 
across the world connect to the Internet’s electronic public sphere. Many 
commentators have noted with excitement that the so-called Arab Spring
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that began late in 2010 was organized and spread through cell phones, 
the Internet, and other modern means of communication. Nowadays so
cial media play an integral role in every political campaign, activist move
ment, and protest, and the arena is indeed a place of contact and 
innovation. But the jury remains out as to whether or not this grand ex
periment will lead to positive developments that can outweigh and out
pace the insidious effects of anti-humanist ideologies and urges being 
broadcast far and wide. Not to be forgotten is the fact that capitalist im
peratives insinuate themselves into this communication, through own
ership, advertising, and regulatory schemes, all calling into question its 
prospects for fostering objectivity and freedom.

The potency of capital looms over the second avenue that Honneth 
has determined to be critical for success. In a fascinating juxtaposition 
with Streecks depiction of its beleaguerment, Honneth in fact pins so
cialisms hopes on democracy. Reminding his readers that the thought 
of early socialists was flawed in its “astounding blindness to the demo
cratic significance of basic rights,” Honneth defines democracy from a 
socialist perspective: “It means that individuals can participate equally 
at every central point in the mediation between the individual and so
ciety, such that each functionally differentiated sphere [political, 
economic, personal] reflects the general structure of democratic partic
ipation” (82, 92). The steering mechanism for this interactive democracy 
resides in the public sphere, which “must take over the role of supervising 
the functioning of the entire organic structure and of making the req
uisite adjustments.” Citizens of a deliberative mold

are the ones who correct and adjust the outcome of the entirety of their 
own activity by means of public deliberation. . . . The citizens assem
bled in the democratic public sphere are the only ones who can be con
vinced to tear down existing limitations and blockages cautiously in 
order to enable free cooperation in all major social spheres. (97)

The picture of a society in which democracy, self-empowerment, and 
collaboration enlighten everyday life may certainly prove attractive for 
some, but does it not smack of utopianism as delineated by Owen,
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Marx, and Fourier? The utopian impulse of Honneth, however, does not 
reside in his plan for a public sphere as the center of democratic delib
erations and experimentalism because those are messy and contentious 
methods of consensus-formation that cannot promise a felicitous reso
lution. No, it is disclosed when a constructive public sphere occupied 
by individuals focused on fraternity and problem-solving is posited, 
none of which exist in the form imagined. Given the damaging effects 
of capitalism on democracy elucidated by Streeck, along with its power 
to fashion the human ego and the counterrevolutionary forces it can 
muster when threatened, the strength of the barriers to establishing a 
radical democracy for socialist ends would appear to be immeasurable. 
As one so often encounters in leftist thought, the transition from one 
state of social and political being to another presents the central 
dilemma: Under what conditions and by what means can contemporary 
reality undergo a sweeping reorientation? And, most alarmingly for the 
discontented, can societies in the firm grip of capitalism be positively 
reconstituted at all?

Bosteels grapples with this question in his exploration of Zizek’s con
ception of the “act” in its Lacanian guise. Just as Honneth and many 
other leftist thinkers have undermined the notion of masses of individ
uals sharing a common viewpoint, Zizek emphasizes an inconstancy of 
history that requires attentiveness to unanticipated opportunities and 
an unbounded faith that things can change despite the unimaginability 
of the transformation itself: “From ‘impossible TO happen we thus 
pass to the impossible HAPPENS’— this, and not the structural ob
stacle forever deferring the final resolution, is the most difficult thing 
to accept” (On Belief 84). Zizek’s characterization of the act has been 
fluid and ever-changing over his career and Bosteels usefully catalogues 
the variety of implications generated by the evolving concept. Perhaps 
the definition most consequential for communism is the following: “An 
act is not only a gesture that ‘does the impossible,’ but an intervention 
in social reality which changes the very co-ordinates of what is perceived 
as ‘possible’; it is not only ‘beyond the Good,’ it redefines what counts 
as ‘Good’” (qtd. in Bosteels 181). Thus, Lacan’s symbolic order, which 
channels our thoughts and provides us with the framework with which
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we interpret the “real” undergoes a reconfiguration as a result of con
crete changes in reality. “Success” is measured by revolutionary acts 
that have a lasting effect on the symbolic order, as well as quotidian 
routines, Zizek argues, not by the “sublime awe of the [revolutions] 
ecstatic moments” (192). Zizek carries the conception of the act one 
step further, arguing for an “act before the act,” which consists of a 
change within the individual subject, “an atemporal, a priori, tran
scendental act: as an act which never took place in temporal reality but 
none the less constitutes the very frame of the subjects development, 
of his practical activity” (201). Thus, an act of self-transformation that 
rearranges ones internalized symbolic order (in Freudian terms, the 
super-ego), then engenders an act within the confines of the real world 
that, should it be substantial and revolutionary enough, will turn up
side down the reigning symbolic order (capitalism, self-interest, greed, 
individualism) that organizes the thought of other individuals. Al
though Zizek suggests that acts are frequent occurrences, they have 
obviously remained localized in their impacts on the symbolic order, 
as in the example of Bolivia. The dawn of a new symbolic epoch re
mains to be experienced. And, as if to hedge any bets that acts can 
eventually spawn a communism capable of shaking capitalism to its 
foundation, Zizek proposes that inaction is an act in itself: “The only 
way to lay the foundations for a true, radical change is to withdraw 
from the compulsion to act, to ‘do noth ing— thus opening up the 
space for a different kind of activity” (Zizek, Iraq 72). Hence, the en
forced passivity foretold by capitalisms dominance and the weight of 
historical momentum offer the melancholic leftist the ultimate rejoin
der: “There is nothing that can be done.”

Clash on the Plains: Echoes

The events that unfolded at Standing Rock along the barricades sepa
rating individual citizens from the corporate and state powers they were 
fighting may, in the spirit of Bosteels’ appeal to actuality, become part 
of the modern leftist dialogue. For a short time, the disenfranchised 
gathered to create a new world in opposition to capital, living in a com-
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munitarian enclave that faintly echoed aspects of the Paris Commune, 
an experiment in fraternal self-government that serves to this day as a 
beacon of hope to many leftists. A public communicative sphere in its 
purest sense emerged, wherein protesters shared their fears, hopes, ex
periences, and goals with those living among them. What occurred at 
Standing Rock was a clear suspension of sanctioned political expression, 
as the activists, distrustful of the legal system’s willingness to accede to 
their wishes and frustrated by the slow pace of democratic change, at
tempted to alter circumstances with the only thing guaranteed to every 
human being: a body.9 Physical presence, existence in the real world, 
contested capitalism’s sole ownership of that space. W hat took place in 
North Dakota was another small but indelible reminder of commu
nism’s actuality.

As for whether or not the protests constituted an act in the Zizekian 
sense, the answer is less clear. Without question, the event did reveal the 
possibilities inherent in impossibility. Thousands of miles of pipelines 
crisscross the United States, nearly every mile of them a foregone con
clusion. But then a short stretch beneath the Missouri River became the 
subject of intense physical reactions. What had once seemed impossible, 
that one might attempt to stop pipeline construction by a powerful cor
poration, became part of the American consciousness by virtue of the 
interventions of the activists. But what of the morning after? Beyond 
the trauma, injuries, senses of pride, dejection, and accomplishment that 
individuals on both sides left with, does anything but messy legal pro
cedures remain? Did capitalism waver in the face of this insurrection, 
did a widespread adjustment to the symbolic order take place? For the 
left, the negative responses to these questions might be further evidence 
of its project’s futility. No, capitalism was not toppled in its heartland. 
But something incontrovertible came to the fore, again: dreams of a 
more humane world still do exist, and some continue to pursue them 
in the face of inevitable failure.
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Notes

!As of the writing of this essay, the U.S. Congress is close to passing a tax 
plan that would heavily favor large corporations and the wealthiest Americans, 
despite unconvincing arguments by Republican backers of the legislation that 
it will benefit the less than wealthy.

2These two classes of citizens are not mutually exclusive since many wage 
earners are invested in the stock market through mutual funds and other 
equity-based retirement vehicles. Streeck notes that these individuals are per
petually countering their own self-interests in their political decisions given the 
oppositional nature of policies friendly to the Staatsvolk and Marktvolk (Buying 
Time 88).

3The earliest origins of socialism, which sought to “derive the principles of 
a well-ordered society from sentiments of mutual sympathy,” lie in Scottish phi
losophy of the eighteenth century, as Honneth notes (7). Of course, one can 
argue that communitarian groupings, such as early Christianity, anticipated so
cialist tenets. Classic socialism as it influenced thinkers like Karl Marx was born 
in the crucible of early nineteenth-century economic change.

4According to Honneth, early socialists, given the French Revolutions blow 
to the dominance of the aristocracy and resulting social changes, were content 
with the “fragmentary legal equality of their day” (11).

5Referring to the work of Benedict Anderson, Honneth notes that “it is 
enough for the members to regard each other as sharing certain common aims, 
regardless of how large the given collective is” (29).

6lhis is not to say that Bolshevism is not retrieved from time to time. A for
mer Communist and founder of the pro-Russian Donetsk Republic in eastern 
Ukraine considered his breakaway state “an opportunity to return to the ideals 
of October” (Gessen).

7Leftists have increasingly engaged with the notion of the Anthropocene, 
which encompasses the myriad ways in which humankind has affected and 
transformed the planet and its ecology. Implicit in this ecological thrust of leftist 
thought is that the close links between capitalism and climate peril must be 
broken before catastrophic changes are unleashed: “In a warmer world . . . socio
economic inequality will have a meteorological mandate, and there will be little 
incentive for the rich northern hemisphere countries, whose carbon emissions
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have destroyed the climate equilibrium of the Holocene, to share resources for 
adaptation with those poor subtropical countries most vulnerable to droughts 
and floods” (Davis 29-30).

8The SPD’s decline during the 2017 election stands in stark contrast to the 
resurgence of the party of free-market exponents, the FDP, and the rise of the 
right-wing, anti-immigrant AfD.

9This is not to say that other mechanisms were not in effect. For instance, 
the protests were broadcast and influenced by the media. But, in the end, it 
was the protesters resistance at the pipeline site that resonated across the world.
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Life Sentence
Brian Walter

Alice Dodge was falling fast, her already-orphaned son leaping to the 
hospital window a second too late to save her, her daughter peering up 
from the hard pavement with a look of dawning horror as the dot in the 
sky above her— curled curiously almost into the shape of a comma— 
grew thrillingly and horrifically recognizable at the mortal speed of nine- 
point-eight-one-meters-per-second-squared (for if we are all slaves to the 
arbitrary but binding laws of gravity, Alice was, at every moment in her 
headlong pitch, our poster child in thralldom to the universal millstone), 
her short, gray-flecked hair plastering and then re-plastering her face 
after a curiously deliberate hand was raised to pull it aside, apparently 
to treat herself at least momentarily to the rare and frankly rather ex
traordinary prospect of a twenty-six-story buildings cracked and weath
ered western wall speeding upward a couple of feet from her nose at an 
equally cumulative velocity, her three-year-old winter overcoat (black 
cashmere) gathered around her body but billowing with the speed of 
her fall against its single-button gathering just below her breast (just 
below her heart), her mind not racing but somehow pacing through the 
events of her sixty-six years, proceeding step by step, T  cell by T cell, 
synapse by synapse through the convoluted narrative that had delivered 
her to that height in the first place, that had (further) delivered the kin
dred sight that had induced her to leap forward and down from her life, 
and that would (she well knew—we all well know) culminate in the 
Gorgon’s head of terminal punctuation (for verification of which, no 
doubt, the increasingly impatient reader has already scanned all the way 
through to the dreaded end of this life sentence), but a monster (this 
spectre of a definite end) that she (she, at least— and possibly alone) did 
not— could not— fear anymore, for Alice, it should be said, owned no 
restaurant, not this Alice, and she had had no chat with Cheshire Cat 
(though a Red Queen or two), and this Alice (my Alice) had almost en
tirely skipped puberty (to say nothing of girls’ puberty books) to proceed 
with alarming directness and dispatch into adulthood, almost, one might 
say, had begun life at the very moment that she leaped forward with her
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plan to end it, this mother of two, whose son (whom we shall call— let 
me see, let me see— Charlie, I guess, for the sake of argument) was born 
neither early nor late, but caesareanally, yes, to be sure, some forty-two 
years, three months, two weeks, one day, twelve hours, and thirty-seven 
minutes before Alice threw herself out the hospital window, who (Char
lie, that is) had proceeded, oddly enough, from this entirely unremark
able advent through a childhood of hide-and-seek and Hardy Boys 
mysteries and sleepovers and scout badges and piano lessons and take
out burgers with no pickles, please— a reasonably conventional march 
from age two to twelve, in other words, certainly not the kind of personal 
history that would, in itself, predict someday his mother’s precipitous 
and fatal decision, for Charlie had in fact turned out to be a nice young 
man, unmarried (though into his fifth decade of life, it is oddly true), 
but otherwise of entirely sound mind and reasonably stable emotions, 
the kind of son who will throw himself at the window desperately clutch
ing for the barest purchase on his mothers overcoat (three years old, 
black cashmere— a combination birthday and Christmas present), the 
kind of son, moreover, who would summon the outlandish and rather 
inadvisable courage to deliver a eulogy (for his own mother) at the fu
neral service four days later, who would shed tears as hot and fast while 
watching her fall as he had when, at the age of seven (being something 
of a late bloomer, it should probably be admitted), while he was learning 
to ride a bike (his big sister, Lorinas, of course, though it openly omitted 
the rigid bar running from seat-post to handle-bar-post that signals a 
bicircular vehicles conventional masculine allegiance), he had been made 
to sit in mother Alice’s lap as she cleansed his burning knees and elbows 
with iodine, son sniffing and squirming and chewing hard on his bubble 
gum but gamely trying to honor mother’s repeated requests to hold still, 
nine-year-old Lorina seizing the opportunity to hop on the still-warm 
seat of the bicycle herself for a spin around the neighborhood, for it had 
been too long (too long, at least, as a child measures time) since Lorina 
had ridden bike with her best friend, Edith, who lived three doors down 
in a two-story green eyesore of a house with her mother and father and 
big brother Joey and little four-year-old brother Jackie, the latter of 
whom had howled in protest (poor child) only a week or two before be-
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cause he was not selected to be Lorinas patient at the same time that 
Charlie was selected to be Ediths when the time came to play doctor, 
Edith dutifully watching as patient Charlie undressed and lay down for 
examination in the darkened garage that Saturday afternoon, the garages 
front door gaping open, but her parents big Buick blocking out most 
of the afternoon sunshine, so that, positioned as they were in the small 
space between the front bumper and the garages back wall, Edith could 
barely make out Charlie’s dinkie (her first) as she reached for it and 
began to tickle it gingerly with the tips of her fingers, Charlie in his con
fusion pushing her hand away with his own but not too forcefully, not 
too insistently, as the rest of him squirmed on the cold pavement, a wrig
gling butterfly pinned alive to the cork, held fast by a pliant pin at his 
center, in the nether regions of his skinny midriff, sensations he could 
not place or fix emanating from this newly discovered core, imperiling 
him and arousing him simultaneously, so that he began to cry at the 
very moment that he desisted altogether from his limp attempts to push 
Ediths exploring hand away, the tears coming faster still only moments 
later when mother Alice came running in to yank Edith away and then 
yank little Charlie’s pants up around his hairless, tingling loins (Lorina, 
by the way, having moved none-too-quickly out of her mothers warpath 
at the entry of the garage where she had taken up sentry position in re
spectful silence for the proceedings within), mother Alice running into 
the garage almost as she would come running into St. Johns Hospital 
thirty-five years later in response to the phone call that she had been 
half-dreading for several years already, the signal to a mother’s immediate 
action, the signal to rush to the car and drive at unwholesome speeds 
through the 5:15 p.m. traffic, changing lanes without blinkering, forcing 
her way through the snarled and congested byways of a Friday rush hour 
like (yes, we can say it) the volatile adolescent naturally high on the 
testosterone surging through his veins, a real mother of a mother in her 
fear and pressing affection, her brow written deeply in love and anguish, 
her heart beating wildly, racing at breakneck speed to get in as many 
contractions as it could before it would cease to be needed at all some 
2,600 beats later when Alice, dear Alice, my Alice, finally kept her ren
dezvous with the flinty-hearted pavement, her lips curling ever so slightly
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in (can it really be true?) apparent anticipation of the kiss she would (in 
a gesture of stunning, almost flawless, generosity) bestow on the agent 
of her end, the deaths head that would punctuate her life sentence, 
growing gradually more pointed, more discernible, within the ever-so- 
lightly pebbling surface of the stone-cold sidewalk, emerging wanly, re
luctantly (this spectre of terminus), to enfold Alice in its embrace, in its 
unstinting and entirely familiar growth conjuring before her mind s be
mused eye (you saw this pivot coming a mile off, for “I know you of 
old,” as sharp Beatrice reminds tricky jade Benedick) the image of Char
lie in cap and gown, his left hand heavy with a diploma but nevertheless 
reaching out in tandem with the right to encircle Alice, for whom (at 
that moment of pure gladness) the horror of the previous evenings 
phone call was already fading within the rush of her vicarious accom
plishment, her suspicions already drowning in a wash of unstinting affec
tion, the same suspicions which, in the glow of their potency, had sent 
her immediately after she hung up to the basement of the Buchman 
Fine Arts Center in search of her sons handwriting, actually, specifically 
to a basement bathroom reserved for the opposite sex (her abrupt en
trance into the dis-distaff lavatory, it should be mentioned here, not at 
all disturbing Jonathan, the campus vagrant, in his labors at the first uri
nal, though the image of Jonathans Cincinnati Reds cap turned full in 
her face lingered somehow disturbingly in Alice s imagination as she 
began her detective work in the first stall), the same Buchman Fine Arts 
building which she had visited (chaperoned by tactful Lorina) for the 
very first time only a few days earlier that week to see Charlie s work 
safely nestled among the other senior art projects, the stunning, mes
merizing 38” x 51” as-yet-unmatted black-and-gray-and-blue painting 
of Charlie s grandfather inverted and naked on his deathbed, knees bent 
high and apart and away toward the pillows, feet tucked back so far that 
the heels could not be seen behind the slightly splayed cheeks of the but
tocks, genitals in chaste flaccidity sagging down between the upper 
thighs but still horribly visible to the stunned, mesmerized Alice (whose 
helpless gaze had leaped right over the swatch of pubic hair almost 
covertly graying), painted chest skinny, long ago departed of its muscu
lature, left arm fixed with a long, almost snake-like, Picasso-blue IV line,
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the head lolled backward off the side of the bed near the foot to address 
the viewer from sunken, hollowed-out eye sockets, the eyes themselves 
neither angry nor sad nor pleading but simply possessed of the knowl
edge of consciousness s impending end— the body not quite dead yet, 
but caught forever in oil and canvas in the act of dying, a dumbshow of 
mortality that nevertheless, almost miraculously, somehow left the soul 
(the immortal part, according to one dictionary, of our mortal existence) 
gloriously and strikingly naked, chained though it was in the grandsons 
depiction to the very nearly dead animal of the body—an image which 
held Alice helplessly, ineffably fast, ignoring the attached nameplate, 
needing no sign to inform her of the identity of its creator, requiring no 
external aid to recognize her sons agonized and agonizing image of her 
stricken father, whom (together with quiet Lorina) Alice and Charlie 
had visited also in the hospital a decade before, twelve-year-old Charlie 
(chin still hairless) hesitating at the door as Alice gently beckoned him 
forward to the bed, her right hand already holding her father’s left, mus
tering a small smile for Charlie in an attempt to lessen the fear and pain 
scored so deeply into his expression, taking her sons trembly hand and 
laying it in his grandfathers equally (though differently) infirm grasp, 
watching her father (already in the wordless stages of his illness’s advance) 
squeeze Charlie’s fingers a little more tightly (tears welling in the sunken 
eyes that would, in painted effigy, hold his only daughter transfixed in 
the Buchman Fine Arts Center a decade later), prepubescent Charlie 
looking up from his grandfather’s pillowed head to seek help from four- 
teen-year-old Lorina, who, stationed directly across the bed from her 
brother, was manning the right hand, Lorina, whose face was already 
glistening with her inability to stem the overflow of her stricken affec
tions, prefiguring (inevitably) her expression ten days later when she 
would be seated in the front pew, the top half of the casket yawning 
open barely ten feet in front of her and her brother to expose their grand
father’s carefully treated face in “final repose,” Charlie clutching both 
hers and Alice’s hands, his spiffy crew cut and equally spiffy black tie 
(which he had been so proud to take off the adult rack and hand to Alice 
only a couple weeks before) powerless against the loss, his hanky already 
clotted and useless with the detritus of his grief even before the first
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hymn was assayed, sorrow, Charlie, anguish that did not induce a howl 
but instead conjured image, image that would in turn be conjured ten 
years later for the sake not of a grade, nor even for the sake of some ar
tificial purgative urge, but instead for the sake of simple but indelible 
memorial (for all Charlie wanted— all any of us want, perhaps— is to 
pluck a few roses in the headlong pitch of experience), for the sake of 
freezing forever in humble black frame an image of our species contem
plating itself, for the sake (finally) of art at its most human, human pain 
and love at its most rivetingly artful, riveting Alice to her spot, riveting 
her feet deep and fast to the floor, riveting her heart to the bone-ache of 
her sons love and loss, both parent and child, both caregiver and griever, 
a tight spot (it will be admitted) for any person, a locus of competing 
impulses, the gravity of her loss pulling her down, down, down until 
she might simply dash her grief once and for all against the stolidly re
ceptive stonework, but the inexpressible sympathy she felt for her son 
(her own child) as he stood at the window (as he must have stood at the 
easel, clutching in loving, deeply creative futility for salvational pur
chase), watching through his tears as his mother fell, pulling back at her, 
almost strong enough to halt her headlong pitch, almost forceful enough 
to hold her fast against gravity, gravity, this cursed control freak that 
eons and mere hours ago tossed an apple against an Englishmans eager 
noggin (leading him to mis-describe the secret of its force, leading us all 
into this nine-point-eight-one-meters-per-second-squared madness)— 
almost strong enough, this heart-tug of her son, to suspend Alice in mid
air endlessly (do you, reader, have this image of dear old Alice still fixed 
before your minds eye?), lengthening her life against the hateful forces 
of teleology, stretching her existence against the biblical edicts that re
quire a season for every thing, an equal and opposite counter force for 
every force, and an end for every story, so that, stave the end off how we 
would, stave it off how we will, filling a minimum stretch of time (this 
brief crack of light between two eternities of darkness which, we must 
concede, comprises human life) with a maximum sample of spatial en
joyment, playing for time, seeking patterns of divine delight in the 
cracked and weathered facades that wall us in in our headlong pitch 
from birth to death, from cradle to grave, from womb to tomb— talking,
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laughing, writing, singing, touching, running, riding, tagging, calling, 
crying, sitting, watching, eating, spinning, seeing, quaffing, jumping, 
kidding, painting, reaching, taking, (even) stealing, teasing, cutting, 
drawing, whispering, falling, plummeting, plunging, pitching, tumbling, 
hurtling, hurrying, rushing, hastening, slowing, pondering, scraping, 
molding, shelving, pasting, hurting, laving, fooling, measuring, turning, 
confessing, shouting, pouring, setting, lifting, moving, scanning, flip
ping, treading, swinging, shutting, dipping, crawling, lying, arranging, 
begging, tickling, soothing, gaining, bathing, hanging, weaving, center
ing, holding, shooting, throwing, gluing, closing, waiting, sliding, nail
ing, opening, skipping, flying, tossing, taping, tatting, cleansing, 
collecting, wrapping, hoping, diagramming (I dare you), lighting, flip
ping, acting, making, floating, typing, trotting, dialing, petting, shaping, 
pledging, rhyming, sealing, kissing, remembering, guarding, praying, 
playing, paying, quickening, losing, loving— in short, no matter how 
we spend our three-score-years-and-ten allotment pursuing the tried- 
and-true actions that, in aggregate, mark us out as a species, we must, 
each of us, every Horn, Tick, and Darry, every Anne, Betty, and Can
dida, be caught up short, each of our life sentences doomed to a period, 
like my Alice’s, who (in generous comprehension, in exceptionally gen
erous courage) has freely embraced her twenty-six-story fate, who has 
freely lifted her limbs to be stretched on the rack of a life whose dimen
sions were purposely conceived to probe (if you will indulge the melo
drama) the very limits of human endurance, who has (Alice that is) freely 
consented to have her ordeal held up in loving spectacle, to be not Sisy
phus (Charlie is really the better candidate for that role, peering through 
his tears down from the hospital window as the object of his affection 
escapes him) but the stone itself, tasked for apparent eternity to seek the 
nadir, never, ever, ever to gather moss, to fall away from the height it 
has reached with its benefactor’s aid and keep its fated rendezvous with 
gravity, this massy-muscled tug at the center of the earth, the magnet 
buried in the core of the apple, centripetal force in its primal form (that 
gives, incidentally, the lie absolutely to the quaint old myth of the cen
trifugal), holding everything fast to the planets surface, acknowledging 
only the most superhuman efforts— the voodoo of aeronautics, the
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apotheotic impulse of the leg muscle, the miracle of the transcendent 
wing—to fly momentarily in its face before, once again, implacable, in
tractable, and inevitable, King Gravity asserts its sovereignty, the gover
nor of physical action that allowed Icarus and Phaethon little more than 
a glimpse or two of delusionary happiness before slipping in the final, 
fatal word on their hubristic fancies, the genius who brought Goliath 
crashing down to earth, the iconoclast who dashed Moses’ stone tablets 
against the killing rocks, the executioner who delivered Jezebel to the 
dogs, the behemoth who sank the Titanic forever into a watery grave, 
Pisas scourge, Satans conductor into the fiery pit, Pompeii’s undertaker 
(for an earthquake, if you think about it, is really only gravity’s way of 
reminding us that, with it, the merest bout of tectonic indigestion— a 
touch of the rumbles in the terrestrial maw—imperils us all), but (lest 
we forget in this enumeration of gravity’s darkest masks) simultaneously 
the benefactor who floated Elijah’s cloak down to Elisha, the altruist 
who coaxes from heaven the blessed gift of a spring rain shower (nature’s 
kiss to a slowly awakening planet), the helpful assistant who in timely, 
delightfully rhythmical fashion delivers implement after implement after 
implement into the supplicating palms of the juggler before the widened 
eyes of a child’s audience— the same widened eyes from which Gravity 
the Stoic (the same, the very same) will tug the tears, sending them a- 
tumble down the cliff-wall of a downy cheek, tears of sorrow and pain 
and loss, to be sure, but tears also (again, lest we forget) of happiness, 
tears shed in a moment of joy when the tide is going out, the periwinkles 
are brilliant in their profusion, and the sand is heavy with saltwater, 
lending itself willing mortar to the amateur architect as he scoops up 
bulldozer bucketsful for the castle’s foundation (for in this oldest and 
divinest of games, the architect is also a construction grunt), checking 
the location of the ramparts against the blueprint spread out so carefully 
in the busy workroom of his imagination, all four bulwarks, once raised 
to full height, carefully scooped of a level inch or two of sand in their 
centers, forming the parapets, the necessary circles within a circle within 
which brightly colored action figures, the castle’s conscripts, are arrayed, 
a cornucopia of anachronisms and species set in lofty defense of the 
child’s demesne, cowboys with rifles, cowboys with pistols drawn, a pre-
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dictably posed (though entirely green) Indian, knees bent forward, left 
hand out, right arm raised with tomahawk at the ready (a figure equally 
adept at crawling forward for sneak attack in the middle of the night or 
leaping from a palomino in full gallop through the imagination onto 
the back of a helpless enemy brave), cereal-box dinosaurs all out-of-scale, 
the tyrannosaur on hind legs as tall as the long-necked brontosaurus (an 
innocent ages innocent term for our far jazzier apatosaur), the spiky- 
spined stegosaurus and the preciously imposing triceratops looking, 
somehow, all the more singular in the bright orange and reasonably deep 
purple in which they had been cast, leopards, pilots, ring-tailed mon
keys, World War II infantry chastely helmeted, all these and more, the 
brilliant motley of a child’s imagination distributed carefully among the 
turrets, prepared to shoot down, hack, gore, or bite to bits any enemy 
foolhardy enough to assay the castle, a last line of defense against any 
invading hordes that somehow bested the moat, the tactical trench so 
carefully dug out with bucket and child’s hand spade, a surprisingly per
fect circle that ran (at the architect’s insistence) nearly a full foot deep, 
a moat (once dug) plenished and replenished by running trips down to 
the tide, orange plastic bucket swinging wildly in ecstatic expectation 
of the pound or two of sea-slosh with whose conveyance it would soon 
be entrusted, heavy on the return trip, bouncing against the thigh, the 
knee, even the diminutive calf, handle elongated (gravity’s little re
minder) with the burden, relaxing immediately once a thimbleful of the 
Pacific Ocean had finally been delivered to its new (temporary) home, 
Uncle Charlie looking on approvingly and somehow successfully resist
ing the impulse to minister to the castle’s inevitably infirm foundation, 
Grandma Alice (her white pants rolled up to the knee— no further) hov
ering just in case a woman’s touch were needed, Mother Lorina further 
back up the beach in her chaise longue, sunglasses not obscuring her 
view of mother, brother, and son at play, brother Charlie so solicitous 
of his only nephew (who had his uncle’s high, rounded cheekbones and 
wide-set eyes, almost bow-legged across the bridge of the nose), this child 
whom Uncle Charlie loved with a parent’s desperate affection, this al
most-spitting image to whom Charlie would even lend his treasured 
childhood collection of action figures, this putto who had returned from
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his most recent trip down to the water s edge with the seat of his swim
suit very, very wet, Uncle Charlie laughing in unself-conscious delight 
at his nephews slip, an almost silent movie (this whole scene), somehow, 
playing out before Lorinas eyes, no dialogue or intertitles necessary, 
some music maybe (the Marx Brothers applying felt-tipped mallets to 
the helmeted heads of a platoon, perhaps, a human xylophone, yes— 
thats the ticket—Groucho conducting, Harpo laying down the back- 
beat), Grandma Alice hovering, still hovering, but hovering not for 
much longer, another scene frozen in frame (imagine, perhaps, John Sar
gent stepping outside his portrait studio to brighten a seascape), 
Grandma Alice, Mother Alice, Daughter Alice, Alice Alice hovering and 
floating and drifting and sinking and finally yielding to gravity, seeking 
the window of her only sons hospital room, seeking a final return to the 
earth, a final descent into the maelstrom, her energies now almost de
pleted, her life sentence nearly exhausted, Alice in final repose (. . . nine 
. . . e igh t. . .), Alice alighting (. . . five . . .), Alice at ground zero.
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All the Bodies
William Stobb

They went in the kitchen window—the girl and the boy. Pried it up, lit
tle sill-hop, leg swing. Easy every time.

Inside, the old man had the same linoleum, cupboards, countertop 
with white microwave. Same as everyone. Different smell, kind of darker, 
soaked in. Then the dark hallway, carpeted, and the carpeted stairs up 
to the bathroom where he kept them. The pills, ffe slept up there, but 
he was so old, they couldn’t even guess, and they’d done it so many times, 
he didn’t even care. The boy carried a tiny light, which was all they 
needed. Go slow, shine each step, go quiet. I imagine them holding 
hands. I imagine them smiling.

I wonder if they thought their lives were going to be like this for a while. 
They were seventeen. Were they addicted? Or did they just take the pills 
sometimes to zone out, listen to music, touch each other and feel it more.

“He must’ve been so afraid,” the neighbor said, but I guess anger 
must’ve been stronger when the old man brought the shotgun in. And 
that night when he heard them close the medicine cabinet and slowly 
tiptoe back down the stairs, he just turned the corner and fired down 
the stairwell. Two barrels, two blasts.

And then the part I can’t say yet. I have to stop and look away and 
maybe come back later and say what he did next.

“I’m gonna need that Clapper and that First Alert,” my dad said. He 
slurped coffee, set it down, snapped open the paper, but I could see 
him looking out the window, evaluating his dry half acre of lawn. His 
mouth tightened.

“I’ll do the watering,” I said.
“I’ll do it,” he replied, and looked back at the Star Tribune. The day 

after we’d buried his wife of sixty years, my mother, he dressed exactly 
the same—western shirt, tight polyester pants. His colored hair was 
slicked back and his colored beard trimmed.

“And one of those weather radios with the alerts,” he said. “And a po
lice scanner.”
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Three separate times that year he’d told me that his shed had been 
broken into. I figured he was slipping. The chainsaws missing? Maybe 
he loaned it out and forgot. Maybe he sold it. But he showed me the 
window screen, which someone had clearly sliced and peeled back. The 
“shed” was a large Quonset building full of various implements— a 1939 
Ford pickup truck on blocks, a skid-steer front loader, three push mow
ers and two riding lawn mowers, one set up for winter with a snow 
blower attachment, a full-size John Deere tractor from the 1950s, plus 
all manner of saws, drill presses, tool cabinets, gas cans, five full-sized 
oil barrels. These remembrances of farm living decomposed slowly in 
their curated environment, and if a few things went missing from the 
collection, it’d be difficult to say.

It was chilling to imagine that the shed had become a burglary target, 
because the big trial had gotten underway just that week. A local military 
retiree of approximately my dad’s age, Lloyd Gustafsen, killed two 
teenagers who’d broken into his house, just two miles up the road from 
my parents’ place, to steal money and prescription drugs. “They’ve done 
it a lot of times,” Gustafsen said, “but they aren’t going to do it any
more.” Gustafsen was on trial for murder, but most people thought he’d 
be acquitted, since the kids had broken and entered his home. When I 
asked my dad what he thought, he said the teenagers got what they de
served. “They thought he was vulnerable, but he wasn’t,” said my dad, 
“and they found out the hard way.”

That day’s Star Trib headline read “Lost Innocence: North Country 
Youth Addicted and Desperate.” The story featured the teens’ senior pic
tures, which stunned me, not only because the two kids looked like such 
harmless preppies, but also because the pictures were taken at the exact 
same studio as mine had been, twenty-five years earlier. The girl’s photo 
actually featured the same stupid white ladder that I had posed with. As 
if we were painters. Times may have changed— maybe Minnesota’s eld
erly really were arming themselves against aggressive young junkies— 
but you wouldn’t see the difference in the grad pics.

I wrote thank you notes while we watched on-demand episodes of Ice 
Truckers. We drank a second pot of coffee and made a third. When I 
found myself having unusual feelings about my mother’s body being in
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the ground— the whole under-surface of the Earth felt strangely preg
nant with my dead mother—I took the initiative to set up the sprinklers: 
an elaborate process involving five different hoses running from any of 
nine different spigots around the yard. By the time I had them all run
ning, the ground was back to normal. Mom was still under there, some
where, but I no longer felt like the ground was swelling. While I was 
out, Dad switched to a World War II show. Both of my grandfathers 
had survived combat duty, and my parents loved the stories of that 
war. They proudly displayed pictures of their uniformed fathers, their 
medals and memorabilia. Dad and I napped to the comforting buzz 
of sprinklers and P-40 Flying Tigers, artillery explosions on Midway, 
and the solemn voice-over narrating Normandy, Iwo Jima, the flight 
of the Enola Gay.

Late in the afternoon, Dad stood up.
“I know they have the Clapper and the scanner at Ace,” he said. 

“Not sure about the First Alert. Might have to mail order that one.” 
He was slightly hunched, not stooped. The dye-job on his hair and 
beard wasn’t too obvious— he looked younger than his eighty-two 
years. He seemed cogent most of the time, though sometimes his 
anger about the overall corruption and decay of the world seemed a 
little disproportionate. He attended church services most Sundays, 
and he had favorite waitresses at the local Perkins, but when I left 
town in a few short days, he was going to be pretty alone. Holed up. 
Wearing his alarm bracelet in case he fell in the shower, waiting for 
the police scanner to warn him about approaching packs of drug- 
addicted teenagers.

“I think it’d be a good idea if you just came and stayed with me for a 
while,” I said. I hadn’t been planning it, but the reasons popped up im
mediately: I hated to think of him alone, afraid of every noise he heard 
in the night, plus my schedule was flexible, and I could spare the second 
bedroom in my apartment. It all added up.

Dad sat back down, changed to CNN, looked at me with unusual 
directness, frowned.

“I think you’re probably right,” he said, and that surprised me. I fig
ured he’d resist. He and my mother had spent their lives administering
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programs that helped farmers and low-income families. They were the 
helpers, not the helped.

Within a week, I understood: Dad saw himself as the helper. There were 
several key ideas about life that I hadn’t acquired, and with the passing 
of my mother, he felt the pressure of time— if he didn’t straighten me 
out now, it’d soon be too late.

For the first few days, Dad watched TV from the time he woke up 
until he went to bed, composing instructional monologues based on 
show content. In particular, he would riff off the character qualities of 
the various drivers on Ice Truckers. These were all “real people,” but they 
were defined according to pretty recognizable stereotypes. There were 
some “good guys”: an earnest, hard-working one, a grumpy curmudgeon 
with a heart of gold, and a middle-aged woman who’d lost her teaching 
job due to budget cuts and now was making a go of it in a man’s world. 
There were a couple “bad guys”: a careless, obliviously selfish one, a dis
honest sleaze, and a tough young woman who was promiscuous and 
swore. And there were a couple of wild cards: an aspiring photographer 
with a lot of philosophical ideas, along with a quirky, sweet twenty-five- 
year-old with dyed blond hair who wore sweater vests and was surpris
ingly expressive of emotions.

“You see, she just has no self-control,” Dad said about the slutty one. 
“This life is not all about appetite. This consumer society will make you 
believe that anything can be purchased. You have to watch out for that.” 
I agreed, though it felt a little ironic. All their lives, he and Mom had 
accumulated consumer goods— books, knick-knacks, cheap memora
bilia, and a lot of tools and garden gadgets. Something about the com
bination of manual labor and innovation appealed to their farming 
ethos. W ith some elbow grease and a practical instrument like the 
RonCo Garden Weasel, they could defeat invading weeds lickety-split. 
Well, now my dad owned a Quonset-full of neglected implements that 
had become a target for desperate meth addicts.

And if we’re talking about appetite, why not mention Dad’s Internet 
habits? Mom called me one morning: “I can hear him in the office 
watching pornography! The women are all [insert sound of seventy-year-
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old mother imitating the fake orgasm cries of porn actresses] .” I tried 
to tell her it was nothing serious, but she should talk to him about it 
if it bothered her. I didn’t hear about it again, but in those first days 
after Dad moved in, I kept an eye on my laptop. He didn’t know how 
to delete the browsing history, so I was able to confirm that, indeed, 
my father was looking at pornography just about any time I left him 
home alone.

“You know, that kid can really be proud.” Dad was talking about the 
earnest hard-working driver, who was in his mid-thirties and was trying 
to start over after a lot of years working as a bartender. “He just couldn’t 
bear watching his community sink in the bottle, so he pulled himself 
up. . . .” His voice trailed off, and he fell asleep. His apnea had become 
pronounced, near to narcolepsy. He slept seven or eight different times 
throughout the course of a day, snoring violently. About 2 a.m., he 
would turn off the TV and sleep in his bed for a few hours.

I realized that if I didn’t propose something, Dad was going to repeat 
this depressing routine every day until he died, in however many months 
or years. So I persuaded him to start going with me to the YMCA. At 
first, we used the pool and then the fitness center, and he managed pretty 
well in both settings—he could paddle or just walk his lane in the pool, 
and in the fitness center he could use the nautilus machines. Soon, the 
Y’s friendly, caring employees suggested a variety of programs for my 
dad— not just exercise programs, but reading groups, computer classes, 
and social events. True to their branding, the Y really was “more than 
just a gym.”

Shredded below the waist by the shotgun blasts, the two teenagers lay 
at the bottom of the steps. “They were laughing at me,” Gustafsen said. 
“They thought it was all a big joke.” And it was true: the members of 
the high school diving team— their teammates— all agreed that they 
loved to laugh, both of them, the boy and the girl, both excellent divers, 
having appeared on the list of all-conference athletes published in the 
county record that year. “They were such a great couple,” the girl’s best 
friend said. “At least they were together,” said the boy’s younger brother. 
“I mean, if it had to happen, at least. . .” For the friends and family of
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the teenagers, it was very difficult to imagine the bloody horror of their 
final moments. Easier to remember them launching from the high 
board, making sharp arrows of their bodies, plunging, then sub
merged—was there something about the pills that was like diving? Was 
there something about being high together that felt like sharing one 
body in suspension in the cool blue moment after punching through 
the surface? But then, shot, they wouldVe crumpled and tumbled. It 
was hard to imagine them laughing, when their legs were suddenly 
blown away and their precisely elegant bodies were falling and emptying 
out so that a pool of blood was forming around them. Shock, maybe. 
Or maybe they were high. Or maybe the man, Mr. Gustafsen, was so 
angry. Delusional. They could’ve been whimpering when he came down 
the stairs, when they were dragging themselves away, trying to drag 
themselves, and when he went out to the shop and returned with a tarp. 
When he returned with the tarp, it was hard to imagine them laughing.

We quickly found a routine. Between TV, sleeping, and programs at the 
Y, Dad seemed fulfilled—happier than usual, even. I was happy too. My 
window-cleaning business was in a good groove. I worked each morning 
from four until about nine, hitting each of my clients twice a week. I 
would swim and exercise with Dad after that, then leave him for his pro
grams. Ed use that free time to nap, read, watch day baseball, or visit 
with friends who would meet me for lunch or a couple of afternoon 
beers. The situation felt surprisingly sane.

One day, while Dad was at the Y, I stopped by the FedEx store to 
mail a Rolling Stones box set I’d just sold on EBay. The manager was 
Mindy Mooney. We had mutual friends, and had hung out here and 
there over the last decade. We decided to have lunch together at a sand
wich shop down the block and catch up. It’d been a while. Over salads, 
I explained the situation with my dad, and described how much we were 
enjoying the Y.

“One of the most interesting aspects,” I said, “is that Im  noticing 
people’s bodies more.” That hadn’t come out quite the way I wanted 
it to. “I mean at the Y. Before my dad came, I mainly noticed younger 
people’s bodies, but now that my dad’s here, I find myself comparing
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his body to other old people’s bodies— like, in the pool and in the 
locker room.”

“And?” asked Mindy.
“They’re just fascinating. Like, all the different kinds of bellies and 

arms— skinny arms, flabby arms. The huge, obese bodies, and then the 
tiny ones. Scars, blemishes, deformities. Everything.”

Mindy just nodded, and we ate quietly for a bit. Then she suggested 
we go back to her place, set up the massage table, and notice each others 
bodies for a while.

“I’m not in the greatest shape,” she said, “but my body’s gotta be bet
ter than those old dudes at the Y.” It was a perfect joke to make the thing 
happen in a sweet way, but I kept thinking about it, even when she was 
lying on her stomach on the massage table, her body thick and strong, 
soft and responsive, even when I moved my hand up the inside of her 
thigh, when her breathing changed— even then, I was thinking about 
bodies better and worse, living and dead. When she rolled on her back 
and I saw the color in her face, her determination— this was definitely 
happening—then I finally fell out of thinking for a while.

Getting ready to leave, I kissed Mindy maybe a little too hard. She 
seemed almost surprised by it, but then she matched it, and that felt 
as good as anything. I pulled away and squeezed her elbow and began 
to turn.

“What would your dad say?” she asked.
“I think he probably dreamed his whole life of doing what we just 

did,” I said, and headed home. What my dad did in fact say, though, 
after I walked in just slightly later than usual was “you smell like pussy.” 
I was stunned. On the one hand, it was the kind of thing I never imag
ined him saying. On the other hand . . . was he telepathic? Did I smell 
like wine, or like Mindy’s shower products? Smells he might associate 
with something feminine? I was caught off guard and it must’ve shown, 
because Dad immediately understood that he’d been right.

“Jesus Christ, did you just hire some prostitute off the street?”
“No, D ad,” I explained in a voice pleading for calm. “I have 

a girlfriend.”
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“What? You have a girlfriend and you don’t even introduce me?”
“Its not like that,” I said. “It’s just—sometimes I have girlfriends.” 
“Plural?” he half-squeaked. “What in the Sam Hell? What did I tell 

you about appetites?” He just shook his head awhile. “I’ll pray for you,” 
he said. “I really will.” Stunned as I was at his powers of intuition, I was 
also flustered by the hypocrisy, and I wasn’t able to hold my tongue.

“I wonder what porn sites you were looking at while I was having ac
tual sex with an actual person.”

He turned bright red, immediately, and resorted to one of the classic 
lines I remembered from my teenage years.

“You know, if I had spoken to my father that way, I’d have scars to 
remember it by.”

The tarp. He came in from the shop with a tarp. He would’ve stepped 
over them, or around them, to the shop and then back with the tarp, 
rolled or crumpled in his arms. He would’ve opened the door and carried 
it down the plank stairs to the cellar, and they would’ve heard him 
spreading out the tarp. They would’ve been bleeding but trying to believe 
it wasn’t really a tarp, that he wasn’t going to use the tarp the way he was 
using it. The neighbors all said he was afraid, so afraid that he spread 
the tarp at the bottom of the cellar stairs and then, first the boy and then 
the girl, pulled them down by their shredded, bleeding legs, so they 
must’ve been racked with pain and maybe passed out as they bounced, 
their heads must’ve bounced down the steps, until their bodies were on 
the tarp, on the stone floor of the cellar at the bottom of the stairs. One 
of the blue, heavy-duty tarps? Or a painter’s clear plastic sheeting? Was 
it effective in limiting the splatter, then? When he loaded his Luger and 
“gave them each a clean finishing shot up under the chin,” was it clean, 
what he gave them? Could they feel the cleanliness of the gift? Did the 
tarp help it to feel wrapped and clean like a gift?

The next day was Thanksgiving, and he hadn’t wanted to bother the 
sheriff on an American holiday. He had lunch with relatives, and didn’t 
mention the children wrapped in a tarp in his basement. He came home 
and watched football, drank beer, went to bed. He did call first thing 
on Friday, and an ambulance did come and collect the tarp.
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Dad was pretty quiet the next morning. Rather than speak, he just 
squinted at me sarcastically and shook his head at my conversation 
starters. About 11, we went to the Y. On our way in, the smiling asso
ciates at the desk brightened up and shouted “Rudy!” as if he were a 
kindergartener. He smiled and soaked it in. Once past the gate, he used 
his deep, serious, public voice to say “good morning” to other men, and 
a higher pitched, softer voice to say “hello” to women.

We showered and swam, or I swam, while Dad walked up and down 
his lane. After about twenty minutes, we moved over to the hot tub, 
where some young swimming lesson teachers were gathered— three fit 
young women in matching red one-piece suits, and two fit young men 
in red trunks.

“Staff meeting?” joked my dad, as he stepped carefully down into 
the tub.

“I’m gonna hit the gym for twenty minutes,” I said. “I’ll meet you up 
in the lobby.”

“Not to worry,” he said. “I think I’m safe here.” A couple of the swim
ming teachers smiled reassuringly, and I felt legitimately happy for Dad, 
enjoying his new community. Instead of working out, I quickly show
ered, got dressed, went up to the lobby and called Mindy. She’d be at 
work, maybe not too busy. I knew it was too soon to call, but I couldn’t 
stop feeling that last kiss. If she were free that evening, I thought maybe 
we could go out for a late dinner, once my dad was settled. She didn’t 
answer, so I texted, “Let’s have dinner. Just dinner. Eating is necessary.”

I poured a cup of complimentary Y coffee and looked at the paper. 
As arguments closed and the jury went into deliberation, polls showed 
that Minnesota’s elderly were overwhelmingly supportive of Gustafsen, 
and believed he would be found not guilty. “He was vulnerable and 
afraid,” said one local resident, “and he defended his property.” I set the 
paper down and thought about my parents’ generation— born on farms 
in the 1930s, raised strictly, raised to work, raised to believe they could 
improve this world. My parents traveled across the state, returned home 
late, stayed up even later with stacks of documents on the kitchen table, 
budgeting, planning, figuring out the future. Then the state closed both 
of their programs within two years. Forced into retirement, Mom stayed
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active and upbeat, but Dad seemed defeated. He sat down in his recliner 
and never really got up. For twenty years, he mowed and watered, cleared 
snow in the winter, and primarily watched TV while making commen
tary to his wife about the world’s wrong directions. One day, she didn’t 
say “Rudolph, stop being such a sourpuss,” and when he looked at her, 
her right side sagged until she tipped over in her chair.

Now, just weeks after her death, he was meeting other active seniors, 
mingling in a hot tub with young lifeguards. He seemed happy. I could 
hardly believe it.

Just as Mindy texted back, “yes please I’m starving already,” I recog
nized the lifeguard hustling to the desk as one of the ones who cl been 
in the hot tub with my dad. By the time he scanned the lobby and 
found me, I was already on my feet, crossing in front of the coffee sta
tion to meet him.

“What happened?” I asked.
“Your dad is fine,” he said, “but he had a little trouble in the pool.” 

While we walked back to the locker room, he explained that when the 
kids started piling in for 12 o’clock lessons, my dad left the hot tub and 
went back to the locker room, where he must’ve showered and taken off 
his trunks. Then, instead of entering the locker area, he’d mistakenly 
walked back out into the pool area, naked. Unnoticed at first, he’d 
walked all the way down the rail, shuffling on the slippery tile, through 
that peculiar, shimmery light, under the inspirational sign: “With a team 
behind you, so much more is possible.” He must’ve had that child-like 
expression I’ve seen on his face— like a scared schoolboy walking out on 
stage, unable to remember his line for the play—and in fact the pool 
area had suddenly filled with children, while the side bleachers, in front 
of the big windows into the fitness center, were now full of young moms, 
the kind of women my father routinely viewed in sexual situations on
line. It was one of those moms, a woman named Janelle Olson, who 
first noticed him walking naked through the pool area. Intuitively un
derstanding the situation, she hurried to him and gently explained that 
he had not put his trunks on, that children were having their lessons, 
that he couldn’t be naked there in the public pool, that he had to go
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back. I see my father s body very clearly—narrow shoulders, firm belly 
like a basketball, the papery, nearly transparent skin, speckled with 
moles, his skinny legs and butt, his private parts, feverishly hanging away 
from his torso, heated by fifteen minutes in the hot tub. Janelle Olson 
must’ve been a very understanding woman to come close to him and 
speak calmly, to touch his shoulder and try to steer him, and, when the 
children finally noticed and started to scream and point, to take his other 
shoulder in her other hand and more firmly try to swivel him— he’d 
given his whole life to help families, his whole life he’d looked at young 
women with only desire, and now this no, and now this woman was 
pushing him—so, vulnerable and afraid, he pivoted and struck her, back- 
handed. She staggered and fell hard on the tile. At that point the two 
male swim instructors finally noticed the situation and were able to re
strain him and forcibly return him to the locker room.

“Oh my god,” I said.
“Everything’s stable now,” said the guard. “He’s getting dressed.”
Only when we reached the locker room door did he warn me: “he’s 

still pretty mad.”
That’s when I heard him.
“This place is a dirty joke!” The voice, clearly audible from somewhere 

in the recesses of the locker room, must’ve been my dad’s. “A dirty fuck
ing joke!” I apologized to the guard, who offered a compassionate smile.

When I got to him, Dad had his blue polyester pants on and was rap
idly tucking in his plaid western shirt, the snaps of which he’d done up 
crookedly. His coloring was bright red and he was damp with perspira
tion. His usually parted and slicked back hair had flopped down over 
his face.

“Where the fuck were you?” he asked. And then he put his finger up 
between us. “You will not tell your mother about this.”

That afternoon, on Ice Truckers, the old codger stalled out on a mountain 
pass north of Fairbanks and began sliding backward down a steep in
cline. He was able to steer the truck safely to the shoulder and stop it 
without jackknifing, but then he was stuck in a remote location at night
fall with a blizzard approaching.
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I texted Mindy: “Dad had a problem today. Cant do tonight. Sorry.” 
She texted back immediately: “Everything okay?”
The codger began calling on his CB. A service truck with a winch 

could make it out in the morning, after the storm passed.
I texted, “Yeah, okay in the short term. Wanted to CU tho.” 
“Wanted to CU2,” she texted. “Rain check.” She added a winking 

emoticon. As I typed “I’ll call you,” the dispatcher told the old codger 
to get comfortable, keep warm, get some sleep. “Roger that,” he came 
back, “but will you call my wife? Tell her I love her?” The camera then 
somehow panned up from the truck, into the falling snow, the gathering 
clouds, and then through the clouds, above them, and then even higher, 
into the cold void of starry space for a moment of elegance and calm 
before the cut to a commercial.

“That must be CGI,” I said. But when I looked, I could see that Dad 
was weeping, his hands up to his face.

The surprise verdict came in quickly: guilty on two counts of first-degree 
murder. Once he’d rendered the teens helpless, Gustafsen was no longer 
“defending his castle”— this was the principle in question, the Castle 
Doctrine, which allows us to protect our homes like sovereign royalty, 
or dragons on our hoards. Once he’d wounded the two minors, the jury 
ruled that the Castle Doctrine no longer applied to his actions. Retriev
ing the Luger from his gun safe, bringing in the tarp and spreading it at 
the bottom of the stairs, pulling the victims down into the cellar— these 
were acts of premeditation. And at the crucial moment when he twice 
discharged the pistol, he defended no right. He executed those kids.

The verdict triggered a mandatory sentence of life in prison, but ap
peals began immediately. Calling the decision “An American Travesty,” 
a website went live the next morning, sponsored by a conservative action 
committee and endorsed by Gustafsen’s family. It proclaimed him an 
American hero, and, to help cover his legal expenses, raised a million 
dollars in twenty-four hours.

After the YMCA incident, Dad went into a shell. He stopped criticizing 
and instructing. I thought maybe he felt humbled, sheepish, and would
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come out of it, but days passed and he was sleeping even more than 
usual. When he stood, his posture seemed to be collapsing— his shoul
ders pulling in toward his chest. We made an appointment, and the doc
tor advised full-time care. If Dad was beginning to experience dementia, 
his needs were likely to increase dramatically in the coming months. As 
a single individual, my own schedule left too many gaps. Every time I 
left him alone, there were potential dangers. To my surprise, Dad didn’t 
resist the idea.

I began working earlier, beginning at 3 a.m., so that I could be home 
by the time Dad woke up. While he watched TV, I researched care fa
cilities. And in between naps, we went for walks in different places, 
and went out for coffee. I connected with the director of a local nature 
center and arranged to do some volunteer work there. One weekday 
afternoon, we guided busloads of elementary school kids through a 
traveling butterfly exhibit. Dad wondered at the mesh structure run 
with vines— how did they move it from site to site? And the many dif
ferent species of butterflies seemed to amaze him— their bodies so frag
ile but strong, their wings more delicate than tissue paper, but capable 
of crossing continents.

Most importantly, Dad remained calm around the children, even 
when their questions became overwhelming and their volume level rose. 
I keep a picture on my phone: smiling nervously, Dad’s standing be
tween two young girls— probably seven or eight years old. All three have 
turned their eyes upward as four butterflies of various colors flutter 
around his white cap. The girls laugh and point, while Dad’s expression 
is one of total enchantment.

I keep the picture to remind me: something innocent must remain 
inside of people, even after living leaves its marks.

Mindy finally insisted that I come by for coffee one morning after work. 
I explained it would have to be early, and she said that was fine. So I 
skipped a client and rang her apartment at 6:45. She buzzed me in, 
which meant that she had to have gotten up, but by the time I quietly 
knocked and pushed her apartment door open, she was nowhere to be 
seen. The light above the kitchen sink was on, and I could see the clean
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dishes in the rack, a half bottle of wine left on the counter, the clock on 
the microwave flashing zeroes, the coffee maker not turned on. I kicked 
off my shoes and quietly crossed the kitchen. I went slowly, watching 
each step down the carpeted hallway toward the one light left on— the 
bathroom light. Across the hall, a door was cracked open. I pushed it 
further and its hinges creaked. I looked inside. In the dark, I could hear 
Mindy breathing, and I could smell her body smell, her warm bed smell. 
Just as I was beginning to wonder how she’d managed to buzz me in 
without waking up at all, she hummed “get in here,” and I followed her 
voice to the bedside. I pushed her hair back and she touched my hand, 
and then, as she pulled me down into her neck and I felt her smooth 
face against my stubble, and as she hummed “you wanna crawl in?” and 
I took off most of my clothes and crawled under the covers in my boxers 
and T-shirt, and as we spoke softly to each other and touched each other 
and spooned and drifted back toward sleep, I wished time could move 
more slowly. I wished I could remain in that moment. I wished I could 
hold on to my life.
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Rats in Heat
Zoe Bossiere

My mother is a hardened woman.
She has what I’ve heard my fa

ther call “depression-era sensibili
ties.” A small, thin woman, she 
works long hours and rarely com
plains, even when ill. She has little 
sentimentality for material posses
sions. My mother wears no 
makeup, though she has taken to 
dyeing her hair now that the gray 
is coming in. For lunch she eats a 
single slice of toast slathered with 
peanut butter, a cup of coffee 
brewed yesterday.

Over the years, well-meaning 
friends have gifted her various 
houseplants, all of which become 
victimized by my mother s over or 
under-watering. “They either 
starve or drown,” she once said, 
sighing over a doomed poinsettia. 
She was relieved when the family 
moved to Tucson, where all of na
ture is sharp and stoic, requiring 
little water, no care. But despite 
her failures in horticulture, my 
mother can make astonishing 
things out of paper. As a profes
sional crafter, she designs greeting 
cards and scrapbook pages, then 
teaches classes to local ladies de
tailing how to make them. Most

of my mothers ladies are retired. 
They have rooms at home devoted 
to their hobby, and wear themed 
T-shirts that say things like “Scrap 
Queen” and “Paper Is Cheaper 
Than Therapy.” For my mother, 
scrapbooking is not so much a 
hobby as her livelihood. She slaves 
over her creations as one would a 
hot stove, wearing bandages over 
her bruised and paper-cut fingers, 
her palms sticky with the residue 
of glue dots, a stray smattering of 
glitter on her cheek. She emerges 
from her shed after a long day of 
scrapping a bleary-eyed zombie 
woman, staggering toward the 
Airstream trailer she and my father 
share for sleep.

From the moment I could say 
the word, I begged my parents 
for a dog.

My mother never liked the idea 
of having a pet. She knew that the 
daily care of the animal would ul
timately be up to her as the rest of 
us gradually lost interest in the 
more monotonous aspects of pet 
ownership. She worried about 
how much attention it was get
ting, and felt guilty leaving it with
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neighbors and friends when we 
went out of town. But my mother 
has a natural magnetism for life. 
Once the animal was actually in 
our home, she devoted herself to 
it, accepting it as a tiny member of 
our family.

I begged my parents for a dog, 
but it was never the right time. 
Our apartment was too small or 
the responsibility too great; we 
were too busy or I was too young. 
Still, I asked for a puppy every 
Christmas and birthday, hoping 
that this year would be the year. 
When I turned eleven, she finally 
relented, and my father brought 
home a medium-sized wheaten 
terrier mix from the pound.

She had coarse salt-and-pepper 
fur and an oblivious temperament. 
Shortly after her arrival, the dog 
managed to sneak into my 
mother’s closet and chew exactly 
one shoe from each pair. My 
mother sighed and salvaged 
some of the less obviously ruined 
of the bunch.

“I needed to get rid of these any
way, I guess,” she said. “Damn dog.”

Now that my sister Jessica had 
graduated from college and set
tled down in her own state, there 
was little mooring us to Virginia. 
My parents were restless. We

would be moving soon, leaving 
our apartment of ten years behind 
to live in the Airstream trailer my 
father bought on eBay. According 
to him, with this move we would 
make a new life for ourselves, a 
life free of leases and other earthly 
burdens. We would worry less, 
travel more, and have only our
selves to answer to. The dog was 
part of the deal. We sold almost 
everything we owned, loading the 
rest in a bright red circusesque 
wagon my father built and 
headed west to Tucson, Arizona, 
where the Airstream was waiting 
for us.

The rats had names: Bodhi and 
Teddy.

The rats were the first animals 
I cared for on my own. My 
mother tried her best to talk me 
out of it. She knew what it was to 
be saddled down with living be
ings that depended on her for en
tertainment and sustenance, she 
said. The freedoms of a person in 
her early twenties were to be sa
vored, to be appreciated on their 
own merits.

“The very last thing you need in 
your life,” she said, “is a pet.” She 
argued that feeding them was ex
pensive and Fd need to be home
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to take care of them and I’d have 
to clean up after them and they’d 
limit my vacation options.

“But Mom,” I said, “that’s why 
I have your

She sighed. “That’s what I was 
afraid of.”

Bodhi was a black-and-white 
Rex variety, his fur wispy and thin, 
the ridge of his back beginning to 
bald. Teddy was Siamese and a 
Dumbo, his large ears protruding 
from either side of his head like 
the elephant of the same name. 
The rats were enormous, each al
most too fat to hold in clasped 
hands. They secreted an orange 
substance called “buck grease” 
from their backs and required 
weekly baths. Their huge balls 
sagged and dragged on everything, 
including each other. But they 
were mine, and I loved them as 
best I could.

Bodhi, I’m sure now, had some 
kind of rodent neurological disor
der. His eyes each seemed to focus 
on a separate cardinal direction, 
and he had difficulty navigating 
obstacles, realizing their presence 
only by head-on collision. He mis
took, on more than one occasion, 
people’s toes for peanuts. He 
leaked. One could always locate 
Bodhi by following his urine trail.

Teddy I brought home during 
one of Bodhi’s adolescent psy
chotic episodes, when he was leap
ing off counters to his near death 
and biting the tips of my fingers. 
I’d read on a rat blog that Bodhi 
was acting out because he was 
lonely, and that a friend might help 
him become better adjusted. I also 
read that male rats are territorial 
and it’s common for them to mur
der one another. So I brought little 
Teddy home from the store and 
prayed he would not be murdered. 
I placed the rodents in the bath
tub—a neutral area, as the blog ad
vised— and watched them make 
first contact. The results were un
derwhelming. Teddy approached 
Bodhi, climbed on top of his head, 
and took a nap. Bodhi, for his part, 
simply pretended Teddy did not 
exist. The leaping and biting 
promptly ceased, a bizarre partner
ship born in their wake.

Teddy continued to sleep on 
top of Bodhi long after he’d grown 
past the appropriate size to do so. 
Bodhi continued to pretend that 
Teddy did not exist. Occasionally 
there were standoffs where the two 
would balance on hind legs, per
fectly still, waiting for the other to 
falter so he could strike. My father 
liked to joke that the rats were
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homosexual lovers in a sado
masochistic relationship— Bodhi 
the dim-witted muscle man and 
Teddy his timid, eager mate. 
Once, when Bodhi bit Teddy on 
the face to snatch a piece of left
over tuna, my father pointed his 
finger at the rat, turned to me and 
said, “He’s abusive” sort of accus
ingly, as though I’d raised him to 
be an asshole. Teddy was bleeding, 
and when I tried to clean him up 
he squeaked, wriggling in my grip, 
desperate to be reunited with his 
attacker. I sighed. As hard as I tried 
to care for them, I just didn’t have 
my mother’s way with animals.

The Airstream was magnificent.
I was nearly twelve when my 

family settled into our new home 
in the desert. Our trailers silver 
body shone in the eternal sunlight, 
and inside were a narrow walkway 
and overhead compartments, like 
an airplane. This felt appropriate. 
Compared to Virginia, Tucson was 
like another planet. Hard, red 
earth and sharp, leafless plants. 
Creeping tarantulas and ven
omous rattlers. Summers so hot 
you could pass out and die right 
there on the sidewalk. In the 
desert, it almost never rained, and 
when it did the water was hot and

came down in sheets like an out
door shower. The dog would tear 
through the Airstream, frisky after 
the rain, charging the narrow hall 
like a wet bullet and barking at the 
sound of water pelting the alu
minum roof.

“It’s because she’s stupid,” my 
father joked. “Aren’t you stupid?” 
The dog would cock her head and 
stare, tongue lolling. She was a bit 
stupid, but we liked her all the 
same. Though initially reticent, 
my mother quickly grew fond of 
the dog. She would take her for a 
long walk around the park each 
morning, circling the rows and 
rows of pristine RVs. At night they 
sat together in front of the televi
sion, watching Andy Griffith re
runs while my mother worked on 
her latest scrapbook design.

In no time, my mother had a 
full-blown crafting operation on 
her hands. The paper was threat
ening to take over. What once fit 
in a single box stowed under the 
bed grew to inhabit the bookshelf 
next to the television. Her cre
ations crowded the overhead bins, 
lined the walkway in neat stacks 
we had to be careful not to dis
turb. Finally, all was relegated out
side, and from then on my mother 
spent her days working in what
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she called her “scrap shed,” the dog 
dutifully napping at her feet and 
occasionally cooling off in the 
trough of water we left in the yard.

But back to the rats.
When they were about a year 

old, I took a vacation. I left the 
pair with my mother, who reluc
tantly accepted responsibility for 
them in my absence. I brought 
them to the Airstream in a 
double-decker cage laden with 
rat pellets and a list of things 
they couldn’t eat, which was 
very short.

“They stink,” she complained.
“They really do,” I agreed, kiss

ing each of them goodbye, Teddy 
squealing like a banshee. When I 
returned a week later, the rats 
were fatter and less mobile. 
Whenever my mother entered the 
room they rushed to the top level 
of their cage, toppling over each 
other on the way up, vying for her 
attention. In just seven days, they 
had become part of her routine, 
and she theirs. First thing in the 
morning she’d put the coffee on 
and greet the boys with some left
overs from the fridge— small piles 
of peas, mini mounds of rice, bits 
of chicken— before heading out 
to work in her scrap shed. The

rats adored her and, though she 
didn’t admit it, I knew she loved 
them too.

About a year after we called the 
desert our home, the dog began 
to wheeze.

She hid from my mother when 
it was time for a walk, and couldn’t 
race around the Airstream without 
stopping to cough, sometimes 
vomiting. The vet prescribed flu
conazole, a large pill to be crushed 
and eaten twice daily with meals. 
The dog began to wet herself, act
ing as though she didn’t realize it. 
She’d pee in our beds, tail thump
ing nervously in the face of our ac
cusatory tones. Then, one night, 
during Andy Griffith, she had her 
first seizure. We watched as her 
body grew stiff and flailed help
lessly on the trailer’s wooden floor, 
no one sure whether to hold her 
down or just let it happen. When 
it was over, the dog woke as if in a 
daze, stumbling over her water 
dish, tripping over my mother’s 
box of handmade cards. My 
mother pulled the dog onto her 
lap, held her close, whispering 
comforting words as I sopped up 
the spill with a paper towel, care
fully drying the edges of my 
mother’s ruined cards.
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The rats didn’t live very long. They 
never do.

In his second year, Bodhi de
veloped a lump. This was a hard 
mass stemming from his throat 
and growing larger by the day. 
The tumor leeched nutrition 
from his body, leaving him weak 
and exhausted, bones visible be
neath his balding skin. Teddy 
knew, in his dim way, that some
thing was wrong. He took to 
huddling against, but not on, 
Bodhi, grooming the area around 
his tumor and escorting him to 
the garden level of the cage for 
a drink.

I brought the rats to the 
Airstream to die. It had air condi
tioning, and I thought they would 
appreciate the time away from the 
watchful gaze of my new room
mate’s cat. My mother was sympa
thetic to poor Bodhi. She’d 
gingerly lift him, wrapping him in 
a soft towel and stroking his sweet 
fur. She fed him yogurt on a spoon 
and let him watch TV on the bed 
with her the in evenings. Bodhi 
grew more lumps, Teddy grew 
more nervous, and through this, 
my mother was there.

She was there when it happened.

I was not, though I can imagine 
my mother emerging bleary from 
her scrap shed, heading into the 
Airstream to her peanut butter 
lunch, her afternoon cup of coffee. 
She would wonder where the dog 
was and call for her. She knew that 
sometimes the dog, in her drugged 
state, would forget herself and 
wander off. My mother would 
have peered around the Airstream 
in both directions, searching for 
that dark shock of fur that was the 
dog amid the sandy gravel that de
fined the campsites from the road. 
At some point, she would have 
stopped, noticing that the water 
trough, where she saw the dog 
standing hours before, was more 
full than she remembered it. She 
would have then noticed some
thing bobbing in the water, dark 
hair furling serenely.

My father would have found 
the two of them there, a trail of 
water from the trough to the dog 
on my mother’s lap, soaking 
through her jeans. He would have 
crouched down to where she knelt 
and said, I ’m sorry, honey; and I 
can hear her wail, I t’s all my fault, 
it’s all my fault, I  was only twenty 
feet away, in the fucking shed. I 
imagine my father found an old 
towel to wrap her in, and a box.
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My mother would have helped 
him lift her in there, the dog was 
so heavy. They would have stood 
together and just looked at her for 
a while, my mother wondering 
with guilt whether maybe, if she'd 
stopped for lunch just a few min
utes earlier, things might've been 
different. Or maybe it wasn’t like 
that at all. I don't want to burden 
her by my asking. How it hap
pened probably isn't all that im
portant, just that it did.

We were on our way home.
My father and I drove up a 

steep slope in the San Bernardino 
Mountains in one of his VW 
campers. My mother had stayed 
behind to attend various paper 
craft events and, of course, to 
watch the rats. It was slow going 
in the bus. We could only manage 
about fifty-five on the highway, 
and up this hill we were pushing 
twenty, twenty-five. It was late. 
The only light we could see for 
miles was the soft yellow glow of 
our own headlights. My father's 
flip phone rang and he answered 
it, leaning his shoulder to his ear 
so he could steer with both hands. 
It was my mother.

“What's that? You’re breaking 
up. The service is terrible up here,

hang on.” He took one hand off 
the steering wheel and held the 
phone to his ear. He listened.

“W hat do you mean? W hat 
about them?” he asked. There was 
a pause and I could hear the pan
icked lilt of my mother's voice 
through the phone.

“Oh . . .” he said, his voice trail
ing off. He shot me a sideways 
glance and mouthed something.

“What?” I asked.
The rats.

The story goes something like this:
My mother was in a hurry that 

morning. She thought she left the 
AC on, but couldn't be totally 
sure. The power may have gone 
out, as it sometimes did in Cactus 
Country. It was a stifling Tucson 
summer day, and the Airstream in
sulated that heat like a solar oven. 
When she found them that night, 
Bodhi and Teddy were nestled to
gether, eyes closed, curled into 
each other like they were asleep. 
My mother wept as she wrapped 
their stiff little bodies in paper 
towels and laid them to rest in a 
shoebox. Then she picked up the 
phone to deliver the bad news.

“I'm so sorry, I'm just so sorry,” 
she said between sobs. “Do you 
hate me?”
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I had known this was coming. 
Bodhi was due to die any day. 
Teddy, I knew, wouldn’t have 
made it long without him. I’d 
planned to take him home, where 
we’d begin the process of sorting 
through our individual grief to
gether. I’d love him through yo
gurt drops and potato chips and 
he’d shriek when I tried to pick 
him up and do his best to ignore 
me the rest of the time and pine 
over Bodhi until he himself 
wasted away.

“Mom. Listen, Mom,” I said, 
“listen— it was for the best.”

In every family, there is at least 
one who must stand before the 
gods and bear whichever burden is 
assigned to them, and in our fam
ily that person is my mother.

We would be home soon, dig
ging a hole in the chapped earth of 
the backyard and placing the shoe- 
box inside. We would say a few 
words and then cover it up. My 
mother would tearfully return to 
her scrap shed to lose herself in her 
latest project.

What my mother meant when 
she warned me about caring for 
animals is this: they get sick, they 
asphyxiate, they drown, they die. 
Something terrible will happen, 
and what you’re left with is an

empty collar, a little cage where 
two rats used to be.

94



by me, begrudgingly gifted by them. It had occurred to me, during my 
undergraduate graduation, that I was in danger of being too loved by 
my parents. Too much love makes ones goals slip. In my Human 
Anatomy class, we were taught that goals were the souls blood. The pro
fessor said it more fancily: “Goals are valuable motivators to the human 
psyche.” It sounded a lot like blood to me.

So I asked my parents if I could live elsewhere. They ignored me. At 
family breakfasts, I complained that our current living arrangement was 
too cramped. “Pass the sugar” was their response. Only when I littered 
their newspapers and dentistry catalogues with real-estate flyers did they 
finally groan, set down their coffees, and agree to pick a house.

My house was a tiny, blue-brick thing nestled between two shrub
beries and the ocean. The wood floors were dusted with sand. The 
wallpaper bubbled from the salty air. It wasn’t exactly beachfront, but 
a hundred meters from a crab-studded cliff, which was another hun
dred meters from the water itself. From upstairs I heard the distant 
orchestra. Waves on rocks, a harsh cymbal strike; the stirring winds, 
deep as horns; the churning of pebbles and shelled things; the belly- 
beats of plucked strings.

The song never ended. My house, too, was perpetually halfway, 
being in between contractors. The heaters were on back order, the 
insulation forgotten, the electricity spotty. Bathrooms outnumbered 
bedrooms and bedrooms outnumbered outlets, except in the nursery, 
which had seven, all surrounding a painted rocker. No one was sure 
if the plumbing was functioning. For the time being, my sink was 
the neighbor’s hose, my bathroom the outhouse left by the construc
tion crew.

My parents had demanded to stay until the construction order was 
confirmed. Just a few days, they promised.

The mice were the real malady. In the first lecture of Cognitive Psychol- 
ogy, we learned the worst maladies are the ones that start in the mind. 
The mind rots and the body goes bad. The professor said this properly, 
of course, with words like stress disorders and paranoia and self-fulfilling 
prophecy. It sounded like rot to me.
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Pipes
Jesslyn Gillespie

It was the mice, Mother said. Mice in the pipes, which meant a lot of 
mice, considering the mileage of pipes she said was in the house. Hun
dreds of miles, she guessed. Beneath the stone, above the chandeliers, 
behind the yellow wallpaper, all groaning and gurgling and diverging 
and converging like veins and arteries. If the pipes were truly there, they 
weighed down the house to no purpose. Only the kitchen sink worked.

We couldn’t see the mice either. The evidence was the scratching. 
Mother said she heard it the moment we stepped into the entranceway, 
even before we found the light switch.

“Hear that?” she whisper-asked.
“Oof,” Father said from behind a tower of boxes. “Your hats 

are heavy.”
“Hear what?” I asked.
“The scratching,” Mother said. She released the trolley; the piano fell 

to the carpet with a dusty thump. “Someone get the light.”
“I said, your hats are heavy,” Father whined. “We should ask the 

neighbors to help.”
“There sure is a lot,” Mother said, ear to the wall.
“You’re telling me. No one needs this many hats.”

The lights were found. We inspected the new house, together at first, 
then apart, separated by our own curiosities. I took the upstairs, con
sidering it was my house, and that’s the place the new owner always 
wants to see first. The phrase was a melody, two hums in the chest: my 
house. I had found the advertisement in a corkboard-corner of a coffee 
shop. House for Sale. Small, old, happy. My parents cherished old things. 
Father liked antiques, like glass-bound pens. Mother liked traditions, 
like holidays and measuring my height on the first of every month, 
which happened every month that I lived with them during my under
graduate years and all the years prior.

We were a university family. Father taught dentistry. Mother taught 
music theory. The house, my house, was a fledge-the-nest symbol, forced
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They dragged a couch into the nursery and, even among the supposed 
sounds of tiny claws, slept well.

In the morning, Father left for class, Mother stayed to make breakfast. 
She was softening me up for something. Sure enough, she heaped bacon 
on my plate and casually mentioned she would love to manage the re
furbishment of my house, and that her neighbor was available to feed 
her fish the whole week.

“And now,” she said, “I can protect you from the mice.”
I excused myself from the table, nicked the newspaper, h u r

ried to my bedroom , locked the door, and dialed the num ber of 
an exterminator.

“Extermination or relocation,” a woman answered.
“Which is quicker?”
“Extermination.”
“Extermination then,” I said, and added, “The mice, I mean. There 

are mice in my house.”
She mentioned a time and price and hung up.

The exterminator arrived that evening in a white van with a cockroach 
cartoon painted on the side. She was a large, straight-spined girl with 
sneakers and a tight ponytail, and introduced herself as an entomol- 
ogy graduate student moonlighting as a private exterminator. Her 
jumpsuit nametag read Beatrice, and for some reason my first thought 
was she must have gorgeous handwriting. I imagined her in kinder
garten, carving a stern B on the dotted line, and the gentle slopes of 
the e and the a.

Beatrice shook our hands. It was Mother who kept her arms crossed 
and Father who reminded everyone that my house cost him his retire
ment account, so she better remove her shoes before stepping inside. 
Beatrice reassured them that she was careful, and they grumbled off to 
their office hours, leaving the two of us alone.

There was an appealing confidence in the way Beatrice carried her 
flashlight and inspected all the nooks and crannies. A female killer is an 
exotic thing, after all, only surpassed by female plumbers and female
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I didn’t see any mice. But M other swore she heard something, 
and as a music professor her ears were arguably her most trustworthy 
feature. Father was quick to condemn the whole thing as preposter
ous, and declared he would not waste two seconds thinking about 
it. But I saw him eyeing gaps in the floorboards while we carried in 
M other’s luggage from the car. This made me inspect the floor
boards, too. Nothing was found, and I was ordered to help Mother 
with dinner.

I found her sitting on the kitchen floor, eyes closed. The linoleum 
was littered with moving boxes and refrigerator magnets shaped like let
ters of the alphabets.

Before I could speak, she quieted me. I sat beside her and tried to lis
ten in the way she taught me, not with the ears but with the bones. But 
all that my bones heard were our breathing and the ocean. I thought 
maybe— almost maybe— I did hear something, maybe mice, but she in
terrupted with a sigh and said, “They’re babies.”

“Babies?”
“Baby mice. I used magnets,” she said, nodding to the alphabet mag

nets scattered on the floor. “I held them to the walls, but they all fell. 
There’s no magnetism in the walls. The pipes must be small. Therefore, 
the mice must be small.”

“There might not be pipes yet.”
“I can hear the babies.”
“You’re only saying they’re babies because there is a nursery.”
“No, no. I know it.”
“They can’t all be babies,” I said. “Reproduction takes two adults of 

sexual maturity.”
But she just held my hand and hummed a lullaby.

That evening, the new contractor called to promise that everything was 
on schedule. My parents still stayed the night. They didn’t want to leave 
me alone with the mice. “Mice bite,” Father said, who now pretended 
to believe in their existence because Mother believed it more strongly 
with every minute. “They carry disease and discord,” Mother added with 
a squeeze of my palm.
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presidents. I followed her as she silently inspected my house, the halls 
stirring with sea breeze and something entirely new.

Our first conversation took place in the kitchen.
“Did you just move in?” she asked from beneath the sink.
I nodded at her boots; they were the only things I could see. “Its 

my house,” I said, louder than I should have. “My parents live by 
the docks.”

“Can you see the ocean?”
“I can hear it.”
“I live not too far from here, but cant hear the ocean myself,” she 

said.' “I can t hear anything really. Not even rain on the roof. I cemented 
everything, you see. The walls, the ceiling. Keeps the termites out.”

She emerged from the cupboard. I thought she had the most graceful 
way of wiping sweat from her forehead.

“You don’t have any termites,” she said.
I handed her a mug of tea. “That’s good.”
“No mice, either.”
“W hat’s in the pipes then?”
She frowned, took a long beautiful sip, and said, “There’s only one 

sink. There are no other pipes.”

I didn’t listen in Human Anatomy that afternoon. The lecture was about 
sensory organs. The professor didn’t mention how lips are the mood 
rings of the body. Everyone knows lips go blue when you’re sick or sad, 
and red when you’re happy. It has to do with the blood. Instead, the 
professor taught us that skin cancer is more deadly on the lower lip than 
the upper lip. When we studied cells under a microscope, I saw Beatrice’s 
mouth, ruby-red and nonmalignant.

My parents stayed the weekend. I told them there were no pipes. I told 
them there were no mice.

I told them on Friday when they moved from their couch into 
my bedroom.

I told them on Saturday after they accidentally dyed my laun
dry yellow.
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On Sunday, while they decorated my living room with autumn 
vases and potpourri, I did not tell them, but screamed it from the up
stairs balcony.

“You’re disturbing the wreaths,” Mother shouted back, rearranging 
the limp display. “Oh, and the neighbor forgot to feed the fish,” she 
added to Father. “It died peacefully in the night.”

“Poor thing,” Father said from beside the hearth.
“There are no mice? I repeated.
M other scratched her head and tossed a bundle of dried lilacs 

in a bowl. “I think I may be allergic to the purple ones. My scalp 
is tender.”

“You know, mine is too,” Father said with a pat of his bald spot.
“That’s unfortunate.”
“Did you hear me?” I said, shaking the balcony railing. “Beatrice said 

there are no mice. She said there weren’t even pipes.”
“I don’t trust Beatrice,” Mother said. “She had a very untrustworthy 

bone structure. Those cheekbones are too high, almost villainous.”
“Her bone structure is perfect,” I snapped back. “Besides, she’s visiting 

for dinner.”
This wasn’t true; not yet. I said it just to see Mother drop the flowers. 

Even Father’s mouth tightened a little.
“Well,” Mother sputtered, picking up the lilacs. “Well, well.”

To save me from the lie I called Beatrice. She said she could swing by 
after she finished scraping a larval outbreak from a dorm room. I 
thanked her, and hung up the phone.

Mother set the table with her best handiwork: Purple placemats, wide 
white plates, napkins with my initials (a graduation present). The table 
was two moving boxes stacked on each other, considering a real table 
would be ruined by the leaky ceiling. The effort was there, but I knew 
she didn’t do it for Beatrice, or even for me. She did it for Father, who 
told her to. He believed in the mice, so she had to set the table.

Beatrice arrived on time wearing high-waisted black pants that made 
me dizzy. All through dinner, Father and I smiled. If I didn’t, it would
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be obvious that Mother wasn’t. She didn’t speak at all until dessert, 
lemon pie with toasted meringue.

“So Bernadette— ”
“Beatrice,” I corrected.
“Yes,” Mother said, more to her plate. “So Beatrice, how long have 

you been killing hundreds of small creatures?”
“Nineteen months,” Beatrice said with a sip of her wine. “And I’ve 

killed thousands, not hundreds.”
“You enjoy killing?”
“I enjoy fresh starts.”
We paused, hearing heavy vans crunch up the driveway. Then, the 

sounds of men and car doors. The construction crew hummed from the 
front yard, and everyone chewed to the rhythm of saws.

M other downed her wine and kicked the box table into place. 
“You know, I honestly believe I could never kill,” she told us all, 
pink cheeked. “Not even an ant. Even ants have families, did you 
know that?”

“I hear every ant on the West Coast is in the same colony,” Father said. 
Beatrice nodded with her mouth full. “It’s true. You can pluck any 

ant from Mexico, ship it to Washington, and it will treat its new colony 
like long-lost cousins.”

“I hear animals’ legs can kick for two minutes after death,” 
Mother said. She looked like she wanted to say something else, but 
I spoke first.

“How do you exterminate ants, Beatrice?”
My chest swelled when she turned to me. “Poison,” she said.
“How about termites?”
“Repellents.”
“Swallows?”
“Brooms.”
“And raccoons?”
“Guns.”
“Mice?” Father asked. Mother swatted him with her napkin. Beatrice 

took a moment to press her blouse flat before responding.
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“Mice can be trapped,” she answered slowly, watching my Mother. 
“Or you could use predators.”

“Predators?”
“Cats. Terriers. I’ve heard snakes can work for narrow spaces.” Her 

laugh shook the box table. Before we could join in, Mother whisked our 
plates into the kitchen.

Beatrice promised to return on Tuesday for lunch. That night, my par
ents slept close beside me. We lay together, the air too dark, me too 
happy, the salty air throbbing with silence. Every so often, one of us 
would scratch our head. It was a chorus of scratches.

“I can’t sleep,” Mother whispered when she thought I was asleep. “My 
hair is falling out. The mice are nibbling at my roots.”

“You scratch your head all day,” Father whispered back. “Stop being 
so stressed.”

“It’s the mice.”
“Dear.”
“Don’t dear me. They’re so sneaky, these mice. Nibbling my roots 

when I sleep.”
“I thought you couldn’t sleep.”
“Stop reminding me.”
“We could leave.”
A pause, then, “I can’t. I just can’t.”
Hours later, I whispered, “Please leave by Tuesday,” but it was so soft 

it sounded more like a sigh. In the dream, Beatrice slayed the beasts in 
my walls and burned down the house, just to be sure.

I woke up to the sound of a drill. It startled me, and I saw the bedroom 
was empty. For a moment I thought they had gone home.

I found them in the kitchen. Mother was standing on the counter, 
quivering in her robe. Father was tearing holes in the walls with a molar 
drill. The wallpaper was gone; the wood had been stripped down to nails. 
Three open cardboard boxes were by his feet, the pet store type, with 
breathing slits in the sides.
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“Snakes,” Mother said. Her fingernails tore at her scalp. “Were put
ting snakes in the walls.”

I watched from the doorway. Sure enough, Father pulled fistfuls of 
live yellow snakes from the boxes and pushed them through the holes 
in my kitchen walls.

“My walls!” I screamed. “My house! Get out!”
Father unplugged the drill. Before I screamed again, he spackled the 

hole shut and carried Mother out the front door.

There were snakes in my walls. I felt them if I pressed my palm against 
the plaster. The chandelier rattled when they got tangled in the wires. I 
heard them when I slept. I heard them with my bones.

Beatrice didn’t know what to say. She arrived Tuesday as promised, 
sandwiches in hand. We ate fast because she wanted to take care of the 
snakes. She had never worked with pythons before. I saw the flush in 
her cheeks as she hacked at the cabinets and yanked out their buttery 
bodies. This time, I opted for relocation, not extermination. Beatrice 
warned me relocation might take longer. I said that was fine, and invited 
her for lunch every day that week, except for Friday, when I promised 
to visit my parents. Father had called that evening. They had lice.
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Excavation
Su Hwang

Mom let me lie 
on her lap 
when she 
remembered, 
not too spent 
after fifteen 
hour shifts 
to crane 
a lamp over 
my head, 
stretching 
my earlobes 
like taffy 
to get a better 
look into 
the snail 
cave to mine 
canals 
with a pen 
of wood. I 
dozed while 
her breath 
& naked 
bulb warmed 
my cheek as 
she burrowed 
deep. This was 
our only 
touch when 
I let her 
study 
me— our
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binding a 
series of tiny 
digs.



Show Me Where It Hurts
Su Hwang

I see it before it happens: a lone buck leaps 
through scrim of porous brush & smashes

a windshield, headlights flicker like Morse code
in the dark dark dark. Warm steam leaves

the body, hiccupping its final gasps, desperately 
clinging to evolution. I see my own breath hover

before tasting blood in the air—heat of twisted 
metal wrapped around a tree like some love affair.

A little girl, lily-white & slight, crawls out of the 
wreckage & I run to embrace her as if she were my

daughter, but she crosses her arms into a crucifix 
as if deflecting a hex—wants nothing

to do with me. Who’s watching over you, I ask, 
but she cries: Are we all dead yet?

Drawing near, I coax her with a piece of candy 
found in my pocket. No one can refuse a sugar fix.

She’s named Alice & I can’t help but think of 
Wonderland— the privilege of fairy tales,

however surreal or bland & happy endings teeming 
with talking animals in fancy top hats. I rise,

feeling like we spoke for hours, but it was simply 
fantasy. This is the only way I escape the world in
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free fall, where up is down & down is up, the rabbit 
hole pushed inside out. Once upon a time when

I was a teacher, I told my students to never end 
a story with characters waking from a dream.

A real cheap trick, I proclaimed, not to resolve any 
narratives, disregard the heft of personal histories—

logic without a care, But maybe I was wrong:
Let’s make everything a dream.

Keep plots real thin. Because in this world, if I met 
a girl named Alice along an unlit lane, she’d be a

brown girl, or a black girl, or a yellow girl & I’d have 
to concoct a hoax to have her turn away from all

the road kill, forget the tear across her stomach, 
her intestines spilling— gutted. I’d have to wrap

her in my coat, invite her to show me where it 
hurt & she’d wave her tiny hands above our heads,

screaming: Everywhere. Everywhere. Everywhere.
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Visions
Michael Benedict

Howard Woods is alone in his office. He sits turned away from the e- 
mail he should be writing, looking out the window and down to 27th 
Street, trying to decide if the woman crossing against the light is attrac
tive; he is studying her sandy hair, her broad shoulders (he admires 
broad-shouldered women, he decides), when a surge of light fills his field 
of vision. Its as though sheet lightning has struck inside his office, and 
the afterglow lingers for some time. Howard forgets the woman. He 
leans back into his chair and squeezes the armrests tightly. He remains 
so posed for a long moment, only realizing the sensation has passed 
when he finds he can again read the fine print on his “Inspirational 
Quotes” desk calendar: “Every successful person has a painful story. 
Every painful story has a successful ending.”

By the time he walks out the front door of Provisional Insurance at 
5:15, Howard has decided to forget the incident. It will most likely, he 
thinks, prove to be one of those inexplicable moments that one con
strues as menacing only at first, and later forgets entirely. He tells no 
one about it.

The next day is an uneventful Saturday, the next a standard Woods 
family Sunday: a breakfast of raspberries and Costco muffins, newspa
pers in the breakfast nook (Howard and his wife Angela have long kept 
two subscriptions to The Seattle Times to allow for simultaneous reading), 
their daughter Rebeccas soccer game at noon, and finally an evening 
with the whole family—sixteen-year-old Rebecca firmly encouraged not 
to go to dinner with her boyfriend, nineteen-year-old Rochelle down 
from the University of Washington for the night.

Howard has just asked Rochelle to pass the mashed potatoes when 
another burst of light comes, this time overlaid with a cross-hatched pat
tern. It is something like staring at the sun through a heavy net.

“Dad?” Rochelle says. Howard blinks and looks up from the table, 
tries to focus on her through the lingering haze. He can just discern 
her wide-eyed smirk, an expression she often turns on him these 
days—when he asks how shes getting along with her two roommates
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in McCarty Hall, when he tries to hug her as they say goodbye after oc
casional dinners in Seattle. Howards vision is still fogged, but he manages 
to take the heavy bowl. Again he says nothing, not wanting to disrupt 
the evening—it isn’t often they get to have dinner as a family, after all.

The third flash occurs in Howards office again, this time only an hour 
after he’s arrived for work on Monday. And when its faded, the world 
grows dim. Howard slowly lifts his right hand and covers his left eye— 
his vision seems normal. Then he moves his hand to cover the right 
eye— pitch black. Just one eye, then. The left. He remains so posed for 
a long minute, and slowly the world looms back up into the light. 
Howard picks up the phone. He punches the key for the front desk. He 
says, “Tim. Come in here.”

“It could be a visual migraine. My roommate gets those.”
“Do you think its possible?”
“I don’t know. Sure. You said it was like you looked at a bright light— 

that’s how he describes them.”
Tim is several years out of college, has already worked at another office 

and has now been at Provisional for two years, but to Howard he looks 
precisely the same age as his daughter Rochelle. With the glasses and 
slightly upturned nose, Tim even reminds him a bit of one of Rochelle’s 
old boyfriends.

“Is there anything else I can do for you, Mr. Woods?”
“What? No— no, that’s fine.”

He should be studying the calendar and making decisions on vacation 
requests from the sales staff—it needs to be finished by the end of the 
week, and he’s barely started. But Howard finds himself staring at the 
forms, simply contemplating the shapes of the letters and numbers, not 
comprehending in any way their real-world referents.

Again he swivels to face the window; he watches as someone repeat
edly tries to parallel park in a tight spot, then gives up and speeds off 
down 27th. He opens his email and deletes some spam. He takes a 
book of Sudoku puzzles from his desk and works on them for thirty 
minutes. He works slowly, methodically, using a pencil to allow for
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the erasure of mistakes. He starts many but finishes none. He is no 
good at them.

Finally he grabs the phone again and wedges it between his shoulder 
and ear. He punches the four digits firmly. Decisively. “Caitlin. Will you 
come in here?”

“I’m interested in the white and black in these visions.”
“Yes,” Howard says.
(Visions! he thinks.)
“The bright light. And then the dark.”
“Yes. It was a sharp contrast.”
“I have some books about this kind of stuff. Visions and that kind of 

thing. Do you maybe want me to bring them in?”
Caitlin is a temp Howard brought on for the end-of-the-quarter rush. 

He could have sent her back to her agency weeks ago, but he keeps in
venting tasks to keep her busy. She is very thin, with light and freckled 
skin, frizzy hair, a bony nose. She wears glasses. She is vaguely witchy, 
Howard has found himself thinking, but not like an evil witch— like a 
friendly witch, one who might help you on some journey. Shes probably 
not much older than Tim, but she doesn’t remind Howard of his daugh
ter. Not one bit.

“Yes,” Howard says, leaning forward in his chair. “Bring them. Any
thing that seems relevant.”

Caitlin leans forward too. She rests just the tips of her fingers 
on the edge of his desk in a manner vaguely feline. “You know. I’ve 
always found that with visions— like when I was experimenting a 
little with soft drugs in college, for example— I’ve found we have a 
sense of what they mean. That, you know, it’s im portant what we 
th ink they mean. Have you had a feeling? Like a guess what it 
could be?”

Howard leans back. He looks out the window, to the robin’s-egg blue 
sky festooned with clouds. “I wonder if it’s some kind of prescience.” 

“Some kind of what?”
“Prescience. A sense that something’s coming. Like a premonition.” 
“A premonition that what?”
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Howard touches his glasses at the temples. He takes a deep breath. “I 
don’t know—its hard to say, exactly. But it doesn’t seem good. It seems 
to portend something bad.”

And Caitlin nods solemnly, eyes wide. Howard notices they are 
hazel in color. She leans in closer still, hands entirely on the desk now, 
palms down.

Twice a month, every other Monday, Howard and Angela have a date 
night. They climb into Howard’s Acura. They often get on the freeway 
and drive the one hour from Tacoma to Seattle. Sometimes they go to a 
movie, sometimes to a museum, and almost always they’ll settle at a 
restaurant of Angela’s choosing. (There always seems to be some new 
restaurant she’s excited about.) During these last months, the early 
stretch of what he knows will inexorably become the “empty nest” stage, 
Howard has often suggested that they call Rochelle and invite her to 
join them. “Since we’re in the neighborhood,” he’ll say. Each time Angela 
has rejected the notion: “You have to give her a little room, Howard. 
She’s at that certain age.”

The date nights were proposed by their marriage counselor a decade 
ago, a man whose help they sought when their marriage veered into 
labyrinthine doldrums. The tradition has persisted since. They are to 
focus intently on enjoying one another’s company. They are to concen
trate on what they like about one another (even recording these traits in 
a journal, if they want, which Howard did for a time, though he’s fallen 
out of the habit in recent years). Angela always plans the dates, chooses 
where they’ll go and what they’ll do, which isn’t to say Howard doesn’t 
enjoy the outings. He does.

Tonight they attend a performance of Stravinsky’s Firebird suite at 
Benaroya Hall, then drive to La Spiga on Capitol Hill. It’s loud in the 
high-ceilinged, cabinesque restaurant, and all around Howard and An
gela swirls a mob of twenty-somethings— lithe, loud, pierced, tattooed. 
When the server has taken their drink orders and disappeared again, 
Howard sits contemplating the youths.

“Howard” Angela says, and he returns his attention to her. “I said I’m 
going to the restroom. If she comes back, order the cheese plate, okay?”
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Angela leaves. The server returns shortly— a Captain and diet for 
Howard, a half bottle of champagne for Angela. Howard orders the 
appetizer and, after the server leaves, he sips his highball and slides 
his glasses up the bridge of his nose. He’d like to approach the bar, to 
sit next to the young, heavy blond woman and compliment the bril
liant vines tattooed on her arms. He’d like to take the empty seat at 
the table of loud, well-dressed homosexuals and ask questions about 
the neighborhood.

Howard checks his phone and finds a text message from his old friend 
and college roommate, Rocky. Rocky’s real name is Ronald, but no one 
calls him that. He lives in Humboldt County, works as a dentist, surfs 
in the evenings and drinks away most of his nights. Howard is con
founded by the protocol of text messages and almost never sends them, 
but he does enjoy receiving them from Rocky. This one says, “New as
sistant. Huge ones, man. I have dreams about banging her in one of the 
chairs. But she’s religious! Mormon, I think. Can you beat that?” 

Angela returns.
Howard slides his phone back into his pocket. “Rocky says hi.”
She smiles as she spreads her napkin carefully over her lap. It perplexes 

Howard, but Angela genuinely likes Rocky. She always has.
The server returns with the cheese plate. They order entrees. They sit 

picking at the bread and crackers, the small cuts of blue and very sharp 
cheddar and some gooey type Howard doesn’t like. Angela muses on the 
playing of the violinist.

When she’s fallen silent again, Howard says, “I should probably tell 
you about something.” Then he explains the visions. He describes each 
of the incidents in detail, and finishes with his notion that they might 
mean something, might be a harbinger of some dark future.

As he talks Angela continues eating in small, measured bites. When 
he’s finished she drinks the last of her first glass of champagne, refills the 
flute and says, “Visions?”

Howard blinks. “Yes. Sure. What else would you call them?” 
“Wouldn’t a vision mean actually seeing something, Howard? A per

son? Some message?” She takes another drink. “Have you talked to any
one about it?”
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“Just a couple people at work.”
“No—I mean a professional. Have you talked to a doctor?”
Howard shakes his head.
“Are you going to?”
He sighs. He takes off his glasses and looks again at the other tables, 

but now the people surrounding them are blurred, shadowy. “Its light 
and dark. I mean there’s no pain, no physical sensation at all.”

“Yes, but it might be a symptom of something.”
“Like I said, they’ve given me a strong feeling. Emotions. Premoni

tions. I just think it’s more likely that it’s some kind of mental thing. 
Like maybe a spiritual thing.”

She makes a face that’s particular to the last decade of their mar
riage, a cool smirk that brings to mind no one so much as their 
daughter Rochelle. “A spiritual thing, Howard? W hat are you going 
to do? Go become a monk? Make prophecies? Heal people with 
your touch?”

He puts his glasses back on. He places a small cube of cheddar on a 
sesame cracker. “I don’t know why you need to talk to me like that.” 

“I’m just saying that you should be logical. I don’t know where you 
got all this New Age stuff. Use the resources available to you. Figure out 
what it means.”

“I am— I mean I’m going to. I’m getting some books about this kind 
of stuff.”

“Okay.”
“Someone at the office is loaning them to me.”
“Okay.”
Howard chews and swallows. They pass a few moments in silence. 

Their food arrives and they eat quickly. Howard asks for the check, hands 
his card to the server as soon as it arrives.

Angela drives home. Howard considers arguing this on the grounds 
that she drank more, but in the end he says nothing. Small talk resumes, 
mostly about their daughters. After they’ve merged onto the freeway he 
leans over and turns on the stereo. A blues CD is in the deck— Howard 
likes the blues. After one song Angela leans over and turns the volume 
down very low. Howard takes note, wonders whether or not she did it
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Immediately after Howard takes his final bite he says, “I’m thinking 
I might go visit Rocky. Soon— like this weekend. You know IVe been 
meaning to forever. And its a good time with work because— ”

“You don’t have to explain yourself, Howard. You’re a grown man.” 
Angela continues to eat, eyes on her plate. Then she looks up quickly, 
face drawn. “But I want you to do something for me.”

“What?”
“When you get back, you see a doctor. Okay?”
“A doctor?”
“An optometrist. About your eyes, Howard.”
He stands up, takes his empty plate to the sink. “I’ll think about it. 

Okay. But I just don’t see the point. If anything, they’re visual migraines.” 
“Why do you assume that?”
“What do you think it is? Some horrible condition? Some rare disease?” 
“I don’t know, Howard.”
“I’m not that old. I’m not some old, sickly man.”
“Go to the doctor and you can be sure.”
“Visual migraines at the worst. That’s what Tim said.”
“Tim?” She scoffs. “Tim is a kid. It’s ridiculous, Howard, to be lis

tening to his diagnosis. And worse: to be your age and talking about vi
sions like some— some shaman.” She folds her arms tightly over her 
chest. Her skin tan (she has always tanned easily) and furrowed around 
the eyes and mouth. Her eyes round, blue. When they were young her 
hair was perfectly black, but she went grey by her thirtieth birthday and 
now dyes her hair blond. In this way she always looks slightly different 
from how he imagines her when he closes his eyes, from his first and 
most lasting image of her as his wife.

He remembers a night in college when she got drunk at a house party, 
and then— as they sped home down the freeway—threw up out the win
dow of the beater he drove in those days. How she laughed the whole 
time, the chill wind ripping into the cab.

He remembers the two of them coming home from a rock concert to 
the apartment they shared in their first years of marriage and wrestling 
on the living room floor, tickling each other. How she locked herself in 
the bathroom (the sounds of her wild, short-breathed laughter through
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the door), then charged out, flung a roll of toilet paper at him as a di
version before tackling him onto the bed.

In the kitchen she looks deeply sad, curiously small, sitting there in 
her bathrobe, now clutching the perfect ivory of her coffee mug. 
Howards heart swells, his tear ducts burn, and he parts his lips just 
slightly. He wants to say precisely the right thing, wants to go to her and 
take her in his arms. He visualizes picking her up, carrying her some
where very quiet, wrapping her in a soft blanket.

And yet he knows also that one gesture is not enough. That the hurt 
of that period a decade ago lingers, that the distance that has persisted 
between them and has grown in the last few days can only be closed by 
many gestures, in the exact right sequence. He fears that if he went to 
her now she would not reciprocate his touch. And that would be worse 
than not touching her at all.

But Howards emotions change quickly, and he’s most powerfully af
fected, most controlled, by the present moment. And so that weekend, 
as he sits in a first-class window seat and stares out at the tarmac— the 
engine rumbling, the seat belt light shining—he thinks of that intimate 
moment in his office. He hasn’t made love to Angela in weeks. He is 
tired and painfully, unpleasantly lustful, and he’s been tortured this day 
by an unending procession of mesmeric young women— at the coffee 
shop that morning, in the airport lobby, at the gates, now in the seats 
all around him. If the visions foretell his own death, then shouldn’t he 
live his waning life as fully as possible? Shouldn’t he partake in life’s pleas
ures? And in this state, as the plane begins its rush forward, he visualizes 
his return. He sees his skin tanned, his frame relaxed. He imagines going 
back to the office, and going to her— to Caitlin.

“But more and more often I’m finding myself attracted to tall women. 
Almost as tall as me. You remember Odessa? The orthodontist?” 

“Maybe.”
“The last woman I dated seriously. Anyway, she was really fucking 

tall. For a woman. Almost six feet.”
Howard and Rocky walk over streamers of kelp, pulverized shells. 

They are in Eureka, where Rocky lives in a condo six blocks from the
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expression seems to relax him , and he shrugs. “Sure. For the 
most part.”

They eat a little more, each looking down to his plate. Rocky says, 
softly, “Sometimes I get a little lonely. Not always, but sometimes.”

Howard nods. He looks up to see his old friend’s brow tightly knitted, 
the edges of his eyes hued slightly red. “Sometimes I miss Brooke. I wish 
I’d done better with her. I don’t know how I could have, but I wish I’d 
done better.”

He breathes in deeply through his nose. He shrugs. “But most of the 
time it’s okay. It’s a good life. I like my job. I love living here. I have it okay. 
And besides: its kind of beside the point now, right? I mean, we’re getting 
into our later years, big fella. This is my life, now—for better or worse.”

Tbe light fades. Howard grows cold. He wishes he had a jacket, his 
winter parka, but he didn’t think to pack it.

Rocky says, “I’m glad you’re here. It’s good to have you here. I love 
it—how well we know each other. I mean I love my friends here, but I 
think about that sometimes— how well can you really know someone if 
you haven’t known them for a long time? If you haven’t watched them 
live their whole life?”

Howard loses sight of Rocky for minutes at a time, but he always finds 
him again. Rocky wears a wetsuit with brilliant cardinal trim, and he’s 
very good besides, so if Howard sees a brightly accented figure slashing 
through the waves, odds are it’s his old friend.

Howard sits in a folding chair, leafing through one of Caitlin’s books. 
The weather has improved: mostly clear skies, temperatures now at least 
in the low sixties, winds finally waning. This morning Rocky asked sev
eral times if Howard was sure he wanted to go, and Howard assured him 
repeatedly that he did. He wanted to see Rocky surf, he said, was curious 
to see what he could do.

Now a flash. A gentle throb. The sudden descent of darkness. 
And even after it’s cleared, a dark fog lingering, Howard’s vision 
slightly muted.

Twenty minutes later Rocky jogs up the beach. He’s much shorter 
than Howard, and in their college days was the less attractive of the pair.
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But he cuts an impressive figure in his wetsuit, the look of age dimin
ished, and Howard feels a twinge of insecurity at his own doughy 
physique. Rocky drops down into the sand beside Howard’s chair, rests 
his hands on his knees and breathes in deeply 

“It just happened again.”
Rocky frowns up at him. “Yeah?”
“Yes. Same as before.”
“And still you wont see a fucking doctor.”
“Because they aren’t physical symptoms! Its something deeper than 

the physical.”
“Well, your spiritual visions stick to a pretty regular pattern.” 
“Listen,” Howard says, and flustered, thinking of nothing else to say, 

he flips quickly to a bookmarked page. “Man is only helped through 
suffering by wisdom greater than his own.’ Carl Jung said that. Maybe 
that’s what the visions really are.”

Rocky raises an eyebrow. Howard sighs, explains the book, and in ex
plaining it he explains Caitlin: her presence in the office, her attitude, 
her looks. Howard’s consequent suffering.

Rocky slaps Howard’s shin with a wet backhand. “Someone’s got a 
work boner.”

“You should have seen this moment we had in my office the other 
day. She pulled my head into her chest. She has this smell. Very distinct. 
Exotic, even.”

Rocky says nothing, so Howard continues. “I’ve been thinking about 
that a lot. Gives me something to look forward to, when I get back. I’d 
like to get her alone again.”

“What are you talking about?”
“I’m just saying. It’s an interesting prospect.”
“Hey, Howard— remember an interesting prospect named Olivia?” 
Rocky’s lips are pressed tightly together, his brow furrowed, beads of 

ocean water still standing out on his face. Howard looks back out to the 
sea. “That was different. That time I got caught.”

“You didn’t get caught—you confessed. And no, it’s not different.” 
“Am I really hearing this? From you, of all people?”
“What’s that mean?”
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“W ith the tall women, and the busty girl at work? W ith all the 
text messages?”

“Howard,” Rocky says, pronouncing the two syllables like their own 
short words. “Talking is different than doing. Or talking about doing. 
And besides— I can do whatever I want. I’m not fucking married.” 

Rocky stands. He lofts his board, takes two steps back toward the 
surf, then turns and considers Howard’s face. Its not a look of anger, 
or disgust, or amusement, but something Howard can most accurately 
categorize as simple disappointment. The way youd look at a child 
who cl misbehaved.

Howards vision remains fogged. But he manages to discern Rocky 
out in the surf, faded and shadowed but visible still, riding a wave’s 
angry plume.

That evening they make reservations at an upscale bistro with a view. 
Rocky tells Howard its the best restaurant in town. He also says with a 
wink that he’s invited a friend, and Howard envisions a chesty twenty
something in latex gloves and a dental assistant’s bib. This is the Rocky 
he knows. He wonders if their earlier exchange simply found his old 
friend in a strange mood.

When they arrive at the restaurant and are taken to the table, the 
third member of their party is already seated: a short, heavy man with 
a thick head of white hair, wearing a blazer a size too big. And as they’re 
introduced, Howard finally sees Rocky’s design. “Howard’s in insur
ance,” he says to the other man, and then to Howard, “And David is a 
doctor. An optometrist.”

It isn’t until they’ve eaten, made dry small talk, ordered an after-dinner 
drink and asked for the check that Rocky finally prods Howard into de
scribing the visions. And Howard does. What else, he thinks, can he do? 
David listens quietly, and after Howard’s fallen silent the optometrist 
looks first at Rocky and then at Howard himself. He opens his mouth, 
but then closes it and smiles gently, the expression drawing deep rivets 
into fat cheeks. He finally says, “That’s very interesting.”

When David leaves Rocky walks him to the door. When Rocky re
turns he sits, loosens his tie, yanks open the top button of his shirt; he 
takes off his watch, slams it on the table and folds his hands delicately
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before him. “They aren’t Visions,’ Howard. You aren’t experiencing some 
mystical premonition.”

Howard waits. A tremolo of nausea in his guts.
Rocky looks away, out to the sea’s dark splay. “It’s a detached 

retina. He’s almost certain. You’re going blind in your left eye. And 
you could probably have prevented it if you’d just gone to a doctor 
when it first started.”

Howard looks out the window too. Looks out to see what 
Rocky sees.

He can make out the horizon of the sand’s fade into the sea.
(“You can be such a fucking idiot,” Rocky says softly.)
He can just make out a tremendous spire jutting from the water one 

hundred yards out.
He can see the first stars beginning to emerge.

“A detached retina?”
Howard nods.
“But did you get a second opinion?”
“Yes, Caitlin. I mean a th ird  opinion, even. If  you count 

Rocky’s friend.”
She says nothing for a moment, and he can just discern the soft 

rhythm of her breath.
“Well, okay. So it’s not just a vision.” She comes around the side of 

his desk, rests a hand on the back of his chair. Her skirt brushes his fore
arm, and again he notes her exotic smell. “But I think what’s happening 
could still have universal meaning. I mean the way you’re going blind 
in that eye could be the universe communicating something to you 
about, like, foresight. Or destiny. Or whatever.”

Howard sits quietly. He lifts a paperweight— an agate Angela brought 
back to him from a trip to visit her parents in Arizona— and studies its 
angles. “Yes. Maybe it does mean something.” He rolls his chair forward, 
turns his attention to the computer’s screen.

And of course he worries about what to do, about how it might look 
if he releases Caitlin back to the agency now. But when he returns after 
lunch that afternoon he finds that she’s already gone. In his inbox, an e-
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mail from her agency saying she asked to be reassigned, and offering to 
send someone else in her stead. Howard politely declines.

He gets up and closes the door to his office. He returns to his chair 
and collapses into it—hands squeezing the armrests, gaze out the win
dow and up, to the sky, to the perfectly white clouds high above the city. 
And he can really notice it now: the darkness that is drawing increasingly, 
constantly down over his left eye.

And in the weeks to come he will think about Caitlin still. And it ismt 
a simple emotion, knowing he wont see her again. He wonders if she 
left because she understood his tone. Or if he ceased to be attractive to 
her when the visions were redefined as something as uncool as a detached 
retina. He wonders if someone so young, so pretty, will ever be attracted 
to him again.

In the morning the Woods family eats a light breakfast. Rochelle has 
come down from Seattle, though its a weekday. When Howard asks 
about one of her classes she gives a thoughtful answer. While they clear 
the table he catches her watching him. And when he leaves they both 
give him long hugs— Rebecca, then Rochelle.

He and Angela are very quiet on the drive to the hospital, quiet 
again in the waiting room before the procedure. When the nurse ar
rives and is about to take him away, Angela shoots out an arm, as 
though having come to the decision to do so suddenly, and squeezes 
his left hand.

Later she will drive him home, and he will still be groggy. He’ll 
find himself thinking of Rocky for whatever reason, will try to de
scribe his friend’s maneuvers in the surf, will swing his head groggily 
to the side and catch his wife smiling, laughing softly, eyes still on 
the road, and only then will he realize that he was being ridiculous. 
Incoherent. Silly.

And she’ll be there when the bandages come off. The success of the 
procedure will not be a foregone conclusion— in fact, the surgeon has 
told him that the best case scenario will still leave him legally blind in 
his left eye. He will most likely be able to detect only the difference be
tween light and dark. He might lose his sight in the eye entirely. But
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when she stands before him as the eye patch is removed he will look at 
her, and he will smile, and she will smile back. At least there is that— he 
will still be able to see her through one eye. Regardless of what becomes 
of the other.

127



you’re gonna want this on your couch you’re gonna
M. Mack

you’re gonna want this on your couch you’re gonna 
want this on your favorite chair

you can dress your bed fashionably

let me show you the light pink against the fuchsia 
this is the easter color darryl they need to wear 
this with a white t-shirt darryl our producer says 
he will wear this with a white t-shirt darryl you don’t 
really dress that way do you oh

if you thought denim bottoms had to be rigid had to cut into you

it’s definitely a gripper but it’s not a ripper

where is my friend

i just want you to be right and tight in it

All language is transcribed from a major cable shopping channel Collages 
are made o f fairly large chunks o f text rather than individual words. So, 
phrases and repetitions are lefi intact and then recombined with other 
phrases. Product names have been redacted.

128



if you do see the silvery blue i like the silvery blue
M. Mack

if you do see the silvery blue i like the silvery blue 
i do tend to gravitate to the silvery blue

gorgeous breathable cotton crotch

it moves
when you moves

the ones that sue are wearing

it feel like gosh

they look like 
little wet 
caviar beads

look at this 
it’s like
doesn’t it look like 
just

liquid in my hand
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you taste butter
M. Mack

you taste butter

all through your head 
fur all over your butt 
and you’re wondering 
where all that fur came from

the quality is not bad

a couple of you are asking 
about these and when i say 
a couple i mean hundreds

it’s hyper-allergenic

then it’s going to talk to you 
now you are actually going 
to be able to have it talk to you

individual results will always vary
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this is the moment
M. Mack

this is the moment

this is the day 

make-up lipstick mascara foundation

and this is just tap water

if
you’re
a
purple
girl

get
yourself
a
purple
box

you don’t don’t you want to have

you don’t don’t you want to have

i like this idea too because you know at a regular price almost 
fifty dollars you might think hmmm not really sure if i would 
take this to the pool or to the beach or when i go on vacay but 
for 29.90
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The wild God of the world is sometimes merciful to those 
That ask mercy, not often to the arrogant.

The Seam
Rob Hardy

You do not know him, you communal people, or you have forgotten him; 
Intemperate and savage, the hawk remembers him;
Beautiful and wild, the hawks, and men that are dying, remember him.

—Robinson Jeffers, “Hurt Hawks”

The hawk was perched in a leaf
less ash that leaned slightly over a 
bend in the path. A red-tailed 
hawk. I stopped on the path 
roughly twenty feet from the tree. 
It seemed like trespassing to step 
any closer. The hawk surveyed the 
patch of restored prairie ahead of 
him, occasionally pivoting his 
head sharply backwards in my di
rection. He seemed unconcerned 
by my presence. A leaf fell from a 
tree, and the hawk seemed to 
watch it fall, his head tilting as 
the leaf slowly drifted downward. 
Beyond the prairie, the land rose 
to a low ridge crowned with in
candescent oaks. A few wisps of 
cloud floated off to the east. 
Everything glowed. This was my 
first walk since coming down 
with a fever four days earlier, and 
my first time out of the house 
since being driven to the clinic

two days earlier to receive a pre
scription for antibiotics. It was a 
beautiful October morning, and 
because of my fever I had cleared 
my schedule for the week. I de
cided to stand there and wait for 
the hawk to make his move.

The breezes that urged the re
maining leaves from the trees and 
sent them drifting down into the 
prairie ruffled the white feathers 
covering the legs of the hawk. 
The feathers were intensely white, 
and seemed soft and light— their 
softness and lightness contradict
ing the ferocity of the sharp 
talons immediately below. Every 
now and then the hawk stretched 
out one leg and then the other, 
ruffling feathers, talons hooking 
the void. The morning felt still, 
and yet everything was in mo
tion. The breeze stirred the prairie 
grass, light moved through the
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leaves of the oaks on the hill, the 
clouds slowly unraveled, the 
leaves danced downward. Soon, 
somewhere in the grass, the stir
ring would be that of a mouse or 
a vole, and the hawk would de
scend with his talons.

I had my own contradictions. I 
tried to remain open to the mo
ment. To want nothing from it, 
but to receive what it abundantly 
gave. There was a paradox in the 
effort to remain effortless, the de
sire to make myself empty of de
sire. To concentrate my attention 
on the hawk was to demand some
thing from it. Sentences were al
ready forming in my head. I was 
thinking about how I would de
scribe those white feathers, the 
coppered and lacquered quality of 
the oaks in the sunlight. I thought 
of Constable and clouds. A simile 
suggested itself between the clouds 
and the ruffled leg feathers of the 
hawk. I wondered whether I expe
rienced things, or assembled 
things into experiences.

I was becoming dizzy from 
standing so long. I wasn’t wearing 
a watch or carrying a device, but 
as I had been standing there, the 
sunlight had become a little qui
eter in the trees. I was still recov
ering from four days of fever. I lay

down in the cool, slightly damp 
grass at the edge of the path. The 
hawk rotated his head like a dial 
registering movement in my direc
tion. I imagined the sudden on
rush of wings, the talons below the 
soft feathers flexing and tearing 
into my flesh. But the hawk recal
ibrated his head toward the more 
interesting prairie.

I had been in that position be
fore— on my back in the Arbore
tum, staring down something 
sharp the moment before it ripped 
me open. I was skiing in the Ar
boretum on the sixth of March al
most four years ago when I slipped 
and fell on a slope that descended 
into a thicket of small trees and 
windfall of sharpened sticks. The 
trail teed at the edge of the thicket, 
but my momentum carried me 
forward into the windfall, toward 
the point of the inevitable stick. 
Then, if ever in my life, I was in the 
moment. Tbe stick ripped through 
my jeans and passed by some mys
terious route into my lower body. 
I was impaled. Pinned like a spec
imen. A stick figure. Stickarus.

These thoughts came later, 
when I could smile and make sim
iles. At the time, I was convinced 
I had either killed or castrated 
myself. With no one there to re-
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mind me that its best not to re
move the sharp object, I inched 
myself backward in the snow and 
slowly unskewered myself. There 
was little blood, which I might 
have taken as a good sign, and lit
tle pain. The body adjusts itself 
more readily than the mind, dis
patching endorphins, efficiently 
going into shock while the mind 
is panicking, bargaining, chiding, 
acquiescing, screaming.

I had left my phone at home. 
Clara was sitting in the car in the 
parking lot. The car key was in 
my pocket.

I lay on my back in the blood
stained snow, staring up at the in
different sky, shouting for help. 
There was fresh snow, there were 
freshly machine-groomed tracks, I 
was at a point where two trails 
met— surely, even on a Tuesday 
morning, someone would find me 
there and call an ambulance. 
Someone did (a counselor). Some
one else (a composer) took the car 
key and delivered it to Clara. 
Someone else (a doctor) sat down 
in the snow and rested my head in 
her lap, keeping me calm as my 
temperature dropped and I lost 
feeling in the lower half of my 
body and the ambulance took for
ever to arrive.

[Still the hawk hadn't moved 
from the branch. No joggers or 
dog walkers had come along the 
path to scare him off. Somewhere 
a smaller bird sang a few notes, 
and the hawks head made a brief 
semi-orbit before returning to its 
contemplation of the prairie.]

The ambulance arrived—with 
attendant police squad cars and 
ancillary vehicles, including an 
ATV with a sled strapped to the 
back— and for half an hour 
stopped traffic on Highway 19. 
The rescuers drove the ATV down 
the trail, lifted me into the sled, 
lifted the sled back onto the ATV, 
and hauled me out to the waiting 
ambulance. I would not die in the 
Arboretum, as forty-five minutes 
earlier I had suspected I might. In
stead, I was passed off from the 
ATV to the ambulance, from the 
burly male rescuers to two female 
EMTs who cut me out of my 
clothes. It was as if they might in 
the end unfold me into a 
snowflake. I was shaking so vio
lently that, instead of taking my 
temperature, they might have 
measured me on the Richter scale. 
My temperature had dropped 
nearly two degrees as I lay in the 
snow. I was naked in the back of 
an ambulance with two women
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examining a ragged red wound in 
my scrotum. I had not lost con
sciousness, but I had lost self- 
consciousness. My mind had re
treated from panic into aloofness, 
into a kind of shocked objectivity. 
My body belonged to whatever 
was happening to it.

At the hospital, an emergency 
room doctor appeared beside me 
as I was transferred from the am
bulance. He looked up from his 
clipboard and asked for my name. 
When I told him, he said, “Are 
you the poet?” This cheered me. I 
would die knowing that I had 
achieved a modest local reputation 
as a poet. But I wasn’t going to die. 
Doctors and nurses gathered 
around me and examined the 
wound. Never had my genitalia 
been the object of so much 
scrutiny. I was gurneyed into the 
hospital, examined some more, 
and placed in a kind of warming 
tent to bring up my temperature 
and stop my body from shaking. 
As soon as the anesthesiologist and 
surgeon were ready, there would 
be surgery. In the meantime, I 
floated in and out of sleep on 
drafts of dilaudid.

[The hawk still hadn’t budged. 
But I was enjoying the new per
spective I got from lying on the

ground. I noticed the subtle con
tours of the earth. I watched a 
small yellow butterfly flutter an 
inch above the short green grass of 
the path, its wings like little sails 
blown over the invisible sea of air.
I liked how the prairie grasses 
loomed over me and cut off the 
view of the oaks on the hill. I liked 
how I couldn’t see past the bend in 
the path. I had forgotten what it 
was like to be small in the out
doors, how much larger and closer 
everything was, how you weren’t 
constantly looking past what was 
directly in front of you to some
thing further off. I felt a child-like 
sense of wonder opening up and 
expanding inside me as I lay in the 
shadow of the towering grasses, 
something I hadn’t felt in a very 
long time. I felt smaller and closer 
to the earth.]

Surgery revealed that the stick 
had pierced my scrotum on the 
right side, missed the right testicle, 
the seminal vesicle, the urethra, 
the bladder, the colon, the femoral 
artery—missed everything, in fact, 
in that crowded nether region— 
and slid through the fatty layer be
tween muscle and skin to pack a 
piece of denim “the size of a play
ing card” (to quote the surgeon) 
under my left ribs. When I came
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out from under anesthesia, the 
surgeon showed me a picture he 
had taken on his phone of the 
blood-stained fragment of denim 
he had extracted from the wound.

“You were packed like a mus
ket,” he said. The miracle had 
turned everyone into a poet.

The story spread throughout 
the hospital. That night, as I 
drifted in a fog of dilaudid, a pro
cession of nurses came in to 
change the dressings on my su
tured wound and tell me it was a 
miracle I was alive. Miracle, I sup
pose, is shorthand for a statistical 
improbability, an outcome that 
could not be reproduced in bil
lions of attempts. If, indeed, ever. 
Something even the surgeon has 
difficulty believing, that prompts 
him to pull out his phone and 
take a picture of the fragment of 
blood-stained denim. A relic. A 
proof that the unbelievable has ac
tually happened.

As I recovered at home, I com
piled a list of famous impalements, 
beginning with the Homeric— 
Adamas conjecturally speared 
through the scrotum (depending 
on how the text is construed), 
writhing and bellowing like a wild 
bull hunters have snared in the 
mountains— and ending with

Frida Kahlo— impaled through 
the abdomen with an iron bar in a 
collision between a bus and an 
electric trolley, then doused with a 
painters golden dust. Then there 
was Saint Sebastian. I was ac
quainted with Hendrick ter Brug- 
ghen’s painting of Saint Sebastian 
Tended by Saint Irene, with its 
striking effects of shadow and light 
learned from Caravaggio, but I 
hadn’t thought much about the 
humanity of the scene: the reality 
of the two women—like my two 
EMTs— tending the wounded 
man; the reality of his complete 
submissiveness and surrender, and 
of the womens calm and purpose
ful activity. W hat Ter Brugghen 
depicted wasn’t as remote and 
ethereal as the life of a saint— it 
was what happened in the human 
flesh. For the first time, I saw how 
it seemed to be Saint Irene’s glow
ing head on Saint Sebastian’s dark
ened shoulders. This was how I 
surrendered my body to the 
thought of others. This was the 
nurses coming and going through 
the night, whispering miracle.

I recovered completely. I am 
only a little asymmetrical. There is 
a longitudinal seam down the 
middle of the scrotum called a 
raphe that was pulled a little to the
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right when the surgeon stitched 
up the wound. I gloss this with the 
observation that rhaphe is ancient 
Greek for “seam,” from the verb 
rhaphein, “to stitch,” and that the 
ancient performers who sang from 
memory the epics of Homer were 
called rhapsodoi, “stitchers of 
songs.”

[The hawk was still perched 
above the path. I stood up and 
brushed the grass from my jeans 
and jacket, and abandoned my in
tention of waiting for the hawk to 
make his move. I went back in the 
direction from which I had come, 
and turned down a different path 
that looped around the small 
prairie the hawk was surveying. 
From the far side of the prairie, the 
hawks white breast stood out 
bright against his dark folded 
wings. I looped through the 
prairie and up through the bur
nished oaks, and when I came 
around again, the hawk was gone.]

As soon as I was able, I walked 
the mile-and-a-quarter out to 
where it happened. The snow had 
been melting and refreezing for 
two weeks since the accident. 
There was no trace of my body’s 
imprint on the snow. There were 
pointed sticks everywhere I 
looked, but none that I could

identify positively as the stick that 
impaled me. I couldn’t precisely 
point to the place where I had lain. 
It had happened here, somewhere, 
but it already belonged somewhere 
else. In a story.

Some stories take a while to tell 
the way you need to tell them. The 
wound heals slowly, and the story 
is the scar left behind. The seam. 
Others come more quickly. The 
accident was almost four years ago. 
I saw the hawk yesterday. Some
thing made me come home and 
start stitching.
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Letter from the Snowfields
Cody Deitz

It came from out across the fields
before the sun, the fog like whipping cream into water—

a coyote calling out who 
in its rising melancholy yowl.

My eyes pulled to the field from where it came—  
crop rows worked into lines

bending round the old growth trees,

the fingerprint of some primeval giant.
And then another yip-howl out from the frosted grass,

an illegible answer—

I stood between them, mute in my humanness, 
standing stock-still, the hair on my neck the only reply

to this ancient language, this tooth and claw answer and call.
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cause he was not selected to be Lorinas patient at the same time that 
Charlie was selected to be Ediths when the time came to play doctor, 
Edith dutifully watching as patient Charlie undressed and lay down for 
examination in the darkened garage that Saturday afternoon, the garages 
front door gaping open, but her parents big Buick blocking out most 
of the afternoon sunshine, so that, positioned as they were in the small 
space between the front bumper and the garages back wall, Edith could 
barely make out Charlie’s dinkie (her first) as she reached for it and 
began to tickle it gingerly with the tips of her fingers, Charlie in his con
fusion pushing her hand away with his own but not too forcefully, not 
too insistently, as the rest of him squirmed on the cold pavement, a wrig
gling butterfly pinned alive to the cork, held fast by a pliant pin at his 
center, in the nether regions of his skinny midriff, sensations he could 
not place or fix emanating from this newly discovered core, imperiling 
him and arousing him simultaneously, so that he began to cry at the 
very moment that he desisted altogether from his limp attempts to push 
Ediths exploring hand away, the tears coming faster still only moments 
later when mother Alice came running in to yank Edith away and then 
yank little Charlie’s pants up around his hairless, tingling loins (Lorina, 
by the way, having moved none-too-quickly out of her mothers warpath 
at the entry of the garage where she had taken up sentry position in re
spectful silence for the proceedings within), mother Alice running into 
the garage almost as she would come running into St. Johns Hospital 
thirty-five years later in response to the phone call that she had been 
half-dreading for several years already, the signal to a mother’s immediate 
action, the signal to rush to the car and drive at unwholesome speeds 
through the 5:15 p.m. traffic, changing lanes without blinkering, forcing 
her way through the snarled and congested byways of a Friday rush hour 
like (yes, we can say it) the volatile adolescent naturally high on the 
testosterone surging through his veins, a real mother of a mother in her 
fear and pressing affection, her brow written deeply in love and anguish, 
her heart beating wildly, racing at breakneck speed to get in as many 
contractions as it could before it would cease to be needed at all some 
2,600 beats later when Alice, dear Alice, my Alice, finally kept her ren
dezvous with the flinty-hearted pavement, her lips curling ever so slightly
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in (can it really be true?) apparent anticipation of the kiss she would (in 
a gesture of stunning, almost flawless, generosity) bestow on the agent 
of her end, the deaths head that would punctuate her life sentence, 
growing gradually more pointed, more discernible, within the ever-so- 
lightly pebbling surface of the stone-cold sidewalk, emerging wanly, re
luctantly (this spectre of terminus), to enfold Alice in its embrace, in its 
unstinting and entirely familiar growth conjuring before her mind s be
mused eye (you saw this pivot coming a mile off, for “I know you of 
old,” as sharp Beatrice reminds tricky jade Benedick) the image of Char
lie in cap and gown, his left hand heavy with a diploma but nevertheless 
reaching out in tandem with the right to encircle Alice, for whom (at 
that moment of pure gladness) the horror of the previous evenings 
phone call was already fading within the rush of her vicarious accom
plishment, her suspicions already drowning in a wash of unstinting affec
tion, the same suspicions which, in the glow of their potency, had sent 
her immediately after she hung up to the basement of the Buchman 
Fine Arts Center in search of her sons handwriting, actually, specifically 
to a basement bathroom reserved for the opposite sex (her abrupt en
trance into the dis-distaff lavatory, it should be mentioned here, not at 
all disturbing Jonathan, the campus vagrant, in his labors at the first uri
nal, though the image of Jonathans Cincinnati Reds cap turned full in 
her face lingered somehow disturbingly in Alice s imagination as she 
began her detective work in the first stall), the same Buchman Fine Arts 
building which she had visited (chaperoned by tactful Lorina) for the 
very first time only a few days earlier that week to see Charlie s work 
safely nestled among the other senior art projects, the stunning, mes
merizing 38” x 51” as-yet-unmatted black-and-gray-and-blue painting 
of Charlie s grandfather inverted and naked on his deathbed, knees bent 
high and apart and away toward the pillows, feet tucked back so far that 
the heels could not be seen behind the slightly splayed cheeks of the but
tocks, genitals in chaste flaccidity sagging down between the upper 
thighs but still horribly visible to the stunned, mesmerized Alice (whose 
helpless gaze had leaped right over the swatch of pubic hair almost 
covertly graying), painted chest skinny, long ago departed of its muscu
lature, left arm fixed with a long, almost snake-like, Picasso-blue IV line,
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the head lolled backward off the side of the bed near the foot to address 
the viewer from sunken, hollowed-out eye sockets, the eyes themselves 
neither angry nor sad nor pleading but simply possessed of the knowl
edge of consciousness s impending end— the body not quite dead yet, 
but caught forever in oil and canvas in the act of dying, a dumbshow of 
mortality that nevertheless, almost miraculously, somehow left the soul 
(the immortal part, according to one dictionary, of our mortal existence) 
gloriously and strikingly naked, chained though it was in the grandsons 
depiction to the very nearly dead animal of the body—an image which 
held Alice helplessly, ineffably fast, ignoring the attached nameplate, 
needing no sign to inform her of the identity of its creator, requiring no 
external aid to recognize her sons agonized and agonizing image of her 
stricken father, whom (together with quiet Lorina) Alice and Charlie 
had visited also in the hospital a decade before, twelve-year-old Charlie 
(chin still hairless) hesitating at the door as Alice gently beckoned him 
forward to the bed, her right hand already holding her father’s left, mus
tering a small smile for Charlie in an attempt to lessen the fear and pain 
scored so deeply into his expression, taking her sons trembly hand and 
laying it in his grandfathers equally (though differently) infirm grasp, 
watching her father (already in the wordless stages of his illness’s advance) 
squeeze Charlie’s fingers a little more tightly (tears welling in the sunken 
eyes that would, in painted effigy, hold his only daughter transfixed in 
the Buchman Fine Arts Center a decade later), prepubescent Charlie 
looking up from his grandfather’s pillowed head to seek help from four- 
teen-year-old Lorina, who, stationed directly across the bed from her 
brother, was manning the right hand, Lorina, whose face was already 
glistening with her inability to stem the overflow of her stricken affec
tions, prefiguring (inevitably) her expression ten days later when she 
would be seated in the front pew, the top half of the casket yawning 
open barely ten feet in front of her and her brother to expose their grand
father’s carefully treated face in “final repose,” Charlie clutching both 
hers and Alice’s hands, his spiffy crew cut and equally spiffy black tie 
(which he had been so proud to take off the adult rack and hand to Alice 
only a couple weeks before) powerless against the loss, his hanky already 
clotted and useless with the detritus of his grief even before the first
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hymn was assayed, sorrow, Charlie, anguish that did not induce a howl 
but instead conjured image, image that would in turn be conjured ten 
years later for the sake not of a grade, nor even for the sake of some ar
tificial purgative urge, but instead for the sake of simple but indelible 
memorial (for all Charlie wanted— all any of us want, perhaps— is to 
pluck a few roses in the headlong pitch of experience), for the sake of 
freezing forever in humble black frame an image of our species contem
plating itself, for the sake (finally) of art at its most human, human pain 
and love at its most rivetingly artful, riveting Alice to her spot, riveting 
her feet deep and fast to the floor, riveting her heart to the bone-ache of 
her sons love and loss, both parent and child, both caregiver and griever, 
a tight spot (it will be admitted) for any person, a locus of competing 
impulses, the gravity of her loss pulling her down, down, down until 
she might simply dash her grief once and for all against the stolidly re
ceptive stonework, but the inexpressible sympathy she felt for her son 
(her own child) as he stood at the window (as he must have stood at the 
easel, clutching in loving, deeply creative futility for salvational pur
chase), watching through his tears as his mother fell, pulling back at her, 
almost strong enough to halt her headlong pitch, almost forceful enough 
to hold her fast against gravity, gravity, this cursed control freak that 
eons and mere hours ago tossed an apple against an Englishmans eager 
noggin (leading him to mis-describe the secret of its force, leading us all 
into this nine-point-eight-one-meters-per-second-squared madness)— 
almost strong enough, this heart-tug of her son, to suspend Alice in mid
air endlessly (do you, reader, have this image of dear old Alice still fixed 
before your minds eye?), lengthening her life against the hateful forces 
of teleology, stretching her existence against the biblical edicts that re
quire a season for every thing, an equal and opposite counter force for 
every force, and an end for every story, so that, stave the end off how we 
would, stave it off how we will, filling a minimum stretch of time (this 
brief crack of light between two eternities of darkness which, we must 
concede, comprises human life) with a maximum sample of spatial en
joyment, playing for time, seeking patterns of divine delight in the 
cracked and weathered facades that wall us in in our headlong pitch 
from birth to death, from cradle to grave, from womb to tomb— talking,
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laughing, writing, singing, touching, running, riding, tagging, calling, 
crying, sitting, watching, eating, spinning, seeing, quaffing, jumping, 
kidding, painting, reaching, taking, (even) stealing, teasing, cutting, 
drawing, whispering, falling, plummeting, plunging, pitching, tumbling, 
hurtling, hurrying, rushing, hastening, slowing, pondering, scraping, 
molding, shelving, pasting, hurting, laving, fooling, measuring, turning, 
confessing, shouting, pouring, setting, lifting, moving, scanning, flip
ping, treading, swinging, shutting, dipping, crawling, lying, arranging, 
begging, tickling, soothing, gaining, bathing, hanging, weaving, center
ing, holding, shooting, throwing, gluing, closing, waiting, sliding, nail
ing, opening, skipping, flying, tossing, taping, tatting, cleansing, 
collecting, wrapping, hoping, diagramming (I dare you), lighting, flip
ping, acting, making, floating, typing, trotting, dialing, petting, shaping, 
pledging, rhyming, sealing, kissing, remembering, guarding, praying, 
playing, paying, quickening, losing, loving— in short, no matter how 
we spend our three-score-years-and-ten allotment pursuing the tried- 
and-true actions that, in aggregate, mark us out as a species, we must, 
each of us, every Horn, Tick, and Darry, every Anne, Betty, and Can
dida, be caught up short, each of our life sentences doomed to a period, 
like my Alice’s, who (in generous comprehension, in exceptionally gen
erous courage) has freely embraced her twenty-six-story fate, who has 
freely lifted her limbs to be stretched on the rack of a life whose dimen
sions were purposely conceived to probe (if you will indulge the melo
drama) the very limits of human endurance, who has (Alice that is) freely 
consented to have her ordeal held up in loving spectacle, to be not Sisy
phus (Charlie is really the better candidate for that role, peering through 
his tears down from the hospital window as the object of his affection 
escapes him) but the stone itself, tasked for apparent eternity to seek the 
nadir, never, ever, ever to gather moss, to fall away from the height it 
has reached with its benefactor’s aid and keep its fated rendezvous with 
gravity, this massy-muscled tug at the center of the earth, the magnet 
buried in the core of the apple, centripetal force in its primal form (that 
gives, incidentally, the lie absolutely to the quaint old myth of the cen
trifugal), holding everything fast to the planets surface, acknowledging 
only the most superhuman efforts— the voodoo of aeronautics, the

69



apotheotic impulse of the leg muscle, the miracle of the transcendent 
wing—to fly momentarily in its face before, once again, implacable, in
tractable, and inevitable, King Gravity asserts its sovereignty, the gover
nor of physical action that allowed Icarus and Phaethon little more than 
a glimpse or two of delusionary happiness before slipping in the final, 
fatal word on their hubristic fancies, the genius who brought Goliath 
crashing down to earth, the iconoclast who dashed Moses’ stone tablets 
against the killing rocks, the executioner who delivered Jezebel to the 
dogs, the behemoth who sank the Titanic forever into a watery grave, 
Pisas scourge, Satans conductor into the fiery pit, Pompeii’s undertaker 
(for an earthquake, if you think about it, is really only gravity’s way of 
reminding us that, with it, the merest bout of tectonic indigestion— a 
touch of the rumbles in the terrestrial maw—imperils us all), but (lest 
we forget in this enumeration of gravity’s darkest masks) simultaneously 
the benefactor who floated Elijah’s cloak down to Elisha, the altruist 
who coaxes from heaven the blessed gift of a spring rain shower (nature’s 
kiss to a slowly awakening planet), the helpful assistant who in timely, 
delightfully rhythmical fashion delivers implement after implement after 
implement into the supplicating palms of the juggler before the widened 
eyes of a child’s audience— the same widened eyes from which Gravity 
the Stoic (the same, the very same) will tug the tears, sending them a- 
tumble down the cliff-wall of a downy cheek, tears of sorrow and pain 
and loss, to be sure, but tears also (again, lest we forget) of happiness, 
tears shed in a moment of joy when the tide is going out, the periwinkles 
are brilliant in their profusion, and the sand is heavy with saltwater, 
lending itself willing mortar to the amateur architect as he scoops up 
bulldozer bucketsful for the castle’s foundation (for in this oldest and 
divinest of games, the architect is also a construction grunt), checking 
the location of the ramparts against the blueprint spread out so carefully 
in the busy workroom of his imagination, all four bulwarks, once raised 
to full height, carefully scooped of a level inch or two of sand in their 
centers, forming the parapets, the necessary circles within a circle within 
which brightly colored action figures, the castle’s conscripts, are arrayed, 
a cornucopia of anachronisms and species set in lofty defense of the 
child’s demesne, cowboys with rifles, cowboys with pistols drawn, a pre-
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dictably posed (though entirely green) Indian, knees bent forward, left 
hand out, right arm raised with tomahawk at the ready (a figure equally 
adept at crawling forward for sneak attack in the middle of the night or 
leaping from a palomino in full gallop through the imagination onto 
the back of a helpless enemy brave), cereal-box dinosaurs all out-of-scale, 
the tyrannosaur on hind legs as tall as the long-necked brontosaurus (an 
innocent ages innocent term for our far jazzier apatosaur), the spiky- 
spined stegosaurus and the preciously imposing triceratops looking, 
somehow, all the more singular in the bright orange and reasonably deep 
purple in which they had been cast, leopards, pilots, ring-tailed mon
keys, World War II infantry chastely helmeted, all these and more, the 
brilliant motley of a child’s imagination distributed carefully among the 
turrets, prepared to shoot down, hack, gore, or bite to bits any enemy 
foolhardy enough to assay the castle, a last line of defense against any 
invading hordes that somehow bested the moat, the tactical trench so 
carefully dug out with bucket and child’s hand spade, a surprisingly per
fect circle that ran (at the architect’s insistence) nearly a full foot deep, 
a moat (once dug) plenished and replenished by running trips down to 
the tide, orange plastic bucket swinging wildly in ecstatic expectation 
of the pound or two of sea-slosh with whose conveyance it would soon 
be entrusted, heavy on the return trip, bouncing against the thigh, the 
knee, even the diminutive calf, handle elongated (gravity’s little re
minder) with the burden, relaxing immediately once a thimbleful of the 
Pacific Ocean had finally been delivered to its new (temporary) home, 
Uncle Charlie looking on approvingly and somehow successfully resist
ing the impulse to minister to the castle’s inevitably infirm foundation, 
Grandma Alice (her white pants rolled up to the knee— no further) hov
ering just in case a woman’s touch were needed, Mother Lorina further 
back up the beach in her chaise longue, sunglasses not obscuring her 
view of mother, brother, and son at play, brother Charlie so solicitous 
of his only nephew (who had his uncle’s high, rounded cheekbones and 
wide-set eyes, almost bow-legged across the bridge of the nose), this child 
whom Uncle Charlie loved with a parent’s desperate affection, this al
most-spitting image to whom Charlie would even lend his treasured 
childhood collection of action figures, this putto who had returned from
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his most recent trip down to the water s edge with the seat of his swim
suit very, very wet, Uncle Charlie laughing in unself-conscious delight 
at his nephews slip, an almost silent movie (this whole scene), somehow, 
playing out before Lorinas eyes, no dialogue or intertitles necessary, 
some music maybe (the Marx Brothers applying felt-tipped mallets to 
the helmeted heads of a platoon, perhaps, a human xylophone, yes— 
thats the ticket—Groucho conducting, Harpo laying down the back- 
beat), Grandma Alice hovering, still hovering, but hovering not for 
much longer, another scene frozen in frame (imagine, perhaps, John Sar
gent stepping outside his portrait studio to brighten a seascape), 
Grandma Alice, Mother Alice, Daughter Alice, Alice Alice hovering and 
floating and drifting and sinking and finally yielding to gravity, seeking 
the window of her only sons hospital room, seeking a final return to the 
earth, a final descent into the maelstrom, her energies now almost de
pleted, her life sentence nearly exhausted, Alice in final repose (. . . nine 
. . . e igh t. . .), Alice alighting (. . . five . . .), Alice at ground zero.
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All the Bodies
William Stobb

They went in the kitchen window—the girl and the boy. Pried it up, lit
tle sill-hop, leg swing. Easy every time.

Inside, the old man had the same linoleum, cupboards, countertop 
with white microwave. Same as everyone. Different smell, kind of darker, 
soaked in. Then the dark hallway, carpeted, and the carpeted stairs up 
to the bathroom where he kept them. The pills, ffe slept up there, but 
he was so old, they couldn’t even guess, and they’d done it so many times, 
he didn’t even care. The boy carried a tiny light, which was all they 
needed. Go slow, shine each step, go quiet. I imagine them holding 
hands. I imagine them smiling.

I wonder if they thought their lives were going to be like this for a while. 
They were seventeen. Were they addicted? Or did they just take the pills 
sometimes to zone out, listen to music, touch each other and feel it more.

“He must’ve been so afraid,” the neighbor said, but I guess anger 
must’ve been stronger when the old man brought the shotgun in. And 
that night when he heard them close the medicine cabinet and slowly 
tiptoe back down the stairs, he just turned the corner and fired down 
the stairwell. Two barrels, two blasts.

And then the part I can’t say yet. I have to stop and look away and 
maybe come back later and say what he did next.

“I’m gonna need that Clapper and that First Alert,” my dad said. He 
slurped coffee, set it down, snapped open the paper, but I could see 
him looking out the window, evaluating his dry half acre of lawn. His 
mouth tightened.

“I’ll do the watering,” I said.
“I’ll do it,” he replied, and looked back at the Star Tribune. The day 

after we’d buried his wife of sixty years, my mother, he dressed exactly 
the same—western shirt, tight polyester pants. His colored hair was 
slicked back and his colored beard trimmed.

“And one of those weather radios with the alerts,” he said. “And a po
lice scanner.”
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Three separate times that year he’d told me that his shed had been 
broken into. I figured he was slipping. The chainsaws missing? Maybe 
he loaned it out and forgot. Maybe he sold it. But he showed me the 
window screen, which someone had clearly sliced and peeled back. The 
“shed” was a large Quonset building full of various implements— a 1939 
Ford pickup truck on blocks, a skid-steer front loader, three push mow
ers and two riding lawn mowers, one set up for winter with a snow 
blower attachment, a full-size John Deere tractor from the 1950s, plus 
all manner of saws, drill presses, tool cabinets, gas cans, five full-sized 
oil barrels. These remembrances of farm living decomposed slowly in 
their curated environment, and if a few things went missing from the 
collection, it’d be difficult to say.

It was chilling to imagine that the shed had become a burglary target, 
because the big trial had gotten underway just that week. A local military 
retiree of approximately my dad’s age, Lloyd Gustafsen, killed two 
teenagers who’d broken into his house, just two miles up the road from 
my parents’ place, to steal money and prescription drugs. “They’ve done 
it a lot of times,” Gustafsen said, “but they aren’t going to do it any
more.” Gustafsen was on trial for murder, but most people thought he’d 
be acquitted, since the kids had broken and entered his home. When I 
asked my dad what he thought, he said the teenagers got what they de
served. “They thought he was vulnerable, but he wasn’t,” said my dad, 
“and they found out the hard way.”

That day’s Star Trib headline read “Lost Innocence: North Country 
Youth Addicted and Desperate.” The story featured the teens’ senior pic
tures, which stunned me, not only because the two kids looked like such 
harmless preppies, but also because the pictures were taken at the exact 
same studio as mine had been, twenty-five years earlier. The girl’s photo 
actually featured the same stupid white ladder that I had posed with. As 
if we were painters. Times may have changed— maybe Minnesota’s eld
erly really were arming themselves against aggressive young junkies— 
but you wouldn’t see the difference in the grad pics.

I wrote thank you notes while we watched on-demand episodes of Ice 
Truckers. We drank a second pot of coffee and made a third. When I 
found myself having unusual feelings about my mother’s body being in
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the ground— the whole under-surface of the Earth felt strangely preg
nant with my dead mother—I took the initiative to set up the sprinklers: 
an elaborate process involving five different hoses running from any of 
nine different spigots around the yard. By the time I had them all run
ning, the ground was back to normal. Mom was still under there, some
where, but I no longer felt like the ground was swelling. While I was 
out, Dad switched to a World War II show. Both of my grandfathers 
had survived combat duty, and my parents loved the stories of that 
war. They proudly displayed pictures of their uniformed fathers, their 
medals and memorabilia. Dad and I napped to the comforting buzz 
of sprinklers and P-40 Flying Tigers, artillery explosions on Midway, 
and the solemn voice-over narrating Normandy, Iwo Jima, the flight 
of the Enola Gay.

Late in the afternoon, Dad stood up.
“I know they have the Clapper and the scanner at Ace,” he said. 

“Not sure about the First Alert. Might have to mail order that one.” 
He was slightly hunched, not stooped. The dye-job on his hair and 
beard wasn’t too obvious— he looked younger than his eighty-two 
years. He seemed cogent most of the time, though sometimes his 
anger about the overall corruption and decay of the world seemed a 
little disproportionate. He attended church services most Sundays, 
and he had favorite waitresses at the local Perkins, but when I left 
town in a few short days, he was going to be pretty alone. Holed up. 
Wearing his alarm bracelet in case he fell in the shower, waiting for 
the police scanner to warn him about approaching packs of drug- 
addicted teenagers.

“I think it’d be a good idea if you just came and stayed with me for a 
while,” I said. I hadn’t been planning it, but the reasons popped up im
mediately: I hated to think of him alone, afraid of every noise he heard 
in the night, plus my schedule was flexible, and I could spare the second 
bedroom in my apartment. It all added up.

Dad sat back down, changed to CNN, looked at me with unusual 
directness, frowned.

“I think you’re probably right,” he said, and that surprised me. I fig
ured he’d resist. He and my mother had spent their lives administering
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programs that helped farmers and low-income families. They were the 
helpers, not the helped.

Within a week, I understood: Dad saw himself as the helper. There were 
several key ideas about life that I hadn’t acquired, and with the passing 
of my mother, he felt the pressure of time— if he didn’t straighten me 
out now, it’d soon be too late.

For the first few days, Dad watched TV from the time he woke up 
until he went to bed, composing instructional monologues based on 
show content. In particular, he would riff off the character qualities of 
the various drivers on Ice Truckers. These were all “real people,” but they 
were defined according to pretty recognizable stereotypes. There were 
some “good guys”: an earnest, hard-working one, a grumpy curmudgeon 
with a heart of gold, and a middle-aged woman who’d lost her teaching 
job due to budget cuts and now was making a go of it in a man’s world. 
There were a couple “bad guys”: a careless, obliviously selfish one, a dis
honest sleaze, and a tough young woman who was promiscuous and 
swore. And there were a couple of wild cards: an aspiring photographer 
with a lot of philosophical ideas, along with a quirky, sweet twenty-five- 
year-old with dyed blond hair who wore sweater vests and was surpris
ingly expressive of emotions.

“You see, she just has no self-control,” Dad said about the slutty one. 
“This life is not all about appetite. This consumer society will make you 
believe that anything can be purchased. You have to watch out for that.” 
I agreed, though it felt a little ironic. All their lives, he and Mom had 
accumulated consumer goods— books, knick-knacks, cheap memora
bilia, and a lot of tools and garden gadgets. Something about the com
bination of manual labor and innovation appealed to their farming 
ethos. W ith some elbow grease and a practical instrument like the 
RonCo Garden Weasel, they could defeat invading weeds lickety-split. 
Well, now my dad owned a Quonset-full of neglected implements that 
had become a target for desperate meth addicts.

And if we’re talking about appetite, why not mention Dad’s Internet 
habits? Mom called me one morning: “I can hear him in the office 
watching pornography! The women are all [insert sound of seventy-year-
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old mother imitating the fake orgasm cries of porn actresses] .” I tried 
to tell her it was nothing serious, but she should talk to him about it 
if it bothered her. I didn’t hear about it again, but in those first days 
after Dad moved in, I kept an eye on my laptop. He didn’t know how 
to delete the browsing history, so I was able to confirm that, indeed, 
my father was looking at pornography just about any time I left him 
home alone.

“You know, that kid can really be proud.” Dad was talking about the 
earnest hard-working driver, who was in his mid-thirties and was trying 
to start over after a lot of years working as a bartender. “He just couldn’t 
bear watching his community sink in the bottle, so he pulled himself 
up. . . .” His voice trailed off, and he fell asleep. His apnea had become 
pronounced, near to narcolepsy. He slept seven or eight different times 
throughout the course of a day, snoring violently. About 2 a.m., he 
would turn off the TV and sleep in his bed for a few hours.

I realized that if I didn’t propose something, Dad was going to repeat 
this depressing routine every day until he died, in however many months 
or years. So I persuaded him to start going with me to the YMCA. At 
first, we used the pool and then the fitness center, and he managed pretty 
well in both settings—he could paddle or just walk his lane in the pool, 
and in the fitness center he could use the nautilus machines. Soon, the 
Y’s friendly, caring employees suggested a variety of programs for my 
dad— not just exercise programs, but reading groups, computer classes, 
and social events. True to their branding, the Y really was “more than 
just a gym.”

Shredded below the waist by the shotgun blasts, the two teenagers lay 
at the bottom of the steps. “They were laughing at me,” Gustafsen said. 
“They thought it was all a big joke.” And it was true: the members of 
the high school diving team— their teammates— all agreed that they 
loved to laugh, both of them, the boy and the girl, both excellent divers, 
having appeared on the list of all-conference athletes published in the 
county record that year. “They were such a great couple,” the girl’s best 
friend said. “At least they were together,” said the boy’s younger brother. 
“I mean, if it had to happen, at least. . .” For the friends and family of
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the teenagers, it was very difficult to imagine the bloody horror of their 
final moments. Easier to remember them launching from the high 
board, making sharp arrows of their bodies, plunging, then sub
merged—was there something about the pills that was like diving? Was 
there something about being high together that felt like sharing one 
body in suspension in the cool blue moment after punching through 
the surface? But then, shot, they wouldVe crumpled and tumbled. It 
was hard to imagine them laughing, when their legs were suddenly 
blown away and their precisely elegant bodies were falling and emptying 
out so that a pool of blood was forming around them. Shock, maybe. 
Or maybe they were high. Or maybe the man, Mr. Gustafsen, was so 
angry. Delusional. They could’ve been whimpering when he came down 
the stairs, when they were dragging themselves away, trying to drag 
themselves, and when he went out to the shop and returned with a tarp. 
When he returned with the tarp, it was hard to imagine them laughing.

We quickly found a routine. Between TV, sleeping, and programs at the 
Y, Dad seemed fulfilled—happier than usual, even. I was happy too. My 
window-cleaning business was in a good groove. I worked each morning 
from four until about nine, hitting each of my clients twice a week. I 
would swim and exercise with Dad after that, then leave him for his pro
grams. Ed use that free time to nap, read, watch day baseball, or visit 
with friends who would meet me for lunch or a couple of afternoon 
beers. The situation felt surprisingly sane.

One day, while Dad was at the Y, I stopped by the FedEx store to 
mail a Rolling Stones box set I’d just sold on EBay. The manager was 
Mindy Mooney. We had mutual friends, and had hung out here and 
there over the last decade. We decided to have lunch together at a sand
wich shop down the block and catch up. It’d been a while. Over salads, 
I explained the situation with my dad, and described how much we were 
enjoying the Y.

“One of the most interesting aspects,” I said, “is that Im  noticing 
people’s bodies more.” That hadn’t come out quite the way I wanted 
it to. “I mean at the Y. Before my dad came, I mainly noticed younger 
people’s bodies, but now that my dad’s here, I find myself comparing
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his body to other old people’s bodies— like, in the pool and in the 
locker room.”

“And?” asked Mindy.
“They’re just fascinating. Like, all the different kinds of bellies and 

arms— skinny arms, flabby arms. The huge, obese bodies, and then the 
tiny ones. Scars, blemishes, deformities. Everything.”

Mindy just nodded, and we ate quietly for a bit. Then she suggested 
we go back to her place, set up the massage table, and notice each others 
bodies for a while.

“I’m not in the greatest shape,” she said, “but my body’s gotta be bet
ter than those old dudes at the Y.” It was a perfect joke to make the thing 
happen in a sweet way, but I kept thinking about it, even when she was 
lying on her stomach on the massage table, her body thick and strong, 
soft and responsive, even when I moved my hand up the inside of her 
thigh, when her breathing changed— even then, I was thinking about 
bodies better and worse, living and dead. When she rolled on her back 
and I saw the color in her face, her determination— this was definitely 
happening—then I finally fell out of thinking for a while.

Getting ready to leave, I kissed Mindy maybe a little too hard. She 
seemed almost surprised by it, but then she matched it, and that felt 
as good as anything. I pulled away and squeezed her elbow and began 
to turn.

“What would your dad say?” she asked.
“I think he probably dreamed his whole life of doing what we just 

did,” I said, and headed home. What my dad did in fact say, though, 
after I walked in just slightly later than usual was “you smell like pussy.” 
I was stunned. On the one hand, it was the kind of thing I never imag
ined him saying. On the other hand . . . was he telepathic? Did I smell 
like wine, or like Mindy’s shower products? Smells he might associate 
with something feminine? I was caught off guard and it must’ve shown, 
because Dad immediately understood that he’d been right.

“Jesus Christ, did you just hire some prostitute off the street?”
“No, D ad,” I explained in a voice pleading for calm. “I have 

a girlfriend.”
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“What? You have a girlfriend and you don’t even introduce me?”
“Its not like that,” I said. “It’s just—sometimes I have girlfriends.” 
“Plural?” he half-squeaked. “What in the Sam Hell? What did I tell 

you about appetites?” He just shook his head awhile. “I’ll pray for you,” 
he said. “I really will.” Stunned as I was at his powers of intuition, I was 
also flustered by the hypocrisy, and I wasn’t able to hold my tongue.

“I wonder what porn sites you were looking at while I was having ac
tual sex with an actual person.”

He turned bright red, immediately, and resorted to one of the classic 
lines I remembered from my teenage years.

“You know, if I had spoken to my father that way, I’d have scars to 
remember it by.”

The tarp. He came in from the shop with a tarp. He would’ve stepped 
over them, or around them, to the shop and then back with the tarp, 
rolled or crumpled in his arms. He would’ve opened the door and carried 
it down the plank stairs to the cellar, and they would’ve heard him 
spreading out the tarp. They would’ve been bleeding but trying to believe 
it wasn’t really a tarp, that he wasn’t going to use the tarp the way he was 
using it. The neighbors all said he was afraid, so afraid that he spread 
the tarp at the bottom of the cellar stairs and then, first the boy and then 
the girl, pulled them down by their shredded, bleeding legs, so they 
must’ve been racked with pain and maybe passed out as they bounced, 
their heads must’ve bounced down the steps, until their bodies were on 
the tarp, on the stone floor of the cellar at the bottom of the stairs. One 
of the blue, heavy-duty tarps? Or a painter’s clear plastic sheeting? Was 
it effective in limiting the splatter, then? When he loaded his Luger and 
“gave them each a clean finishing shot up under the chin,” was it clean, 
what he gave them? Could they feel the cleanliness of the gift? Did the 
tarp help it to feel wrapped and clean like a gift?

The next day was Thanksgiving, and he hadn’t wanted to bother the 
sheriff on an American holiday. He had lunch with relatives, and didn’t 
mention the children wrapped in a tarp in his basement. He came home 
and watched football, drank beer, went to bed. He did call first thing 
on Friday, and an ambulance did come and collect the tarp.
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Dad was pretty quiet the next morning. Rather than speak, he just 
squinted at me sarcastically and shook his head at my conversation 
starters. About 11, we went to the Y. On our way in, the smiling asso
ciates at the desk brightened up and shouted “Rudy!” as if he were a 
kindergartener. He smiled and soaked it in. Once past the gate, he used 
his deep, serious, public voice to say “good morning” to other men, and 
a higher pitched, softer voice to say “hello” to women.

We showered and swam, or I swam, while Dad walked up and down 
his lane. After about twenty minutes, we moved over to the hot tub, 
where some young swimming lesson teachers were gathered— three fit 
young women in matching red one-piece suits, and two fit young men 
in red trunks.

“Staff meeting?” joked my dad, as he stepped carefully down into 
the tub.

“I’m gonna hit the gym for twenty minutes,” I said. “I’ll meet you up 
in the lobby.”

“Not to worry,” he said. “I think I’m safe here.” A couple of the swim
ming teachers smiled reassuringly, and I felt legitimately happy for Dad, 
enjoying his new community. Instead of working out, I quickly show
ered, got dressed, went up to the lobby and called Mindy. She’d be at 
work, maybe not too busy. I knew it was too soon to call, but I couldn’t 
stop feeling that last kiss. If she were free that evening, I thought maybe 
we could go out for a late dinner, once my dad was settled. She didn’t 
answer, so I texted, “Let’s have dinner. Just dinner. Eating is necessary.”

I poured a cup of complimentary Y coffee and looked at the paper. 
As arguments closed and the jury went into deliberation, polls showed 
that Minnesota’s elderly were overwhelmingly supportive of Gustafsen, 
and believed he would be found not guilty. “He was vulnerable and 
afraid,” said one local resident, “and he defended his property.” I set the 
paper down and thought about my parents’ generation— born on farms 
in the 1930s, raised strictly, raised to work, raised to believe they could 
improve this world. My parents traveled across the state, returned home 
late, stayed up even later with stacks of documents on the kitchen table, 
budgeting, planning, figuring out the future. Then the state closed both 
of their programs within two years. Forced into retirement, Mom stayed
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active and upbeat, but Dad seemed defeated. He sat down in his recliner 
and never really got up. For twenty years, he mowed and watered, cleared 
snow in the winter, and primarily watched TV while making commen
tary to his wife about the world’s wrong directions. One day, she didn’t 
say “Rudolph, stop being such a sourpuss,” and when he looked at her, 
her right side sagged until she tipped over in her chair.

Now, just weeks after her death, he was meeting other active seniors, 
mingling in a hot tub with young lifeguards. He seemed happy. I could 
hardly believe it.

Just as Mindy texted back, “yes please I’m starving already,” I recog
nized the lifeguard hustling to the desk as one of the ones who cl been 
in the hot tub with my dad. By the time he scanned the lobby and 
found me, I was already on my feet, crossing in front of the coffee sta
tion to meet him.

“What happened?” I asked.
“Your dad is fine,” he said, “but he had a little trouble in the pool.” 

While we walked back to the locker room, he explained that when the 
kids started piling in for 12 o’clock lessons, my dad left the hot tub and 
went back to the locker room, where he must’ve showered and taken off 
his trunks. Then, instead of entering the locker area, he’d mistakenly 
walked back out into the pool area, naked. Unnoticed at first, he’d 
walked all the way down the rail, shuffling on the slippery tile, through 
that peculiar, shimmery light, under the inspirational sign: “With a team 
behind you, so much more is possible.” He must’ve had that child-like 
expression I’ve seen on his face— like a scared schoolboy walking out on 
stage, unable to remember his line for the play—and in fact the pool 
area had suddenly filled with children, while the side bleachers, in front 
of the big windows into the fitness center, were now full of young moms, 
the kind of women my father routinely viewed in sexual situations on
line. It was one of those moms, a woman named Janelle Olson, who 
first noticed him walking naked through the pool area. Intuitively un
derstanding the situation, she hurried to him and gently explained that 
he had not put his trunks on, that children were having their lessons, 
that he couldn’t be naked there in the public pool, that he had to go
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back. I see my father s body very clearly—narrow shoulders, firm belly 
like a basketball, the papery, nearly transparent skin, speckled with 
moles, his skinny legs and butt, his private parts, feverishly hanging away 
from his torso, heated by fifteen minutes in the hot tub. Janelle Olson 
must’ve been a very understanding woman to come close to him and 
speak calmly, to touch his shoulder and try to steer him, and, when the 
children finally noticed and started to scream and point, to take his other 
shoulder in her other hand and more firmly try to swivel him— he’d 
given his whole life to help families, his whole life he’d looked at young 
women with only desire, and now this no, and now this woman was 
pushing him—so, vulnerable and afraid, he pivoted and struck her, back- 
handed. She staggered and fell hard on the tile. At that point the two 
male swim instructors finally noticed the situation and were able to re
strain him and forcibly return him to the locker room.

“Oh my god,” I said.
“Everything’s stable now,” said the guard. “He’s getting dressed.”
Only when we reached the locker room door did he warn me: “he’s 

still pretty mad.”
That’s when I heard him.
“This place is a dirty joke!” The voice, clearly audible from somewhere 

in the recesses of the locker room, must’ve been my dad’s. “A dirty fuck
ing joke!” I apologized to the guard, who offered a compassionate smile.

When I got to him, Dad had his blue polyester pants on and was rap
idly tucking in his plaid western shirt, the snaps of which he’d done up 
crookedly. His coloring was bright red and he was damp with perspira
tion. His usually parted and slicked back hair had flopped down over 
his face.

“Where the fuck were you?” he asked. And then he put his finger up 
between us. “You will not tell your mother about this.”

That afternoon, on Ice Truckers, the old codger stalled out on a mountain 
pass north of Fairbanks and began sliding backward down a steep in
cline. He was able to steer the truck safely to the shoulder and stop it 
without jackknifing, but then he was stuck in a remote location at night
fall with a blizzard approaching.
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I texted Mindy: “Dad had a problem today. Cant do tonight. Sorry.” 
She texted back immediately: “Everything okay?”
The codger began calling on his CB. A service truck with a winch 

could make it out in the morning, after the storm passed.
I texted, “Yeah, okay in the short term. Wanted to CU tho.” 
“Wanted to CU2,” she texted. “Rain check.” She added a winking 

emoticon. As I typed “I’ll call you,” the dispatcher told the old codger 
to get comfortable, keep warm, get some sleep. “Roger that,” he came 
back, “but will you call my wife? Tell her I love her?” The camera then 
somehow panned up from the truck, into the falling snow, the gathering 
clouds, and then through the clouds, above them, and then even higher, 
into the cold void of starry space for a moment of elegance and calm 
before the cut to a commercial.

“That must be CGI,” I said. But when I looked, I could see that Dad 
was weeping, his hands up to his face.

The surprise verdict came in quickly: guilty on two counts of first-degree 
murder. Once he’d rendered the teens helpless, Gustafsen was no longer 
“defending his castle”— this was the principle in question, the Castle 
Doctrine, which allows us to protect our homes like sovereign royalty, 
or dragons on our hoards. Once he’d wounded the two minors, the jury 
ruled that the Castle Doctrine no longer applied to his actions. Retriev
ing the Luger from his gun safe, bringing in the tarp and spreading it at 
the bottom of the stairs, pulling the victims down into the cellar— these 
were acts of premeditation. And at the crucial moment when he twice 
discharged the pistol, he defended no right. He executed those kids.

The verdict triggered a mandatory sentence of life in prison, but ap
peals began immediately. Calling the decision “An American Travesty,” 
a website went live the next morning, sponsored by a conservative action 
committee and endorsed by Gustafsen’s family. It proclaimed him an 
American hero, and, to help cover his legal expenses, raised a million 
dollars in twenty-four hours.

After the YMCA incident, Dad went into a shell. He stopped criticizing 
and instructing. I thought maybe he felt humbled, sheepish, and would
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come out of it, but days passed and he was sleeping even more than 
usual. When he stood, his posture seemed to be collapsing— his shoul
ders pulling in toward his chest. We made an appointment, and the doc
tor advised full-time care. If Dad was beginning to experience dementia, 
his needs were likely to increase dramatically in the coming months. As 
a single individual, my own schedule left too many gaps. Every time I 
left him alone, there were potential dangers. To my surprise, Dad didn’t 
resist the idea.

I began working earlier, beginning at 3 a.m., so that I could be home 
by the time Dad woke up. While he watched TV, I researched care fa
cilities. And in between naps, we went for walks in different places, 
and went out for coffee. I connected with the director of a local nature 
center and arranged to do some volunteer work there. One weekday 
afternoon, we guided busloads of elementary school kids through a 
traveling butterfly exhibit. Dad wondered at the mesh structure run 
with vines— how did they move it from site to site? And the many dif
ferent species of butterflies seemed to amaze him— their bodies so frag
ile but strong, their wings more delicate than tissue paper, but capable 
of crossing continents.

Most importantly, Dad remained calm around the children, even 
when their questions became overwhelming and their volume level rose. 
I keep a picture on my phone: smiling nervously, Dad’s standing be
tween two young girls— probably seven or eight years old. All three have 
turned their eyes upward as four butterflies of various colors flutter 
around his white cap. The girls laugh and point, while Dad’s expression 
is one of total enchantment.

I keep the picture to remind me: something innocent must remain 
inside of people, even after living leaves its marks.

Mindy finally insisted that I come by for coffee one morning after work. 
I explained it would have to be early, and she said that was fine. So I 
skipped a client and rang her apartment at 6:45. She buzzed me in, 
which meant that she had to have gotten up, but by the time I quietly 
knocked and pushed her apartment door open, she was nowhere to be 
seen. The light above the kitchen sink was on, and I could see the clean
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dishes in the rack, a half bottle of wine left on the counter, the clock on 
the microwave flashing zeroes, the coffee maker not turned on. I kicked 
off my shoes and quietly crossed the kitchen. I went slowly, watching 
each step down the carpeted hallway toward the one light left on— the 
bathroom light. Across the hall, a door was cracked open. I pushed it 
further and its hinges creaked. I looked inside. In the dark, I could hear 
Mindy breathing, and I could smell her body smell, her warm bed smell. 
Just as I was beginning to wonder how she’d managed to buzz me in 
without waking up at all, she hummed “get in here,” and I followed her 
voice to the bedside. I pushed her hair back and she touched my hand, 
and then, as she pulled me down into her neck and I felt her smooth 
face against my stubble, and as she hummed “you wanna crawl in?” and 
I took off most of my clothes and crawled under the covers in my boxers 
and T-shirt, and as we spoke softly to each other and touched each other 
and spooned and drifted back toward sleep, I wished time could move 
more slowly. I wished I could remain in that moment. I wished I could 
hold on to my life.
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Rats in Heat
Zoe Bossiere

My mother is a hardened woman.
She has what I’ve heard my fa

ther call “depression-era sensibili
ties.” A small, thin woman, she 
works long hours and rarely com
plains, even when ill. She has little 
sentimentality for material posses
sions. My mother wears no 
makeup, though she has taken to 
dyeing her hair now that the gray 
is coming in. For lunch she eats a 
single slice of toast slathered with 
peanut butter, a cup of coffee 
brewed yesterday.

Over the years, well-meaning 
friends have gifted her various 
houseplants, all of which become 
victimized by my mother s over or 
under-watering. “They either 
starve or drown,” she once said, 
sighing over a doomed poinsettia. 
She was relieved when the family 
moved to Tucson, where all of na
ture is sharp and stoic, requiring 
little water, no care. But despite 
her failures in horticulture, my 
mother can make astonishing 
things out of paper. As a profes
sional crafter, she designs greeting 
cards and scrapbook pages, then 
teaches classes to local ladies de
tailing how to make them. Most

of my mothers ladies are retired. 
They have rooms at home devoted 
to their hobby, and wear themed 
T-shirts that say things like “Scrap 
Queen” and “Paper Is Cheaper 
Than Therapy.” For my mother, 
scrapbooking is not so much a 
hobby as her livelihood. She slaves 
over her creations as one would a 
hot stove, wearing bandages over 
her bruised and paper-cut fingers, 
her palms sticky with the residue 
of glue dots, a stray smattering of 
glitter on her cheek. She emerges 
from her shed after a long day of 
scrapping a bleary-eyed zombie 
woman, staggering toward the 
Airstream trailer she and my father 
share for sleep.

From the moment I could say 
the word, I begged my parents 
for a dog.

My mother never liked the idea 
of having a pet. She knew that the 
daily care of the animal would ul
timately be up to her as the rest of 
us gradually lost interest in the 
more monotonous aspects of pet 
ownership. She worried about 
how much attention it was get
ting, and felt guilty leaving it with
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neighbors and friends when we 
went out of town. But my mother 
has a natural magnetism for life. 
Once the animal was actually in 
our home, she devoted herself to 
it, accepting it as a tiny member of 
our family.

I begged my parents for a dog, 
but it was never the right time. 
Our apartment was too small or 
the responsibility too great; we 
were too busy or I was too young. 
Still, I asked for a puppy every 
Christmas and birthday, hoping 
that this year would be the year. 
When I turned eleven, she finally 
relented, and my father brought 
home a medium-sized wheaten 
terrier mix from the pound.

She had coarse salt-and-pepper 
fur and an oblivious temperament. 
Shortly after her arrival, the dog 
managed to sneak into my 
mother’s closet and chew exactly 
one shoe from each pair. My 
mother sighed and salvaged 
some of the less obviously ruined 
of the bunch.

“I needed to get rid of these any
way, I guess,” she said. “Damn dog.”

Now that my sister Jessica had 
graduated from college and set
tled down in her own state, there 
was little mooring us to Virginia. 
My parents were restless. We

would be moving soon, leaving 
our apartment of ten years behind 
to live in the Airstream trailer my 
father bought on eBay. According 
to him, with this move we would 
make a new life for ourselves, a 
life free of leases and other earthly 
burdens. We would worry less, 
travel more, and have only our
selves to answer to. The dog was 
part of the deal. We sold almost 
everything we owned, loading the 
rest in a bright red circusesque 
wagon my father built and 
headed west to Tucson, Arizona, 
where the Airstream was waiting 
for us.

The rats had names: Bodhi and 
Teddy.

The rats were the first animals 
I cared for on my own. My 
mother tried her best to talk me 
out of it. She knew what it was to 
be saddled down with living be
ings that depended on her for en
tertainment and sustenance, she 
said. The freedoms of a person in 
her early twenties were to be sa
vored, to be appreciated on their 
own merits.

“The very last thing you need in 
your life,” she said, “is a pet.” She 
argued that feeding them was ex
pensive and Fd need to be home
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to take care of them and I’d have 
to clean up after them and they’d 
limit my vacation options.

“But Mom,” I said, “that’s why 
I have your

She sighed. “That’s what I was 
afraid of.”

Bodhi was a black-and-white 
Rex variety, his fur wispy and thin, 
the ridge of his back beginning to 
bald. Teddy was Siamese and a 
Dumbo, his large ears protruding 
from either side of his head like 
the elephant of the same name. 
The rats were enormous, each al
most too fat to hold in clasped 
hands. They secreted an orange 
substance called “buck grease” 
from their backs and required 
weekly baths. Their huge balls 
sagged and dragged on everything, 
including each other. But they 
were mine, and I loved them as 
best I could.

Bodhi, I’m sure now, had some 
kind of rodent neurological disor
der. His eyes each seemed to focus 
on a separate cardinal direction, 
and he had difficulty navigating 
obstacles, realizing their presence 
only by head-on collision. He mis
took, on more than one occasion, 
people’s toes for peanuts. He 
leaked. One could always locate 
Bodhi by following his urine trail.

Teddy I brought home during 
one of Bodhi’s adolescent psy
chotic episodes, when he was leap
ing off counters to his near death 
and biting the tips of my fingers. 
I’d read on a rat blog that Bodhi 
was acting out because he was 
lonely, and that a friend might help 
him become better adjusted. I also 
read that male rats are territorial 
and it’s common for them to mur
der one another. So I brought little 
Teddy home from the store and 
prayed he would not be murdered. 
I placed the rodents in the bath
tub—a neutral area, as the blog ad
vised— and watched them make 
first contact. The results were un
derwhelming. Teddy approached 
Bodhi, climbed on top of his head, 
and took a nap. Bodhi, for his part, 
simply pretended Teddy did not 
exist. The leaping and biting 
promptly ceased, a bizarre partner
ship born in their wake.

Teddy continued to sleep on 
top of Bodhi long after he’d grown 
past the appropriate size to do so. 
Bodhi continued to pretend that 
Teddy did not exist. Occasionally 
there were standoffs where the two 
would balance on hind legs, per
fectly still, waiting for the other to 
falter so he could strike. My father 
liked to joke that the rats were
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homosexual lovers in a sado
masochistic relationship— Bodhi 
the dim-witted muscle man and 
Teddy his timid, eager mate. 
Once, when Bodhi bit Teddy on 
the face to snatch a piece of left
over tuna, my father pointed his 
finger at the rat, turned to me and 
said, “He’s abusive” sort of accus
ingly, as though I’d raised him to 
be an asshole. Teddy was bleeding, 
and when I tried to clean him up 
he squeaked, wriggling in my grip, 
desperate to be reunited with his 
attacker. I sighed. As hard as I tried 
to care for them, I just didn’t have 
my mother’s way with animals.

The Airstream was magnificent.
I was nearly twelve when my 

family settled into our new home 
in the desert. Our trailers silver 
body shone in the eternal sunlight, 
and inside were a narrow walkway 
and overhead compartments, like 
an airplane. This felt appropriate. 
Compared to Virginia, Tucson was 
like another planet. Hard, red 
earth and sharp, leafless plants. 
Creeping tarantulas and ven
omous rattlers. Summers so hot 
you could pass out and die right 
there on the sidewalk. In the 
desert, it almost never rained, and 
when it did the water was hot and

came down in sheets like an out
door shower. The dog would tear 
through the Airstream, frisky after 
the rain, charging the narrow hall 
like a wet bullet and barking at the 
sound of water pelting the alu
minum roof.

“It’s because she’s stupid,” my 
father joked. “Aren’t you stupid?” 
The dog would cock her head and 
stare, tongue lolling. She was a bit 
stupid, but we liked her all the 
same. Though initially reticent, 
my mother quickly grew fond of 
the dog. She would take her for a 
long walk around the park each 
morning, circling the rows and 
rows of pristine RVs. At night they 
sat together in front of the televi
sion, watching Andy Griffith re
runs while my mother worked on 
her latest scrapbook design.

In no time, my mother had a 
full-blown crafting operation on 
her hands. The paper was threat
ening to take over. What once fit 
in a single box stowed under the 
bed grew to inhabit the bookshelf 
next to the television. Her cre
ations crowded the overhead bins, 
lined the walkway in neat stacks 
we had to be careful not to dis
turb. Finally, all was relegated out
side, and from then on my mother 
spent her days working in what
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she called her “scrap shed,” the dog 
dutifully napping at her feet and 
occasionally cooling off in the 
trough of water we left in the yard.

But back to the rats.
When they were about a year 

old, I took a vacation. I left the 
pair with my mother, who reluc
tantly accepted responsibility for 
them in my absence. I brought 
them to the Airstream in a 
double-decker cage laden with 
rat pellets and a list of things 
they couldn’t eat, which was 
very short.

“They stink,” she complained.
“They really do,” I agreed, kiss

ing each of them goodbye, Teddy 
squealing like a banshee. When I 
returned a week later, the rats 
were fatter and less mobile. 
Whenever my mother entered the 
room they rushed to the top level 
of their cage, toppling over each 
other on the way up, vying for her 
attention. In just seven days, they 
had become part of her routine, 
and she theirs. First thing in the 
morning she’d put the coffee on 
and greet the boys with some left
overs from the fridge— small piles 
of peas, mini mounds of rice, bits 
of chicken— before heading out 
to work in her scrap shed. The

rats adored her and, though she 
didn’t admit it, I knew she loved 
them too.

About a year after we called the 
desert our home, the dog began 
to wheeze.

She hid from my mother when 
it was time for a walk, and couldn’t 
race around the Airstream without 
stopping to cough, sometimes 
vomiting. The vet prescribed flu
conazole, a large pill to be crushed 
and eaten twice daily with meals. 
The dog began to wet herself, act
ing as though she didn’t realize it. 
She’d pee in our beds, tail thump
ing nervously in the face of our ac
cusatory tones. Then, one night, 
during Andy Griffith, she had her 
first seizure. We watched as her 
body grew stiff and flailed help
lessly on the trailer’s wooden floor, 
no one sure whether to hold her 
down or just let it happen. When 
it was over, the dog woke as if in a 
daze, stumbling over her water 
dish, tripping over my mother’s 
box of handmade cards. My 
mother pulled the dog onto her 
lap, held her close, whispering 
comforting words as I sopped up 
the spill with a paper towel, care
fully drying the edges of my 
mother’s ruined cards.
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The rats didn’t live very long. They 
never do.

In his second year, Bodhi de
veloped a lump. This was a hard 
mass stemming from his throat 
and growing larger by the day. 
The tumor leeched nutrition 
from his body, leaving him weak 
and exhausted, bones visible be
neath his balding skin. Teddy 
knew, in his dim way, that some
thing was wrong. He took to 
huddling against, but not on, 
Bodhi, grooming the area around 
his tumor and escorting him to 
the garden level of the cage for 
a drink.

I brought the rats to the 
Airstream to die. It had air condi
tioning, and I thought they would 
appreciate the time away from the 
watchful gaze of my new room
mate’s cat. My mother was sympa
thetic to poor Bodhi. She’d 
gingerly lift him, wrapping him in 
a soft towel and stroking his sweet 
fur. She fed him yogurt on a spoon 
and let him watch TV on the bed 
with her the in evenings. Bodhi 
grew more lumps, Teddy grew 
more nervous, and through this, 
my mother was there.

She was there when it happened.

I was not, though I can imagine 
my mother emerging bleary from 
her scrap shed, heading into the 
Airstream to her peanut butter 
lunch, her afternoon cup of coffee. 
She would wonder where the dog 
was and call for her. She knew that 
sometimes the dog, in her drugged 
state, would forget herself and 
wander off. My mother would 
have peered around the Airstream 
in both directions, searching for 
that dark shock of fur that was the 
dog amid the sandy gravel that de
fined the campsites from the road. 
At some point, she would have 
stopped, noticing that the water 
trough, where she saw the dog 
standing hours before, was more 
full than she remembered it. She 
would have then noticed some
thing bobbing in the water, dark 
hair furling serenely.

My father would have found 
the two of them there, a trail of 
water from the trough to the dog 
on my mother’s lap, soaking 
through her jeans. He would have 
crouched down to where she knelt 
and said, I ’m sorry, honey; and I 
can hear her wail, I t’s all my fault, 
it’s all my fault, I  was only twenty 
feet away, in the fucking shed. I 
imagine my father found an old 
towel to wrap her in, and a box.
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My mother would have helped 
him lift her in there, the dog was 
so heavy. They would have stood 
together and just looked at her for 
a while, my mother wondering 
with guilt whether maybe, if she'd 
stopped for lunch just a few min
utes earlier, things might've been 
different. Or maybe it wasn’t like 
that at all. I don't want to burden 
her by my asking. How it hap
pened probably isn't all that im
portant, just that it did.

We were on our way home.
My father and I drove up a 

steep slope in the San Bernardino 
Mountains in one of his VW 
campers. My mother had stayed 
behind to attend various paper 
craft events and, of course, to 
watch the rats. It was slow going 
in the bus. We could only manage 
about fifty-five on the highway, 
and up this hill we were pushing 
twenty, twenty-five. It was late. 
The only light we could see for 
miles was the soft yellow glow of 
our own headlights. My father's 
flip phone rang and he answered 
it, leaning his shoulder to his ear 
so he could steer with both hands. 
It was my mother.

“What's that? You’re breaking 
up. The service is terrible up here,

hang on.” He took one hand off 
the steering wheel and held the 
phone to his ear. He listened.

“W hat do you mean? W hat 
about them?” he asked. There was 
a pause and I could hear the pan
icked lilt of my mother's voice 
through the phone.

“Oh . . .” he said, his voice trail
ing off. He shot me a sideways 
glance and mouthed something.

“What?” I asked.
The rats.

The story goes something like this:
My mother was in a hurry that 

morning. She thought she left the 
AC on, but couldn't be totally 
sure. The power may have gone 
out, as it sometimes did in Cactus 
Country. It was a stifling Tucson 
summer day, and the Airstream in
sulated that heat like a solar oven. 
When she found them that night, 
Bodhi and Teddy were nestled to
gether, eyes closed, curled into 
each other like they were asleep. 
My mother wept as she wrapped 
their stiff little bodies in paper 
towels and laid them to rest in a 
shoebox. Then she picked up the 
phone to deliver the bad news.

“I'm so sorry, I'm just so sorry,” 
she said between sobs. “Do you 
hate me?”
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I had known this was coming. 
Bodhi was due to die any day. 
Teddy, I knew, wouldn’t have 
made it long without him. I’d 
planned to take him home, where 
we’d begin the process of sorting 
through our individual grief to
gether. I’d love him through yo
gurt drops and potato chips and 
he’d shriek when I tried to pick 
him up and do his best to ignore 
me the rest of the time and pine 
over Bodhi until he himself 
wasted away.

“Mom. Listen, Mom,” I said, 
“listen— it was for the best.”

In every family, there is at least 
one who must stand before the 
gods and bear whichever burden is 
assigned to them, and in our fam
ily that person is my mother.

We would be home soon, dig
ging a hole in the chapped earth of 
the backyard and placing the shoe- 
box inside. We would say a few 
words and then cover it up. My 
mother would tearfully return to 
her scrap shed to lose herself in her 
latest project.

What my mother meant when 
she warned me about caring for 
animals is this: they get sick, they 
asphyxiate, they drown, they die. 
Something terrible will happen, 
and what you’re left with is an

empty collar, a little cage where 
two rats used to be.
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by me, begrudgingly gifted by them. It had occurred to me, during my 
undergraduate graduation, that I was in danger of being too loved by 
my parents. Too much love makes ones goals slip. In my Human 
Anatomy class, we were taught that goals were the souls blood. The pro
fessor said it more fancily: “Goals are valuable motivators to the human 
psyche.” It sounded a lot like blood to me.

So I asked my parents if I could live elsewhere. They ignored me. At 
family breakfasts, I complained that our current living arrangement was 
too cramped. “Pass the sugar” was their response. Only when I littered 
their newspapers and dentistry catalogues with real-estate flyers did they 
finally groan, set down their coffees, and agree to pick a house.

My house was a tiny, blue-brick thing nestled between two shrub
beries and the ocean. The wood floors were dusted with sand. The 
wallpaper bubbled from the salty air. It wasn’t exactly beachfront, but 
a hundred meters from a crab-studded cliff, which was another hun
dred meters from the water itself. From upstairs I heard the distant 
orchestra. Waves on rocks, a harsh cymbal strike; the stirring winds, 
deep as horns; the churning of pebbles and shelled things; the belly- 
beats of plucked strings.

The song never ended. My house, too, was perpetually halfway, 
being in between contractors. The heaters were on back order, the 
insulation forgotten, the electricity spotty. Bathrooms outnumbered 
bedrooms and bedrooms outnumbered outlets, except in the nursery, 
which had seven, all surrounding a painted rocker. No one was sure 
if the plumbing was functioning. For the time being, my sink was 
the neighbor’s hose, my bathroom the outhouse left by the construc
tion crew.

My parents had demanded to stay until the construction order was 
confirmed. Just a few days, they promised.

The mice were the real malady. In the first lecture of Cognitive Psychol- 
ogy, we learned the worst maladies are the ones that start in the mind. 
The mind rots and the body goes bad. The professor said this properly, 
of course, with words like stress disorders and paranoia and self-fulfilling 
prophecy. It sounded like rot to me.
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Pipes
Jesslyn Gillespie

It was the mice, Mother said. Mice in the pipes, which meant a lot of 
mice, considering the mileage of pipes she said was in the house. Hun
dreds of miles, she guessed. Beneath the stone, above the chandeliers, 
behind the yellow wallpaper, all groaning and gurgling and diverging 
and converging like veins and arteries. If the pipes were truly there, they 
weighed down the house to no purpose. Only the kitchen sink worked.

We couldn’t see the mice either. The evidence was the scratching. 
Mother said she heard it the moment we stepped into the entranceway, 
even before we found the light switch.

“Hear that?” she whisper-asked.
“Oof,” Father said from behind a tower of boxes. “Your hats 

are heavy.”
“Hear what?” I asked.
“The scratching,” Mother said. She released the trolley; the piano fell 

to the carpet with a dusty thump. “Someone get the light.”
“I said, your hats are heavy,” Father whined. “We should ask the 

neighbors to help.”
“There sure is a lot,” Mother said, ear to the wall.
“You’re telling me. No one needs this many hats.”

The lights were found. We inspected the new house, together at first, 
then apart, separated by our own curiosities. I took the upstairs, con
sidering it was my house, and that’s the place the new owner always 
wants to see first. The phrase was a melody, two hums in the chest: my 
house. I had found the advertisement in a corkboard-corner of a coffee 
shop. House for Sale. Small, old, happy. My parents cherished old things. 
Father liked antiques, like glass-bound pens. Mother liked traditions, 
like holidays and measuring my height on the first of every month, 
which happened every month that I lived with them during my under
graduate years and all the years prior.

We were a university family. Father taught dentistry. Mother taught 
music theory. The house, my house, was a fledge-the-nest symbol, forced
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They dragged a couch into the nursery and, even among the supposed 
sounds of tiny claws, slept well.

In the morning, Father left for class, Mother stayed to make breakfast. 
She was softening me up for something. Sure enough, she heaped bacon 
on my plate and casually mentioned she would love to manage the re
furbishment of my house, and that her neighbor was available to feed 
her fish the whole week.

“And now,” she said, “I can protect you from the mice.”
I excused myself from the table, nicked the newspaper, h u r

ried to my bedroom , locked the door, and dialed the num ber of 
an exterminator.

“Extermination or relocation,” a woman answered.
“Which is quicker?”
“Extermination.”
“Extermination then,” I said, and added, “The mice, I mean. There 

are mice in my house.”
She mentioned a time and price and hung up.

The exterminator arrived that evening in a white van with a cockroach 
cartoon painted on the side. She was a large, straight-spined girl with 
sneakers and a tight ponytail, and introduced herself as an entomol- 
ogy graduate student moonlighting as a private exterminator. Her 
jumpsuit nametag read Beatrice, and for some reason my first thought 
was she must have gorgeous handwriting. I imagined her in kinder
garten, carving a stern B on the dotted line, and the gentle slopes of 
the e and the a.

Beatrice shook our hands. It was Mother who kept her arms crossed 
and Father who reminded everyone that my house cost him his retire
ment account, so she better remove her shoes before stepping inside. 
Beatrice reassured them that she was careful, and they grumbled off to 
their office hours, leaving the two of us alone.

There was an appealing confidence in the way Beatrice carried her 
flashlight and inspected all the nooks and crannies. A female killer is an 
exotic thing, after all, only surpassed by female plumbers and female
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I didn’t see any mice. But M other swore she heard something, 
and as a music professor her ears were arguably her most trustworthy 
feature. Father was quick to condemn the whole thing as preposter
ous, and declared he would not waste two seconds thinking about 
it. But I saw him eyeing gaps in the floorboards while we carried in 
M other’s luggage from the car. This made me inspect the floor
boards, too. Nothing was found, and I was ordered to help Mother 
with dinner.

I found her sitting on the kitchen floor, eyes closed. The linoleum 
was littered with moving boxes and refrigerator magnets shaped like let
ters of the alphabets.

Before I could speak, she quieted me. I sat beside her and tried to lis
ten in the way she taught me, not with the ears but with the bones. But 
all that my bones heard were our breathing and the ocean. I thought 
maybe— almost maybe— I did hear something, maybe mice, but she in
terrupted with a sigh and said, “They’re babies.”

“Babies?”
“Baby mice. I used magnets,” she said, nodding to the alphabet mag

nets scattered on the floor. “I held them to the walls, but they all fell. 
There’s no magnetism in the walls. The pipes must be small. Therefore, 
the mice must be small.”

“There might not be pipes yet.”
“I can hear the babies.”
“You’re only saying they’re babies because there is a nursery.”
“No, no. I know it.”
“They can’t all be babies,” I said. “Reproduction takes two adults of 

sexual maturity.”
But she just held my hand and hummed a lullaby.

That evening, the new contractor called to promise that everything was 
on schedule. My parents still stayed the night. They didn’t want to leave 
me alone with the mice. “Mice bite,” Father said, who now pretended 
to believe in their existence because Mother believed it more strongly 
with every minute. “They carry disease and discord,” Mother added with 
a squeeze of my palm.
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presidents. I followed her as she silently inspected my house, the halls 
stirring with sea breeze and something entirely new.

Our first conversation took place in the kitchen.
“Did you just move in?” she asked from beneath the sink.
I nodded at her boots; they were the only things I could see. “Its 

my house,” I said, louder than I should have. “My parents live by 
the docks.”

“Can you see the ocean?”
“I can hear it.”
“I live not too far from here, but cant hear the ocean myself,” she 

said.' “I can t hear anything really. Not even rain on the roof. I cemented 
everything, you see. The walls, the ceiling. Keeps the termites out.”

She emerged from the cupboard. I thought she had the most graceful 
way of wiping sweat from her forehead.

“You don’t have any termites,” she said.
I handed her a mug of tea. “That’s good.”
“No mice, either.”
“W hat’s in the pipes then?”
She frowned, took a long beautiful sip, and said, “There’s only one 

sink. There are no other pipes.”

I didn’t listen in Human Anatomy that afternoon. The lecture was about 
sensory organs. The professor didn’t mention how lips are the mood 
rings of the body. Everyone knows lips go blue when you’re sick or sad, 
and red when you’re happy. It has to do with the blood. Instead, the 
professor taught us that skin cancer is more deadly on the lower lip than 
the upper lip. When we studied cells under a microscope, I saw Beatrice’s 
mouth, ruby-red and nonmalignant.

My parents stayed the weekend. I told them there were no pipes. I told 
them there were no mice.

I told them on Friday when they moved from their couch into 
my bedroom.

I told them on Saturday after they accidentally dyed my laun
dry yellow.
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On Sunday, while they decorated my living room with autumn 
vases and potpourri, I did not tell them, but screamed it from the up
stairs balcony.

“You’re disturbing the wreaths,” Mother shouted back, rearranging 
the limp display. “Oh, and the neighbor forgot to feed the fish,” she 
added to Father. “It died peacefully in the night.”

“Poor thing,” Father said from beside the hearth.
“There are no mice? I repeated.
M other scratched her head and tossed a bundle of dried lilacs 

in a bowl. “I think I may be allergic to the purple ones. My scalp 
is tender.”

“You know, mine is too,” Father said with a pat of his bald spot.
“That’s unfortunate.”
“Did you hear me?” I said, shaking the balcony railing. “Beatrice said 

there are no mice. She said there weren’t even pipes.”
“I don’t trust Beatrice,” Mother said. “She had a very untrustworthy 

bone structure. Those cheekbones are too high, almost villainous.”
“Her bone structure is perfect,” I snapped back. “Besides, she’s visiting 

for dinner.”
This wasn’t true; not yet. I said it just to see Mother drop the flowers. 

Even Father’s mouth tightened a little.
“Well,” Mother sputtered, picking up the lilacs. “Well, well.”

To save me from the lie I called Beatrice. She said she could swing by 
after she finished scraping a larval outbreak from a dorm room. I 
thanked her, and hung up the phone.

Mother set the table with her best handiwork: Purple placemats, wide 
white plates, napkins with my initials (a graduation present). The table 
was two moving boxes stacked on each other, considering a real table 
would be ruined by the leaky ceiling. The effort was there, but I knew 
she didn’t do it for Beatrice, or even for me. She did it for Father, who 
told her to. He believed in the mice, so she had to set the table.

Beatrice arrived on time wearing high-waisted black pants that made 
me dizzy. All through dinner, Father and I smiled. If I didn’t, it would
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be obvious that Mother wasn’t. She didn’t speak at all until dessert, 
lemon pie with toasted meringue.

“So Bernadette— ”
“Beatrice,” I corrected.
“Yes,” Mother said, more to her plate. “So Beatrice, how long have 

you been killing hundreds of small creatures?”
“Nineteen months,” Beatrice said with a sip of her wine. “And I’ve 

killed thousands, not hundreds.”
“You enjoy killing?”
“I enjoy fresh starts.”
We paused, hearing heavy vans crunch up the driveway. Then, the 

sounds of men and car doors. The construction crew hummed from the 
front yard, and everyone chewed to the rhythm of saws.

M other downed her wine and kicked the box table into place. 
“You know, I honestly believe I could never kill,” she told us all, 
pink cheeked. “Not even an ant. Even ants have families, did you 
know that?”

“I hear every ant on the West Coast is in the same colony,” Father said. 
Beatrice nodded with her mouth full. “It’s true. You can pluck any 

ant from Mexico, ship it to Washington, and it will treat its new colony 
like long-lost cousins.”

“I hear animals’ legs can kick for two minutes after death,” 
Mother said. She looked like she wanted to say something else, but 
I spoke first.

“How do you exterminate ants, Beatrice?”
My chest swelled when she turned to me. “Poison,” she said.
“How about termites?”
“Repellents.”
“Swallows?”
“Brooms.”
“And raccoons?”
“Guns.”
“Mice?” Father asked. Mother swatted him with her napkin. Beatrice 

took a moment to press her blouse flat before responding.
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“Mice can be trapped,” she answered slowly, watching my Mother. 
“Or you could use predators.”

“Predators?”
“Cats. Terriers. I’ve heard snakes can work for narrow spaces.” Her 

laugh shook the box table. Before we could join in, Mother whisked our 
plates into the kitchen.

Beatrice promised to return on Tuesday for lunch. That night, my par
ents slept close beside me. We lay together, the air too dark, me too 
happy, the salty air throbbing with silence. Every so often, one of us 
would scratch our head. It was a chorus of scratches.

“I can’t sleep,” Mother whispered when she thought I was asleep. “My 
hair is falling out. The mice are nibbling at my roots.”

“You scratch your head all day,” Father whispered back. “Stop being 
so stressed.”

“It’s the mice.”
“Dear.”
“Don’t dear me. They’re so sneaky, these mice. Nibbling my roots 

when I sleep.”
“I thought you couldn’t sleep.”
“Stop reminding me.”
“We could leave.”
A pause, then, “I can’t. I just can’t.”
Hours later, I whispered, “Please leave by Tuesday,” but it was so soft 

it sounded more like a sigh. In the dream, Beatrice slayed the beasts in 
my walls and burned down the house, just to be sure.

I woke up to the sound of a drill. It startled me, and I saw the bedroom 
was empty. For a moment I thought they had gone home.

I found them in the kitchen. Mother was standing on the counter, 
quivering in her robe. Father was tearing holes in the walls with a molar 
drill. The wallpaper was gone; the wood had been stripped down to nails. 
Three open cardboard boxes were by his feet, the pet store type, with 
breathing slits in the sides.
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“Snakes,” Mother said. Her fingernails tore at her scalp. “Were put
ting snakes in the walls.”

I watched from the doorway. Sure enough, Father pulled fistfuls of 
live yellow snakes from the boxes and pushed them through the holes 
in my kitchen walls.

“My walls!” I screamed. “My house! Get out!”
Father unplugged the drill. Before I screamed again, he spackled the 

hole shut and carried Mother out the front door.

There were snakes in my walls. I felt them if I pressed my palm against 
the plaster. The chandelier rattled when they got tangled in the wires. I 
heard them when I slept. I heard them with my bones.

Beatrice didn’t know what to say. She arrived Tuesday as promised, 
sandwiches in hand. We ate fast because she wanted to take care of the 
snakes. She had never worked with pythons before. I saw the flush in 
her cheeks as she hacked at the cabinets and yanked out their buttery 
bodies. This time, I opted for relocation, not extermination. Beatrice 
warned me relocation might take longer. I said that was fine, and invited 
her for lunch every day that week, except for Friday, when I promised 
to visit my parents. Father had called that evening. They had lice.
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Excavation
Su Hwang

Mom let me lie 
on her lap 
when she 
remembered, 
not too spent 
after fifteen 
hour shifts 
to crane 
a lamp over 
my head, 
stretching 
my earlobes 
like taffy 
to get a better 
look into 
the snail 
cave to mine 
canals 
with a pen 
of wood. I 
dozed while 
her breath 
& naked 
bulb warmed 
my cheek as 
she burrowed 
deep. This was 
our only 
touch when 
I let her 
study 
me— our
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binding a 
series of tiny 
digs.



Show Me Where It Hurts
Su Hwang

I see it before it happens: a lone buck leaps 
through scrim of porous brush & smashes

a windshield, headlights flicker like Morse code
in the dark dark dark. Warm steam leaves

the body, hiccupping its final gasps, desperately 
clinging to evolution. I see my own breath hover

before tasting blood in the air—heat of twisted 
metal wrapped around a tree like some love affair.

A little girl, lily-white & slight, crawls out of the 
wreckage & I run to embrace her as if she were my

daughter, but she crosses her arms into a crucifix 
as if deflecting a hex—wants nothing

to do with me. Who’s watching over you, I ask, 
but she cries: Are we all dead yet?

Drawing near, I coax her with a piece of candy 
found in my pocket. No one can refuse a sugar fix.

She’s named Alice & I can’t help but think of 
Wonderland— the privilege of fairy tales,

however surreal or bland & happy endings teeming 
with talking animals in fancy top hats. I rise,

feeling like we spoke for hours, but it was simply 
fantasy. This is the only way I escape the world in
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free fall, where up is down & down is up, the rabbit 
hole pushed inside out. Once upon a time when

I was a teacher, I told my students to never end 
a story with characters waking from a dream.

A real cheap trick, I proclaimed, not to resolve any 
narratives, disregard the heft of personal histories—

logic without a care, But maybe I was wrong:
Let’s make everything a dream.

Keep plots real thin. Because in this world, if I met 
a girl named Alice along an unlit lane, she’d be a

brown girl, or a black girl, or a yellow girl & I’d have 
to concoct a hoax to have her turn away from all

the road kill, forget the tear across her stomach, 
her intestines spilling— gutted. I’d have to wrap

her in my coat, invite her to show me where it 
hurt & she’d wave her tiny hands above our heads,

screaming: Everywhere. Everywhere. Everywhere.
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Visions
Michael Benedict

Howard Woods is alone in his office. He sits turned away from the e- 
mail he should be writing, looking out the window and down to 27th 
Street, trying to decide if the woman crossing against the light is attrac
tive; he is studying her sandy hair, her broad shoulders (he admires 
broad-shouldered women, he decides), when a surge of light fills his field 
of vision. Its as though sheet lightning has struck inside his office, and 
the afterglow lingers for some time. Howard forgets the woman. He 
leans back into his chair and squeezes the armrests tightly. He remains 
so posed for a long moment, only realizing the sensation has passed 
when he finds he can again read the fine print on his “Inspirational 
Quotes” desk calendar: “Every successful person has a painful story. 
Every painful story has a successful ending.”

By the time he walks out the front door of Provisional Insurance at 
5:15, Howard has decided to forget the incident. It will most likely, he 
thinks, prove to be one of those inexplicable moments that one con
strues as menacing only at first, and later forgets entirely. He tells no 
one about it.

The next day is an uneventful Saturday, the next a standard Woods 
family Sunday: a breakfast of raspberries and Costco muffins, newspa
pers in the breakfast nook (Howard and his wife Angela have long kept 
two subscriptions to The Seattle Times to allow for simultaneous reading), 
their daughter Rebeccas soccer game at noon, and finally an evening 
with the whole family—sixteen-year-old Rebecca firmly encouraged not 
to go to dinner with her boyfriend, nineteen-year-old Rochelle down 
from the University of Washington for the night.

Howard has just asked Rochelle to pass the mashed potatoes when 
another burst of light comes, this time overlaid with a cross-hatched pat
tern. It is something like staring at the sun through a heavy net.

“Dad?” Rochelle says. Howard blinks and looks up from the table, 
tries to focus on her through the lingering haze. He can just discern 
her wide-eyed smirk, an expression she often turns on him these 
days—when he asks how shes getting along with her two roommates
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in McCarty Hall, when he tries to hug her as they say goodbye after oc
casional dinners in Seattle. Howards vision is still fogged, but he manages 
to take the heavy bowl. Again he says nothing, not wanting to disrupt 
the evening—it isn’t often they get to have dinner as a family, after all.

The third flash occurs in Howards office again, this time only an hour 
after he’s arrived for work on Monday. And when its faded, the world 
grows dim. Howard slowly lifts his right hand and covers his left eye— 
his vision seems normal. Then he moves his hand to cover the right 
eye— pitch black. Just one eye, then. The left. He remains so posed for 
a long minute, and slowly the world looms back up into the light. 
Howard picks up the phone. He punches the key for the front desk. He 
says, “Tim. Come in here.”

“It could be a visual migraine. My roommate gets those.”
“Do you think its possible?”
“I don’t know. Sure. You said it was like you looked at a bright light— 

that’s how he describes them.”
Tim is several years out of college, has already worked at another office 

and has now been at Provisional for two years, but to Howard he looks 
precisely the same age as his daughter Rochelle. With the glasses and 
slightly upturned nose, Tim even reminds him a bit of one of Rochelle’s 
old boyfriends.

“Is there anything else I can do for you, Mr. Woods?”
“What? No— no, that’s fine.”

He should be studying the calendar and making decisions on vacation 
requests from the sales staff—it needs to be finished by the end of the 
week, and he’s barely started. But Howard finds himself staring at the 
forms, simply contemplating the shapes of the letters and numbers, not 
comprehending in any way their real-world referents.

Again he swivels to face the window; he watches as someone repeat
edly tries to parallel park in a tight spot, then gives up and speeds off 
down 27th. He opens his email and deletes some spam. He takes a 
book of Sudoku puzzles from his desk and works on them for thirty 
minutes. He works slowly, methodically, using a pencil to allow for

109



the erasure of mistakes. He starts many but finishes none. He is no 
good at them.

Finally he grabs the phone again and wedges it between his shoulder 
and ear. He punches the four digits firmly. Decisively. “Caitlin. Will you 
come in here?”

“I’m interested in the white and black in these visions.”
“Yes,” Howard says.
(Visions! he thinks.)
“The bright light. And then the dark.”
“Yes. It was a sharp contrast.”
“I have some books about this kind of stuff. Visions and that kind of 

thing. Do you maybe want me to bring them in?”
Caitlin is a temp Howard brought on for the end-of-the-quarter rush. 

He could have sent her back to her agency weeks ago, but he keeps in
venting tasks to keep her busy. She is very thin, with light and freckled 
skin, frizzy hair, a bony nose. She wears glasses. She is vaguely witchy, 
Howard has found himself thinking, but not like an evil witch— like a 
friendly witch, one who might help you on some journey. Shes probably 
not much older than Tim, but she doesn’t remind Howard of his daugh
ter. Not one bit.

“Yes,” Howard says, leaning forward in his chair. “Bring them. Any
thing that seems relevant.”

Caitlin leans forward too. She rests just the tips of her fingers 
on the edge of his desk in a manner vaguely feline. “You know. I’ve 
always found that with visions— like when I was experimenting a 
little with soft drugs in college, for example— I’ve found we have a 
sense of what they mean. That, you know, it’s im portant what we 
th ink they mean. Have you had a feeling? Like a guess what it 
could be?”

Howard leans back. He looks out the window, to the robin’s-egg blue 
sky festooned with clouds. “I wonder if it’s some kind of prescience.” 

“Some kind of what?”
“Prescience. A sense that something’s coming. Like a premonition.” 
“A premonition that what?”
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Howard touches his glasses at the temples. He takes a deep breath. “I 
don’t know—its hard to say, exactly. But it doesn’t seem good. It seems 
to portend something bad.”

And Caitlin nods solemnly, eyes wide. Howard notices they are 
hazel in color. She leans in closer still, hands entirely on the desk now, 
palms down.

Twice a month, every other Monday, Howard and Angela have a date 
night. They climb into Howard’s Acura. They often get on the freeway 
and drive the one hour from Tacoma to Seattle. Sometimes they go to a 
movie, sometimes to a museum, and almost always they’ll settle at a 
restaurant of Angela’s choosing. (There always seems to be some new 
restaurant she’s excited about.) During these last months, the early 
stretch of what he knows will inexorably become the “empty nest” stage, 
Howard has often suggested that they call Rochelle and invite her to 
join them. “Since we’re in the neighborhood,” he’ll say. Each time Angela 
has rejected the notion: “You have to give her a little room, Howard. 
She’s at that certain age.”

The date nights were proposed by their marriage counselor a decade 
ago, a man whose help they sought when their marriage veered into 
labyrinthine doldrums. The tradition has persisted since. They are to 
focus intently on enjoying one another’s company. They are to concen
trate on what they like about one another (even recording these traits in 
a journal, if they want, which Howard did for a time, though he’s fallen 
out of the habit in recent years). Angela always plans the dates, chooses 
where they’ll go and what they’ll do, which isn’t to say Howard doesn’t 
enjoy the outings. He does.

Tonight they attend a performance of Stravinsky’s Firebird suite at 
Benaroya Hall, then drive to La Spiga on Capitol Hill. It’s loud in the 
high-ceilinged, cabinesque restaurant, and all around Howard and An
gela swirls a mob of twenty-somethings— lithe, loud, pierced, tattooed. 
When the server has taken their drink orders and disappeared again, 
Howard sits contemplating the youths.

“Howard” Angela says, and he returns his attention to her. “I said I’m 
going to the restroom. If she comes back, order the cheese plate, okay?”
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Angela leaves. The server returns shortly— a Captain and diet for 
Howard, a half bottle of champagne for Angela. Howard orders the 
appetizer and, after the server leaves, he sips his highball and slides 
his glasses up the bridge of his nose. He’d like to approach the bar, to 
sit next to the young, heavy blond woman and compliment the bril
liant vines tattooed on her arms. He’d like to take the empty seat at 
the table of loud, well-dressed homosexuals and ask questions about 
the neighborhood.

Howard checks his phone and finds a text message from his old friend 
and college roommate, Rocky. Rocky’s real name is Ronald, but no one 
calls him that. He lives in Humboldt County, works as a dentist, surfs 
in the evenings and drinks away most of his nights. Howard is con
founded by the protocol of text messages and almost never sends them, 
but he does enjoy receiving them from Rocky. This one says, “New as
sistant. Huge ones, man. I have dreams about banging her in one of the 
chairs. But she’s religious! Mormon, I think. Can you beat that?” 

Angela returns.
Howard slides his phone back into his pocket. “Rocky says hi.”
She smiles as she spreads her napkin carefully over her lap. It perplexes 

Howard, but Angela genuinely likes Rocky. She always has.
The server returns with the cheese plate. They order entrees. They sit 

picking at the bread and crackers, the small cuts of blue and very sharp 
cheddar and some gooey type Howard doesn’t like. Angela muses on the 
playing of the violinist.

When she’s fallen silent again, Howard says, “I should probably tell 
you about something.” Then he explains the visions. He describes each 
of the incidents in detail, and finishes with his notion that they might 
mean something, might be a harbinger of some dark future.

As he talks Angela continues eating in small, measured bites. When 
he’s finished she drinks the last of her first glass of champagne, refills the 
flute and says, “Visions?”

Howard blinks. “Yes. Sure. What else would you call them?” 
“Wouldn’t a vision mean actually seeing something, Howard? A per

son? Some message?” She takes another drink. “Have you talked to any
one about it?”
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“Just a couple people at work.”
“No—I mean a professional. Have you talked to a doctor?”
Howard shakes his head.
“Are you going to?”
He sighs. He takes off his glasses and looks again at the other tables, 

but now the people surrounding them are blurred, shadowy. “Its light 
and dark. I mean there’s no pain, no physical sensation at all.”

“Yes, but it might be a symptom of something.”
“Like I said, they’ve given me a strong feeling. Emotions. Premoni

tions. I just think it’s more likely that it’s some kind of mental thing. 
Like maybe a spiritual thing.”

She makes a face that’s particular to the last decade of their mar
riage, a cool smirk that brings to mind no one so much as their 
daughter Rochelle. “A spiritual thing, Howard? W hat are you going 
to do? Go become a monk? Make prophecies? Heal people with 
your touch?”

He puts his glasses back on. He places a small cube of cheddar on a 
sesame cracker. “I don’t know why you need to talk to me like that.” 

“I’m just saying that you should be logical. I don’t know where you 
got all this New Age stuff. Use the resources available to you. Figure out 
what it means.”

“I am— I mean I’m going to. I’m getting some books about this kind 
of stuff.”

“Okay.”
“Someone at the office is loaning them to me.”
“Okay.”
Howard chews and swallows. They pass a few moments in silence. 

Their food arrives and they eat quickly. Howard asks for the check, hands 
his card to the server as soon as it arrives.

Angela drives home. Howard considers arguing this on the grounds 
that she drank more, but in the end he says nothing. Small talk resumes, 
mostly about their daughters. After they’ve merged onto the freeway he 
leans over and turns on the stereo. A blues CD is in the deck— Howard 
likes the blues. After one song Angela leans over and turns the volume 
down very low. Howard takes note, wonders whether or not she did it
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Immediately after Howard takes his final bite he says, “I’m thinking 
I might go visit Rocky. Soon— like this weekend. You know IVe been 
meaning to forever. And its a good time with work because— ”

“You don’t have to explain yourself, Howard. You’re a grown man.” 
Angela continues to eat, eyes on her plate. Then she looks up quickly, 
face drawn. “But I want you to do something for me.”

“What?”
“When you get back, you see a doctor. Okay?”
“A doctor?”
“An optometrist. About your eyes, Howard.”
He stands up, takes his empty plate to the sink. “I’ll think about it. 

Okay. But I just don’t see the point. If anything, they’re visual migraines.” 
“Why do you assume that?”
“What do you think it is? Some horrible condition? Some rare disease?” 
“I don’t know, Howard.”
“I’m not that old. I’m not some old, sickly man.”
“Go to the doctor and you can be sure.”
“Visual migraines at the worst. That’s what Tim said.”
“Tim?” She scoffs. “Tim is a kid. It’s ridiculous, Howard, to be lis

tening to his diagnosis. And worse: to be your age and talking about vi
sions like some— some shaman.” She folds her arms tightly over her 
chest. Her skin tan (she has always tanned easily) and furrowed around 
the eyes and mouth. Her eyes round, blue. When they were young her 
hair was perfectly black, but she went grey by her thirtieth birthday and 
now dyes her hair blond. In this way she always looks slightly different 
from how he imagines her when he closes his eyes, from his first and 
most lasting image of her as his wife.

He remembers a night in college when she got drunk at a house party, 
and then— as they sped home down the freeway—threw up out the win
dow of the beater he drove in those days. How she laughed the whole 
time, the chill wind ripping into the cab.

He remembers the two of them coming home from a rock concert to 
the apartment they shared in their first years of marriage and wrestling 
on the living room floor, tickling each other. How she locked herself in 
the bathroom (the sounds of her wild, short-breathed laughter through
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the door), then charged out, flung a roll of toilet paper at him as a di
version before tackling him onto the bed.

In the kitchen she looks deeply sad, curiously small, sitting there in 
her bathrobe, now clutching the perfect ivory of her coffee mug. 
Howards heart swells, his tear ducts burn, and he parts his lips just 
slightly. He wants to say precisely the right thing, wants to go to her and 
take her in his arms. He visualizes picking her up, carrying her some
where very quiet, wrapping her in a soft blanket.

And yet he knows also that one gesture is not enough. That the hurt 
of that period a decade ago lingers, that the distance that has persisted 
between them and has grown in the last few days can only be closed by 
many gestures, in the exact right sequence. He fears that if he went to 
her now she would not reciprocate his touch. And that would be worse 
than not touching her at all.

But Howards emotions change quickly, and he’s most powerfully af
fected, most controlled, by the present moment. And so that weekend, 
as he sits in a first-class window seat and stares out at the tarmac— the 
engine rumbling, the seat belt light shining—he thinks of that intimate 
moment in his office. He hasn’t made love to Angela in weeks. He is 
tired and painfully, unpleasantly lustful, and he’s been tortured this day 
by an unending procession of mesmeric young women— at the coffee 
shop that morning, in the airport lobby, at the gates, now in the seats 
all around him. If the visions foretell his own death, then shouldn’t he 
live his waning life as fully as possible? Shouldn’t he partake in life’s pleas
ures? And in this state, as the plane begins its rush forward, he visualizes 
his return. He sees his skin tanned, his frame relaxed. He imagines going 
back to the office, and going to her— to Caitlin.

“But more and more often I’m finding myself attracted to tall women. 
Almost as tall as me. You remember Odessa? The orthodontist?” 

“Maybe.”
“The last woman I dated seriously. Anyway, she was really fucking 

tall. For a woman. Almost six feet.”
Howard and Rocky walk over streamers of kelp, pulverized shells. 

They are in Eureka, where Rocky lives in a condo six blocks from the
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expression seems to relax him , and he shrugs. “Sure. For the 
most part.”

They eat a little more, each looking down to his plate. Rocky says, 
softly, “Sometimes I get a little lonely. Not always, but sometimes.”

Howard nods. He looks up to see his old friend’s brow tightly knitted, 
the edges of his eyes hued slightly red. “Sometimes I miss Brooke. I wish 
I’d done better with her. I don’t know how I could have, but I wish I’d 
done better.”

He breathes in deeply through his nose. He shrugs. “But most of the 
time it’s okay. It’s a good life. I like my job. I love living here. I have it okay. 
And besides: its kind of beside the point now, right? I mean, we’re getting 
into our later years, big fella. This is my life, now—for better or worse.”

Tbe light fades. Howard grows cold. He wishes he had a jacket, his 
winter parka, but he didn’t think to pack it.

Rocky says, “I’m glad you’re here. It’s good to have you here. I love 
it—how well we know each other. I mean I love my friends here, but I 
think about that sometimes— how well can you really know someone if 
you haven’t known them for a long time? If you haven’t watched them 
live their whole life?”

Howard loses sight of Rocky for minutes at a time, but he always finds 
him again. Rocky wears a wetsuit with brilliant cardinal trim, and he’s 
very good besides, so if Howard sees a brightly accented figure slashing 
through the waves, odds are it’s his old friend.

Howard sits in a folding chair, leafing through one of Caitlin’s books. 
The weather has improved: mostly clear skies, temperatures now at least 
in the low sixties, winds finally waning. This morning Rocky asked sev
eral times if Howard was sure he wanted to go, and Howard assured him 
repeatedly that he did. He wanted to see Rocky surf, he said, was curious 
to see what he could do.

Now a flash. A gentle throb. The sudden descent of darkness. 
And even after it’s cleared, a dark fog lingering, Howard’s vision 
slightly muted.

Twenty minutes later Rocky jogs up the beach. He’s much shorter 
than Howard, and in their college days was the less attractive of the pair.
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But he cuts an impressive figure in his wetsuit, the look of age dimin
ished, and Howard feels a twinge of insecurity at his own doughy 
physique. Rocky drops down into the sand beside Howard’s chair, rests 
his hands on his knees and breathes in deeply 

“It just happened again.”
Rocky frowns up at him. “Yeah?”
“Yes. Same as before.”
“And still you wont see a fucking doctor.”
“Because they aren’t physical symptoms! Its something deeper than 

the physical.”
“Well, your spiritual visions stick to a pretty regular pattern.” 
“Listen,” Howard says, and flustered, thinking of nothing else to say, 

he flips quickly to a bookmarked page. “Man is only helped through 
suffering by wisdom greater than his own.’ Carl Jung said that. Maybe 
that’s what the visions really are.”

Rocky raises an eyebrow. Howard sighs, explains the book, and in ex
plaining it he explains Caitlin: her presence in the office, her attitude, 
her looks. Howard’s consequent suffering.

Rocky slaps Howard’s shin with a wet backhand. “Someone’s got a 
work boner.”

“You should have seen this moment we had in my office the other 
day. She pulled my head into her chest. She has this smell. Very distinct. 
Exotic, even.”

Rocky says nothing, so Howard continues. “I’ve been thinking about 
that a lot. Gives me something to look forward to, when I get back. I’d 
like to get her alone again.”

“What are you talking about?”
“I’m just saying. It’s an interesting prospect.”
“Hey, Howard— remember an interesting prospect named Olivia?” 
Rocky’s lips are pressed tightly together, his brow furrowed, beads of 

ocean water still standing out on his face. Howard looks back out to the 
sea. “That was different. That time I got caught.”

“You didn’t get caught—you confessed. And no, it’s not different.” 
“Am I really hearing this? From you, of all people?”
“What’s that mean?”
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“W ith the tall women, and the busty girl at work? W ith all the 
text messages?”

“Howard,” Rocky says, pronouncing the two syllables like their own 
short words. “Talking is different than doing. Or talking about doing. 
And besides— I can do whatever I want. I’m not fucking married.” 

Rocky stands. He lofts his board, takes two steps back toward the 
surf, then turns and considers Howard’s face. Its not a look of anger, 
or disgust, or amusement, but something Howard can most accurately 
categorize as simple disappointment. The way youd look at a child 
who cl misbehaved.

Howards vision remains fogged. But he manages to discern Rocky 
out in the surf, faded and shadowed but visible still, riding a wave’s 
angry plume.

That evening they make reservations at an upscale bistro with a view. 
Rocky tells Howard its the best restaurant in town. He also says with a 
wink that he’s invited a friend, and Howard envisions a chesty twenty
something in latex gloves and a dental assistant’s bib. This is the Rocky 
he knows. He wonders if their earlier exchange simply found his old 
friend in a strange mood.

When they arrive at the restaurant and are taken to the table, the 
third member of their party is already seated: a short, heavy man with 
a thick head of white hair, wearing a blazer a size too big. And as they’re 
introduced, Howard finally sees Rocky’s design. “Howard’s in insur
ance,” he says to the other man, and then to Howard, “And David is a 
doctor. An optometrist.”

It isn’t until they’ve eaten, made dry small talk, ordered an after-dinner 
drink and asked for the check that Rocky finally prods Howard into de
scribing the visions. And Howard does. What else, he thinks, can he do? 
David listens quietly, and after Howard’s fallen silent the optometrist 
looks first at Rocky and then at Howard himself. He opens his mouth, 
but then closes it and smiles gently, the expression drawing deep rivets 
into fat cheeks. He finally says, “That’s very interesting.”

When David leaves Rocky walks him to the door. When Rocky re
turns he sits, loosens his tie, yanks open the top button of his shirt; he 
takes off his watch, slams it on the table and folds his hands delicately
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before him. “They aren’t Visions,’ Howard. You aren’t experiencing some 
mystical premonition.”

Howard waits. A tremolo of nausea in his guts.
Rocky looks away, out to the sea’s dark splay. “It’s a detached 

retina. He’s almost certain. You’re going blind in your left eye. And 
you could probably have prevented it if you’d just gone to a doctor 
when it first started.”

Howard looks out the window too. Looks out to see what 
Rocky sees.

He can make out the horizon of the sand’s fade into the sea.
(“You can be such a fucking idiot,” Rocky says softly.)
He can just make out a tremendous spire jutting from the water one 

hundred yards out.
He can see the first stars beginning to emerge.

“A detached retina?”
Howard nods.
“But did you get a second opinion?”
“Yes, Caitlin. I mean a th ird  opinion, even. If  you count 

Rocky’s friend.”
She says nothing for a moment, and he can just discern the soft 

rhythm of her breath.
“Well, okay. So it’s not just a vision.” She comes around the side of 

his desk, rests a hand on the back of his chair. Her skirt brushes his fore
arm, and again he notes her exotic smell. “But I think what’s happening 
could still have universal meaning. I mean the way you’re going blind 
in that eye could be the universe communicating something to you 
about, like, foresight. Or destiny. Or whatever.”

Howard sits quietly. He lifts a paperweight— an agate Angela brought 
back to him from a trip to visit her parents in Arizona— and studies its 
angles. “Yes. Maybe it does mean something.” He rolls his chair forward, 
turns his attention to the computer’s screen.

And of course he worries about what to do, about how it might look 
if he releases Caitlin back to the agency now. But when he returns after 
lunch that afternoon he finds that she’s already gone. In his inbox, an e-
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mail from her agency saying she asked to be reassigned, and offering to 
send someone else in her stead. Howard politely declines.

He gets up and closes the door to his office. He returns to his chair 
and collapses into it—hands squeezing the armrests, gaze out the win
dow and up, to the sky, to the perfectly white clouds high above the city. 
And he can really notice it now: the darkness that is drawing increasingly, 
constantly down over his left eye.

And in the weeks to come he will think about Caitlin still. And it ismt 
a simple emotion, knowing he wont see her again. He wonders if she 
left because she understood his tone. Or if he ceased to be attractive to 
her when the visions were redefined as something as uncool as a detached 
retina. He wonders if someone so young, so pretty, will ever be attracted 
to him again.

In the morning the Woods family eats a light breakfast. Rochelle has 
come down from Seattle, though its a weekday. When Howard asks 
about one of her classes she gives a thoughtful answer. While they clear 
the table he catches her watching him. And when he leaves they both 
give him long hugs— Rebecca, then Rochelle.

He and Angela are very quiet on the drive to the hospital, quiet 
again in the waiting room before the procedure. When the nurse ar
rives and is about to take him away, Angela shoots out an arm, as 
though having come to the decision to do so suddenly, and squeezes 
his left hand.

Later she will drive him home, and he will still be groggy. He’ll 
find himself thinking of Rocky for whatever reason, will try to de
scribe his friend’s maneuvers in the surf, will swing his head groggily 
to the side and catch his wife smiling, laughing softly, eyes still on 
the road, and only then will he realize that he was being ridiculous. 
Incoherent. Silly.

And she’ll be there when the bandages come off. The success of the 
procedure will not be a foregone conclusion— in fact, the surgeon has 
told him that the best case scenario will still leave him legally blind in 
his left eye. He will most likely be able to detect only the difference be
tween light and dark. He might lose his sight in the eye entirely. But
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when she stands before him as the eye patch is removed he will look at 
her, and he will smile, and she will smile back. At least there is that— he 
will still be able to see her through one eye. Regardless of what becomes 
of the other.
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you’re gonna want this on your couch you’re gonna
M. Mack

you’re gonna want this on your couch you’re gonna 
want this on your favorite chair

you can dress your bed fashionably

let me show you the light pink against the fuchsia 
this is the easter color darryl they need to wear 
this with a white t-shirt darryl our producer says 
he will wear this with a white t-shirt darryl you don’t 
really dress that way do you oh

if you thought denim bottoms had to be rigid had to cut into you

it’s definitely a gripper but it’s not a ripper

where is my friend

i just want you to be right and tight in it

All language is transcribed from a major cable shopping channel Collages 
are made o f fairly large chunks o f text rather than individual words. So, 
phrases and repetitions are lefi intact and then recombined with other 
phrases. Product names have been redacted.
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if you do see the silvery blue i like the silvery blue
M. Mack

if you do see the silvery blue i like the silvery blue 
i do tend to gravitate to the silvery blue

gorgeous breathable cotton crotch

it moves
when you moves

the ones that sue are wearing

it feel like gosh

they look like 
little wet 
caviar beads

look at this 
it’s like
doesn’t it look like 
just

liquid in my hand
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you taste butter
M. Mack

you taste butter

all through your head 
fur all over your butt 
and you’re wondering 
where all that fur came from

the quality is not bad

a couple of you are asking 
about these and when i say 
a couple i mean hundreds

it’s hyper-allergenic

then it’s going to talk to you 
now you are actually going 
to be able to have it talk to you

individual results will always vary
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this is the moment
M. Mack

this is the moment

this is the day 

make-up lipstick mascara foundation

and this is just tap water

if
you’re
a
purple
girl

get
yourself
a
purple
box

you don’t don’t you want to have

you don’t don’t you want to have

i like this idea too because you know at a regular price almost 
fifty dollars you might think hmmm not really sure if i would 
take this to the pool or to the beach or when i go on vacay but 
for 29.90
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The wild God of the world is sometimes merciful to those 
That ask mercy, not often to the arrogant.

The Seam
Rob Hardy

You do not know him, you communal people, or you have forgotten him; 
Intemperate and savage, the hawk remembers him;
Beautiful and wild, the hawks, and men that are dying, remember him.

—Robinson Jeffers, “Hurt Hawks”

The hawk was perched in a leaf
less ash that leaned slightly over a 
bend in the path. A red-tailed 
hawk. I stopped on the path 
roughly twenty feet from the tree. 
It seemed like trespassing to step 
any closer. The hawk surveyed the 
patch of restored prairie ahead of 
him, occasionally pivoting his 
head sharply backwards in my di
rection. He seemed unconcerned 
by my presence. A leaf fell from a 
tree, and the hawk seemed to 
watch it fall, his head tilting as 
the leaf slowly drifted downward. 
Beyond the prairie, the land rose 
to a low ridge crowned with in
candescent oaks. A few wisps of 
cloud floated off to the east. 
Everything glowed. This was my 
first walk since coming down 
with a fever four days earlier, and 
my first time out of the house 
since being driven to the clinic

two days earlier to receive a pre
scription for antibiotics. It was a 
beautiful October morning, and 
because of my fever I had cleared 
my schedule for the week. I de
cided to stand there and wait for 
the hawk to make his move.

The breezes that urged the re
maining leaves from the trees and 
sent them drifting down into the 
prairie ruffled the white feathers 
covering the legs of the hawk. 
The feathers were intensely white, 
and seemed soft and light— their 
softness and lightness contradict
ing the ferocity of the sharp 
talons immediately below. Every 
now and then the hawk stretched 
out one leg and then the other, 
ruffling feathers, talons hooking 
the void. The morning felt still, 
and yet everything was in mo
tion. The breeze stirred the prairie 
grass, light moved through the
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leaves of the oaks on the hill, the 
clouds slowly unraveled, the 
leaves danced downward. Soon, 
somewhere in the grass, the stir
ring would be that of a mouse or 
a vole, and the hawk would de
scend with his talons.

I had my own contradictions. I 
tried to remain open to the mo
ment. To want nothing from it, 
but to receive what it abundantly 
gave. There was a paradox in the 
effort to remain effortless, the de
sire to make myself empty of de
sire. To concentrate my attention 
on the hawk was to demand some
thing from it. Sentences were al
ready forming in my head. I was 
thinking about how I would de
scribe those white feathers, the 
coppered and lacquered quality of 
the oaks in the sunlight. I thought 
of Constable and clouds. A simile 
suggested itself between the clouds 
and the ruffled leg feathers of the 
hawk. I wondered whether I expe
rienced things, or assembled 
things into experiences.

I was becoming dizzy from 
standing so long. I wasn’t wearing 
a watch or carrying a device, but 
as I had been standing there, the 
sunlight had become a little qui
eter in the trees. I was still recov
ering from four days of fever. I lay

down in the cool, slightly damp 
grass at the edge of the path. The 
hawk rotated his head like a dial 
registering movement in my direc
tion. I imagined the sudden on
rush of wings, the talons below the 
soft feathers flexing and tearing 
into my flesh. But the hawk recal
ibrated his head toward the more 
interesting prairie.

I had been in that position be
fore— on my back in the Arbore
tum, staring down something 
sharp the moment before it ripped 
me open. I was skiing in the Ar
boretum on the sixth of March al
most four years ago when I slipped 
and fell on a slope that descended 
into a thicket of small trees and 
windfall of sharpened sticks. The 
trail teed at the edge of the thicket, 
but my momentum carried me 
forward into the windfall, toward 
the point of the inevitable stick. 
Then, if ever in my life, I was in the 
moment. Tbe stick ripped through 
my jeans and passed by some mys
terious route into my lower body. 
I was impaled. Pinned like a spec
imen. A stick figure. Stickarus.

These thoughts came later, 
when I could smile and make sim
iles. At the time, I was convinced 
I had either killed or castrated 
myself. With no one there to re-
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mind me that its best not to re
move the sharp object, I inched 
myself backward in the snow and 
slowly unskewered myself. There 
was little blood, which I might 
have taken as a good sign, and lit
tle pain. The body adjusts itself 
more readily than the mind, dis
patching endorphins, efficiently 
going into shock while the mind 
is panicking, bargaining, chiding, 
acquiescing, screaming.

I had left my phone at home. 
Clara was sitting in the car in the 
parking lot. The car key was in 
my pocket.

I lay on my back in the blood
stained snow, staring up at the in
different sky, shouting for help. 
There was fresh snow, there were 
freshly machine-groomed tracks, I 
was at a point where two trails 
met— surely, even on a Tuesday 
morning, someone would find me 
there and call an ambulance. 
Someone did (a counselor). Some
one else (a composer) took the car 
key and delivered it to Clara. 
Someone else (a doctor) sat down 
in the snow and rested my head in 
her lap, keeping me calm as my 
temperature dropped and I lost 
feeling in the lower half of my 
body and the ambulance took for
ever to arrive.

[Still the hawk hadn't moved 
from the branch. No joggers or 
dog walkers had come along the 
path to scare him off. Somewhere 
a smaller bird sang a few notes, 
and the hawks head made a brief 
semi-orbit before returning to its 
contemplation of the prairie.]

The ambulance arrived—with 
attendant police squad cars and 
ancillary vehicles, including an 
ATV with a sled strapped to the 
back— and for half an hour 
stopped traffic on Highway 19. 
The rescuers drove the ATV down 
the trail, lifted me into the sled, 
lifted the sled back onto the ATV, 
and hauled me out to the waiting 
ambulance. I would not die in the 
Arboretum, as forty-five minutes 
earlier I had suspected I might. In
stead, I was passed off from the 
ATV to the ambulance, from the 
burly male rescuers to two female 
EMTs who cut me out of my 
clothes. It was as if they might in 
the end unfold me into a 
snowflake. I was shaking so vio
lently that, instead of taking my 
temperature, they might have 
measured me on the Richter scale. 
My temperature had dropped 
nearly two degrees as I lay in the 
snow. I was naked in the back of 
an ambulance with two women
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examining a ragged red wound in 
my scrotum. I had not lost con
sciousness, but I had lost self- 
consciousness. My mind had re
treated from panic into aloofness, 
into a kind of shocked objectivity. 
My body belonged to whatever 
was happening to it.

At the hospital, an emergency 
room doctor appeared beside me 
as I was transferred from the am
bulance. He looked up from his 
clipboard and asked for my name. 
When I told him, he said, “Are 
you the poet?” This cheered me. I 
would die knowing that I had 
achieved a modest local reputation 
as a poet. But I wasn’t going to die. 
Doctors and nurses gathered 
around me and examined the 
wound. Never had my genitalia 
been the object of so much 
scrutiny. I was gurneyed into the 
hospital, examined some more, 
and placed in a kind of warming 
tent to bring up my temperature 
and stop my body from shaking. 
As soon as the anesthesiologist and 
surgeon were ready, there would 
be surgery. In the meantime, I 
floated in and out of sleep on 
drafts of dilaudid.

[The hawk still hadn’t budged. 
But I was enjoying the new per
spective I got from lying on the

ground. I noticed the subtle con
tours of the earth. I watched a 
small yellow butterfly flutter an 
inch above the short green grass of 
the path, its wings like little sails 
blown over the invisible sea of air.
I liked how the prairie grasses 
loomed over me and cut off the 
view of the oaks on the hill. I liked 
how I couldn’t see past the bend in 
the path. I had forgotten what it 
was like to be small in the out
doors, how much larger and closer 
everything was, how you weren’t 
constantly looking past what was 
directly in front of you to some
thing further off. I felt a child-like 
sense of wonder opening up and 
expanding inside me as I lay in the 
shadow of the towering grasses, 
something I hadn’t felt in a very 
long time. I felt smaller and closer 
to the earth.]

Surgery revealed that the stick 
had pierced my scrotum on the 
right side, missed the right testicle, 
the seminal vesicle, the urethra, 
the bladder, the colon, the femoral 
artery—missed everything, in fact, 
in that crowded nether region— 
and slid through the fatty layer be
tween muscle and skin to pack a 
piece of denim “the size of a play
ing card” (to quote the surgeon) 
under my left ribs. When I came
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out from under anesthesia, the 
surgeon showed me a picture he 
had taken on his phone of the 
blood-stained fragment of denim 
he had extracted from the wound.

“You were packed like a mus
ket,” he said. The miracle had 
turned everyone into a poet.

The story spread throughout 
the hospital. That night, as I 
drifted in a fog of dilaudid, a pro
cession of nurses came in to 
change the dressings on my su
tured wound and tell me it was a 
miracle I was alive. Miracle, I sup
pose, is shorthand for a statistical 
improbability, an outcome that 
could not be reproduced in bil
lions of attempts. If, indeed, ever. 
Something even the surgeon has 
difficulty believing, that prompts 
him to pull out his phone and 
take a picture of the fragment of 
blood-stained denim. A relic. A 
proof that the unbelievable has ac
tually happened.

As I recovered at home, I com
piled a list of famous impalements, 
beginning with the Homeric— 
Adamas conjecturally speared 
through the scrotum (depending 
on how the text is construed), 
writhing and bellowing like a wild 
bull hunters have snared in the 
mountains— and ending with

Frida Kahlo— impaled through 
the abdomen with an iron bar in a 
collision between a bus and an 
electric trolley, then doused with a 
painters golden dust. Then there 
was Saint Sebastian. I was ac
quainted with Hendrick ter Brug- 
ghen’s painting of Saint Sebastian 
Tended by Saint Irene, with its 
striking effects of shadow and light 
learned from Caravaggio, but I 
hadn’t thought much about the 
humanity of the scene: the reality 
of the two women—like my two 
EMTs— tending the wounded 
man; the reality of his complete 
submissiveness and surrender, and 
of the womens calm and purpose
ful activity. W hat Ter Brugghen 
depicted wasn’t as remote and 
ethereal as the life of a saint— it 
was what happened in the human 
flesh. For the first time, I saw how 
it seemed to be Saint Irene’s glow
ing head on Saint Sebastian’s dark
ened shoulders. This was how I 
surrendered my body to the 
thought of others. This was the 
nurses coming and going through 
the night, whispering miracle.

I recovered completely. I am 
only a little asymmetrical. There is 
a longitudinal seam down the 
middle of the scrotum called a 
raphe that was pulled a little to the
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right when the surgeon stitched 
up the wound. I gloss this with the 
observation that rhaphe is ancient 
Greek for “seam,” from the verb 
rhaphein, “to stitch,” and that the 
ancient performers who sang from 
memory the epics of Homer were 
called rhapsodoi, “stitchers of 
songs.”

[The hawk was still perched 
above the path. I stood up and 
brushed the grass from my jeans 
and jacket, and abandoned my in
tention of waiting for the hawk to 
make his move. I went back in the 
direction from which I had come, 
and turned down a different path 
that looped around the small 
prairie the hawk was surveying. 
From the far side of the prairie, the 
hawks white breast stood out 
bright against his dark folded 
wings. I looped through the 
prairie and up through the bur
nished oaks, and when I came 
around again, the hawk was gone.]

As soon as I was able, I walked 
the mile-and-a-quarter out to 
where it happened. The snow had 
been melting and refreezing for 
two weeks since the accident. 
There was no trace of my body’s 
imprint on the snow. There were 
pointed sticks everywhere I 
looked, but none that I could

identify positively as the stick that 
impaled me. I couldn’t precisely 
point to the place where I had lain. 
It had happened here, somewhere, 
but it already belonged somewhere 
else. In a story.

Some stories take a while to tell 
the way you need to tell them. The 
wound heals slowly, and the story 
is the scar left behind. The seam. 
Others come more quickly. The 
accident was almost four years ago. 
I saw the hawk yesterday. Some
thing made me come home and 
start stitching.
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Letter from the Snowfields
Cody Deitz

It came from out across the fields
before the sun, the fog like whipping cream into water—

a coyote calling out who 
in its rising melancholy yowl.

My eyes pulled to the field from where it came—  
crop rows worked into lines

bending round the old growth trees,

the fingerprint of some primeval giant.
And then another yip-howl out from the frosted grass,

an illegible answer—

I stood between them, mute in my humanness, 
standing stock-still, the hair on my neck the only reply

to this ancient language, this tooth and claw answer and call.
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To Acknowledge Distance
C. R  E. Wells

For life is at the start a chaos in which one is lost. The individual sus
pects this, but he is frightened at finding himself face to face with this 
terrible reality, and tries to cover it over with a curtain of fantasy.

—Jose Ortega y Gasset

1. The Brink

We had been driving for ten hours over the same road. Not far from the 
bridge, my wife said she needed to pee, so I pulled over. As for me, I 
could go thirty-six hours without urinating. Exerting control over my 
bodily functions had been one of several disciplines I practiced to prepare 
for a match. You are not a tube, Ferdinand had once written to me. Is it 
not liberating to realize you are not a slave to your body? Not a tube, but 
also not anything or anyone, either. Or are we, if we create ourselves?

As she hid herself in some brush, I stood from my seat, put my head 
through the sunroof, and looked through binoculars down the road, 
hoping to see him approaching. The road had no intersections in sight 
from this location, nor any houses. Ferdinand and I had agreed to pull 
over three hundred yards from either side of this bridge, giving us each 
a quarter mile to meet in the middle of it. Matches were often held on 
bridges such as this, which added some adrenaline, but it is less danger
ous than you think. The day was cold but clear, and the sun had begun 
to set. Ferdinand and I both preferred the night.

Fie was driving from somewhere far north. It was hard to tell how 
long his trip would take. I imagined the roads were not so easy to travel 
on this time of year, not to mention the unpredictable weather. I did 
not call him for an update. To do so seemed formal, civilized, anxious. 
Tara and I stayed nightly at a hotel tens of miles away, waiting patiently, 
watching. I drove up and down this road, over the bridge and back again, 
getting to know it intimately. Finally, Ferdinand called yesterday. FFe 
would be coming from the west around sunset, or just after sunset. I 
trusted him, as I knew he was a man of his word, although I expected
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him anytime this week, or next week. Meeting him was assured more as 
a finality than something mediate or interim. For years, I believed my 
destiny would entangle with Ferdinand, that we would meet, that it 
might be the last match I ever played. How it might be the last, how 
the match would end, I could not know. I had an idea, but I tried not 
to entertain it. We had invited no audience to see it, so the outcome 
might have been left to the forensics of a police department. There rarely 
was an audience nowadays, save a spouse or friend who would record a 
match on a banal camera phone. But Ferdinand had no wife, seemingly 
no close friends, and Tara did not record matches. She sat in the back 
seat all the way through, playing the game in her own way.

Ferdinands car was a Cadillac Series 70 Eldorado Brougham Oudes 
assemblage car. His uncle had owned it— it was legendary, still intact 
after nearly thirty years of play. It was a literal work of art, an assemblage 
of various vehicles, a moving sculpture of a machine. The driver’s door 
was painted red, the passengers door blue, the hood yellow—primary 
colors. The upholstery had been customized in the ’70s in a startling 
white. These cars were ultrarare. The artist, Henrik Oudes, only made 
thirty-three of them. This made it an anomaly, even madness, to use it 
in this sport. To play a car that must have been worth six figures, maybe 
seven—what was more reckless? People thought the same of Ferdinands 
uncle when he drove it. And how did he get it? Stolen, coerced from a 
collector perhaps. Or bought with gambling money—after all, his uncle 
was a better gambler than player. He would gamble on anything— 
roulette tables in Vegas, sporting events, other chicken matches. Why 
Oudes had done this particular car with primary colors, no one seemed 
to know, but I had my own theories. I believe the Dutch modernist 
painter Mondrian had limited himself to primary colors, black, and 
white as a theosophical expression of transcendence, purity, the rejection 
of the green generativity of nature. It would not surprise me if Ferdinand 
had been well-read in art history and even more well-read in esotericism. 
If I had to guess, he was a bit of a heterodox Catholic drawn to Hermetic 
traditions, maybe alchemy. But if he was a spiritual man, he also was a 
man of worldly taste and subtlety. As for him playing a Cadillac, this 
was not unusual, but given that they are luxury cars, someone new to
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our sport may ask: why put them in such danger? I believe Cadillacs and 
brinkmanship were at the height of their popularity well before the game 
became relegated to our self-obsessed subculture dedicated to the devel
opment of mental and physical skill, even— if you will forgive the 
term— perfection. Although it is a traditional brand to play, Ferdinands 
was not quite traditional, nor did it seem to suit him easily. Was not the 
luxurious nature of his Cadillac, in particular its curvaceous design, con
tradictory to the anti-natural biases of the primary colors decorating it? 
If anyone were to ask Ferdinand for his own opinions on this matter, I 
could only imagine him being silent or at least laconic, preferring to ex
press himself in correspondence or pamphlets to the leagues. To my the
ory of the symbolic tensions inherent in his own vehicle, he may simply 
have said, “Exactly.” In those seven letters of agreement would not have 
been a joke, but an affirmation of the multiplicity of truths. After all, it 
is possible to hold apparently irreconcilable ideas in one mind, although 
one must train the mind for it. Life is paradox, and Ferdinand seemed 
not ashamed to embrace it, nor death. Remember that I am writing of 
Ferdinand as I imagined him, which had filled the many gaps in my fail
ures to understand him. I had never met the man before, but I had cor
responded with him, and I had heard many anecdotes— that an 
encounter with him was ineffable, horrific, utterly devastating. But the 
utter defeat my colleagues spoke of stemmed from a lack of preparation 
and careful study, so I believed. Where others saw only mystery or a 
form of madness, I discerned a method or inner logic. I was determined 
to bottom out his wisdom, to see how far down I could go.

Last year Ferdinand— due to what seemed like clairvoyance— had 
driven not his ultrarare Cadillac but a 1993 Mazda. This match ended 
in an unusual way, what the leagues call a “full tie,” and it was nearly 
deadly. A collision occurred, with no swerve from either side. Ferdinand s 
opponent, my friend Randy, was determined to beat him or tie him in 
death. Randy had even gotten a divorce to prepare for his match. It felt 
irresponsible to leave a wife behind, and he was sure to bequeath in his 
will and testament all his worldly possessions to his only child, a daugh
ter, to assuage the guilt of his pending confrontation. Randy came away 
from the accident miraculously unscathed, but of course single and es-
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tranged from his family. Ferdinand had come away with deep lesions in 
his abdomen and an injury to his left eye. I heard he was sliced through 
the abdominal wall, revealing his labyrinthine intestines to the few others 
who witnessed the match. The Secret Medical Fraternity of Brinkmen 
airlifted him to the nearest hospital where he was admitted under a pseu
donym under the pretext of an accident of some kind. He had recently 
recovered, but the eye could not be saved. I heard he wore a patch, giving 
him the look of a pirate, intimidating opponents who were mentally 
weaker. He must have known the patch would do nothing for me. He 
knew my reputation. That was why he called me.

But as a prelude to his call, he played some other forms of psycho
logical games, or at least that is what I took them to be. He had sent in 
the mail a book of children’s maze puzzles, entitled simply Maze Book. 
Someone—presumably Ferdinand, although the piece was unsigned— 
had solved one of the mazes and dog-eared the page. The solution of the 
maze was a zigzag pattern and the line had been drawn in pencil and 
decorated as a crude, childish figure of a snake. Inside the body of the 
snake one word was repeatedly written:

Turnturnturnturnturnturnturnturnturnturn
Obviously, this one word was intended to sow fear in me. By depict

ing an animal that evokes anxiety and revulsion, Ferdinand had intended 
to make me lose my nerve, consider swerving, thereby securing his vic
tory. The second object I received in the mail was a music box. It was 
well-worn, perhaps an antique from the early twentieth century. One 
panel of the box depicted a carousel, another a dancing couple. This de
vice played an unsettling but ethereal tune. The tine of the comb at the 
fourth degree was defective, either accidentally chipped or intentionally 
shortened, sharpening the interval between the first and fourth degrees 
to a tritone. The panel with the dancing couple had been altered, most 
likely recently, with an acrylic painting of the wordperichoresis in white, 
black, blue, yellow, red— again, the primary colors. Perichoresis was a 
term that puzzled me, but it seemed to fit with the theme of turning. 
The horses, as the vehicles of the carousel, were not traveling, and could 
never travel, in a straight line, doomed to a circle of endless repetition, 
just as the dancers, statically frozen in their depiction on the panel, could
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never stop turning. The third object was a boomerang, with the words 
“It will never but always return to you” inscribed in white grease pencil. 
The last item Ferdinand sent I can only describe as probably a long letter. 
I have never opened this nine-by-twelve brown envelope and so I only 
guess at its contents. I left it unopened at the hotel, not wanting to be 
unduly influenced by what masterful methods he would arouse the 
deepest existential anxiety in me.

Everyone who matched Ferdinand gave up the game shortly after
wards. Randy said that once you matched Ferdinand, there was nothing 
more to do— not just with the game but with ones life. Randy, alienated 
from ex-wife and child, felt desperate and aimless after the match, as if 
he had flipped the scoreboard of a pinball machine but had no other 
game to play. What was it all for? He looked up at the stars in my com
pany and in all seriousness asked me, Do you think these stars are listening 
to us? Even i f  they could\ why would they bother?

T m  getting cold— are we just gonna keep waiting?” Tara asked.
“Might as well.”
“He’s probably not coming. He’s just playing head games with you 

now. Maybe we should head back. Or go home. I’m worried about Star. 
You don’t need to do this, Charles. You’re grown up now—what do you 
have to prove?”

“If you were going to worry about the cat, you shouldn’t have come. 
Or maybe we should have brought Star along. We could have hidden 
her in the hotel, put a litter box in the bathroom and holed her up there. 
I mean, do I ever ask you to come?” She said she always came out of con
cern, which was meant to convince me this was not the way her husband 
should live— or die. I had also considered divorce, but I was too attached 
to the “till death us do part” clause of our marriage vows. A vow is a 
vow, and marriage is but another sport— the ultimate endurance sport 
of bearing the presence of another person. Anyway, I think Tara did not 
really want me to stop. She had grown up with the game. It was her fa
ther and brother who introduced me to it. It was her way of testing me, 
playing a mental form of chicken, hoping I would swerve. Perhaps she 
was conflicted. So was I. That’s the thing about being a brinkman. You 
have to be comfortable with life’s ambiguities, not to mention the am-
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biguities of all that is opposed to life: death, destruction, senselessness. 
I was beyond merely human, or that’s what I had to prove— that I could 
face the same threats Ferdinand faced match after match. I wanted to 
prove I could welcome death and pain as if these were nothing at all. 
But whenever I put this into words, it sounded silly to me, and as I write 
these words it still does.

A snake through a maze. As I waited for Ferdinand, the symbolism 
started to impose itself into my consciousness against my own will. A 
snake turns. Its skin also turns into new skin. Christ is a symbol of this, 
for to be “in Christ” is to be “a new person.” The Buddhists have their 
metaphors as well, I think—the dying of the false self, the ego, the man
ifestation of an enlightened nature. The symbolism of death and rebirth 
is perhaps an esoteric undercurrent in all religions, resonating with those 
who would seek, and be open to, a deeper source of guidance. But guid
ance is always to some destination. To where? Ourselves. Some psychol
ogists, philosophers, theologians, and mystics have asserted we are on a 
quest. Yes, they have often used the pronoun we, but most people are 
not awake enough to begin the quest, or to even know it is necessary. If 
I lived conventionally, I would already be as dead as the masses—just 
another working stiff. What might this symbolism mean coming to me 
from Ferdinand? A new beginning—for a loser? Or is the symbolism it
self, with its irresistible pull, supposed to distract and confound me?

Speaking of the masses, chicken has never been a conventional, re
spectable game to them. For example, Bertrand Russell compared the 
nuclear arms race to chicken in this passage from his book Common 
Sense and Nuclear Warfare:

Since the nuclear stalemate became apparent, the Governments of 
East and West have adopted the policy which Mr. Dulles calls 
‘brinkmanship’. This is a policy adapted from a sport which, I am 
told, is practiced by some youthful degenerates. This sport is called 
‘Chicken!’. It is played by choosing a long straight road with a white 
line down the middle and starting two very fast cars towards each 
other from opposite ends. Each car is expected to keep the wheels of 
one side on the white line. As they approach each other, mutual de-
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struction becomes more and more imminent. If one of them swerves 
from the white line before the other, the other, as he passes, shouts 
‘Chicken!’

Russell was obviously a man who meant well. He was also obviously 
a man who had no direct experience of the game. I do not know if Dulles 
had been acquainted with our more sober variation, but I believe he was, 
given his use of the term “brinkmanship,” which has since entered the 
common lexicon and taken on other nuances.1

Russell “is told” that the sport is played by “youthful degenerates,” 
but he does not go into any detail, other than describing a white line, 
which has never been a requirement of a brinkmanship match— neither 
a visible line nor, if one were used, a white one. But the chicken sym
bolism is nonetheless important. To be called a chicken is a challenge to 
ones honor and ones courage. All true brinkmen have been called to 
rise above the masses, above being subject to manipulation, exploitation, 
and eventual slaughter by the aggressive tedium of everydayness. A 
chicken is mortal, ordinary, weak, controlled and predictable, but we 
brinkmen have each been called to become, at least in a metaphorical 
sense, immortal.

Because Dr. Russell was ignorant of our leagues of skillful (and for the 
most part, hardly young) players, he was typical in his disdain for our 
sport. Many do not understand or value the discipline needed to excel at 
it, either before or after Ferdinands innovations. Chicken used to be a 
game of adeptness, insight, intuition, vehicular control in which one must 
hurtle to the brink of fatality, then turn away. Where that line is, that point 
of no return, depends on each player, each car. You had to know yourself, 
your vehicle, your opponent. Essentially, the game used to test players on 
two factors: how much skill do you have, and how much courage? Tech
niques, many of them the closely guarded secrets of each player or family 
of players, were developed to speed as close as possible to the brink. In the 
1980s and 1990s “swerve-ties” became almost as common for well- 
matched vehicles and drivers as a tie in the game of tic-tac-toe. Ferdinand s 
reforms were sorely needed, but everyone questioned whether they were 
bringing about the death of the game in another way.
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To Ferdinand, chicken had to become a sport directly touching upon 
ones ultimate concern. It was physical, fully embodied, yet esoteric, 
mystical. It developed and celebrated certain possibilities inherent, 
though normally latent, in mankind—or at least some of us, those called 
to the game, the competition of which could serve as a goad toward self
transcendence. Ferdinand wanted to remind us that if this were a game 
of checkers or battleship, then losing the game may put one in a bad 
mood, but winning chicken is dangerous, potentially fatal— something 
ultimate is always at stake.2

And those of us who took the sport as seriously as he did, who refused 
to use it for diversionary or entertainment purposes, could reap enor
mous, though largely interior, benefits. In his pamphlets and correspon
dence, he never provided a static or authoritative list of these benefits, 
but two constants seemed to be love and courage. Love? It is also ludic 
in the best sense, is it not? To consider it as desport is no blasphemy. 
With war and, perhaps, hatred, love is inextricably tangled. If God cre
ated this world and God is love, then love is much bigger than our 
tawdry sentimentalities.

Ferdinand was a true radical in the sense that he was attempting to 
revitalize chicken from its roots as a form of duel. Chicken began merely 
as a way to preserve ones honor. Perhaps contrary to other forms of duel, 
death or injury of your opponent was not desired. To be called “chicken” 
simply required action to prove the assertion true or false. “He called 
me chicken!” is the defense offered in Rebel Without a Cause for partic
ipating in the so-called “chickie run,” an early variation involving a literal 
brink (cliff). The original dueling form started as a method of discover
ing the truth of the matter— a sort of trial. One of the contestants will 
turn away first, thereby proven to be more cowardly than the other, and 
thus “chicken.” But if neither of them turn away—the “full tie”— then 
at least both players would die with honor, would they not? And is dying 
to preserve ones honor not to be preferred to living in dishonor ever af
terwards? When one dies in honor, that honor becomes a trophy secured 
forever. There may have been a great deal of savagery in these origins, 
but in this respect it is no different from any other sport. Contrary to 
popular belief, war is not the origin of sport; war itself is the world s
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most vicious sport. Sport is the origin of both war and the games of chil
dren. It is also the origin of love— the passionate Eros that drives people 
together, something still experienced as an act of conquering as well as 
cherishing the beloved as ones possession. As this metaphor borrows di
rectly from war, not sport per se, it is seen to be essentially violent. But 
to love another is a challenge into which ones whole being is thrust, or 
perhaps one thrusts upon oneself. It is often excruciating, hence the “ar
rows” of Eros. To get another to love one in return, through ones own 
action, is it not a type of victory?3

Ferdinand’s reforms made him the first and only member of a new 
school. To match Ferdinand meant to be briefly admitted into his school 
and summarily expelled for failure. This new schools methods from the 
outside appeared as all courage, all honor, or all insanity. His most fa
mous writing was his professorial article in an underground league pub
lication called “Brinkmanship and the Significance of the Wound.” As 
Ferdinand theorized, the game could no longer be a mere form of the 
duel, nor a game of skill, but a method of confronting ones own mor
tality. A player had to come to grips with his inalienable vulnerability, 
his dread of pain, his lack of control over his own fate. The idea was not 
to turn; one must never turn; one must develop the courage to go past 
the brink while continuing onward at full speed. He did not divulge this 
interpretation of the game to anyone at first, but the more matches he 
played, the more evident it was that he really was playing a different 
game. I have seen videotapes of some of Ferdinand’s matches, many of 
which were mind-blowing in their recklessness. Yet his mannerisms be
fore and after each match showed extraordinary composure. He was ap
parently lacking in pride or arrogance. He did not show any desire to 
assert himself in company. He had a deep inner confidence, but he was 
humble, even monkish.

Over the years, I had become obsessed with Ferdinand. Although I 
longed for the comforts of the old game, I knew that he had taken the 
game itself beyond the brink. I wanted to defeat Ferdinand, but to meet 
him with the same strategy that he used would result in pain, destruc
tion, and likely death, and as our match approached, I wondered if this
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was something I really wanted to face. W hat would I be when they 
pulled me from the wreckage? Would I be a fool after all, and a dead, 
bloody, broken fool at that? Would my own labyrinthine intestines spill 
out onto the road, and would whoever found me be disgusted at the 
soft tissue destined to rot, to become common dust again? Or would I 
survive the wreck with minor injuries to my body but find my soul, 
like Randy’s, mortally wounded? Either I could have played the game 
against Ferdinand using his own strategies or I could have found my 
own way to play. I had to transcend him who had seemingly tran
scended himself.

Ferdinands many pamphlets, articles, and published and personal 
correspondence revealed that his training was an almost entirely psycho
logical curriculum of severe meditative exercises. The enormous strength 
of mind he developed enabled him to destabilize the weaker-minded. 
Paradoxically, he trained himself for resignation to his opponents— 
putting his own life entirely in their hands. For most of the last five 
years, I had worked to become as much like Ferdinand as possible, 
knowing that, unless someone else defeated him, we would eventually 
match. I had become fearless in my resignation, and I began to win every 
match with my opponents. In my training I began with deep relaxation, 
then guided imagery on homemade cassette tapes or CDs leading to 
high lucid dreaming. In the exercises I would see a car (usually a Cadillac 
Eldorado) coming toward me at sixty, seventy, even one hundred mph. 
And it worked. I would no longer panic in the face of any danger. I 
wouldn’t even sweat.

A turning point in my regimen happened about two years ago. Our 
league allowed for unevenly matched vehicles, “vehicle” loosely defined as 
any means of moving the human body, including the legs. I had read an 
account of a match with Ferdinand in one of the leagues journals. His 
opponent was playing a large Ford F-350, its back loaded with bricks. As 
Ferdinand approached the truck, the truck slowed down, as though in 
preparation for a swerve, and indeed it came: the man in the truck 
swerved, even though he had the undeniable advantage and would have 
certainly survived with minimal injury. So I went a step further in my 
training: I began visualizing a train instead of a car. No train can swerve,
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derailing itself—it can only attempt to brake. The engineer would do any
thing not to kill a madman, just as Ferdinands opponent willingly lost in 
the face of Ferdinand’s lunacy. Why? Empathy, of course, in most cases. 
Pity, or societal conditioning, or fear of repercussions at the very least.

O f course, in real life there is often too much momentum to stop the 
train in time. The engineer may also be a psychopath. As one can imag
ine, chicken does pose an attraction for psychopaths. Even Ferdinand 
could have been one, masquerading as a mystic, but with no conscience 
or real remorse— or even regard for his own life. Perhaps he was a victim 
of extreme self-contempt, and this was his prolonged suicide attempt. 
Perhaps he just wanted to take someone with him.

What used to be the ultimate penalty for unskilled or unfortunate 
playing was now placed squarely in the center, the axis around which 
the game revolved. Yet a collision does not guarantee death, either. Even 
Ferdinand had survived one. Nor does it guarantee serious injury. If both 
players took Ferdinand’s strategy of resignation, then chicken would be
come no longer a game of skill but of chance. But the game could tran
scend even chance to become a game of a fuller sort of resignation than 
Ferdinand, I had hoped, could ever have anticipated.

The night before our match, I had dreamed about Ferdinand. He told 
me that when Christ died, he was not wearing a loincloth. To preserve 
the modesty of the Lord— and perhaps to downplay his Jewishness— 
artists added coverings in their depictions of the Crucifixion. But this 
was a mistake. We needed to know the Lord was fully human and fully 
divine in a single hypostasis. And we needed to know he fully shared 
everyone’s sufferings, even those of our fellow humans who are objects 
of our contempt.

I countered Ferdinand: To remove the loincloth would be disrespect
ful, blasphemous, and obscene, would it not?

Ferdinand replied: At least he was barefoot. All ancient warriors and 
priests were, as baring the feet is a sign of both strength and humility. 
But he took off his shoes for what? Spikes, by the look of it.

I woke up, then laughed about this dream.
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At last, hours after sunset, through the binoculars I saw the headlights 
of Ferdinand’s Cadillac pull off to the side of the road. Tara looked un
comfortable and pale. I thought I heard vomit pooling in the back of 
her throat, which she swallowed back down her esophagus as she buck
led herself in.

£Tm  ready,” she said. “I think.”
“Good. I know I am.” I took off my shoes and socks, got out of the 

car and stood barefoot on the road.
“Are you forfeiting?” I could not tell if her tone was hopeful or a 

little contemptuous.
“Just taking off my shoes.” I tried to smile, then began walking toward 

the bridge. “All the great warriors and priests of the past worked bare
foot.” My eyes looked up and followed the belt of Orion to Aldebaran 
in a nearly straight line, a reminder of my training for this moment. But 
who was the hunter and who was the bull?

He had shut his engine off but left the headlights on. I wondered if I 
were winning. It was when I got to the bridge that I saw Ferdinand ap
proaching me from the other side, naked, not even wearing the patch 
over the void of his eye socket. When we arrived within inches of one 
another, he opened his arms and smiled warmly. I saw the large, discol
ored scars all over his abdomen, chest, arms. We embraced, and I began 
to weep, knowing he had beaten me.

2. A Letter from Ferdinand4

Dear Charles,
In this letter, which you will never read, I will paradoxically divulge 

a secret: I do not exist. Ferdinand is a fictional character. As carefully as 
possible, you have designed me to be mysterious, but you could not de
sign me to be completely unknowable, lest I cease to be a character in 
the story you have written, in which you have also made me your an
tagonist. Any characteristic I appear to have you intended to be 
metaphorical for what is otherwise inexpressible, or as you might put it, 
ineffable. I am the breaking in of the unknown, the delimiter of your 
world into the same world I delimit. In my disfigured face you will see,
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or think you see, your world collapsing. But this is not my doing. Any 
existence I have is purely in the realm of sign, of imagination. Whoever 
I am you have brought into being to call you to your destiny. Is this des
tiny inevitable, or something you are creating? Are you inevitably creat
ing it or are you called to create it, in which case you can refuse the call? 
You cannot know if it is inevitable. This is part of the condition of your 
finitude. In fact, you strongly suspect that your destiny is hanging by a 
thread, that the thread may break of its own at any moment. You fear 
that once it is severed, your destiny would be irretrievably lost— and 
your fate would thus turn into failure. I am not one to say whether your 
suspicion is true. As one whose existence is delineated by the limits of 
your own imagination, and as a sign that has broken into your world to 
point beyond its limits to something inconceivable, please allow me to 
say that your desire to embrace your destiny may be either foolish or 
wise, but I doubt that it is ordinary. It does not seem so. It is hot or cold, 
but not lukewarm, nor apparently conventional. It is as if you have at
tempted to reject all of the programming which society has kindly of
fered you as its gift. You fear, perhaps rightly, the gift has been poisoned. 
The double-bind, of course, is that in any case, no matter which direc
tion you turn, you lose. You lose yourself—or you lose because you never 
created a self to lose.

The irony of our relationship is that you are imagining the person you 
believe is key to your own liberation. As you are imagining me to know 
you, to embody all the wisdom and compassion and courage that you 
seek, I will continue telling you whatever secrets you pretend I know. 
And here is one you will believe: these leagues of chicken players are just 
as fictional as I am. In the world you are inhabiting, Charles, I know 
exactly where you are. You are sitting on a bed in a large house perhaps 
twenty miles to the east of town, far enough into the country. You are 
trying to finish the story of which you have written at least one draft, a 
fanciful nothing about the game of chicken, what it might mean to you, 
into which you gather all sorts of disparate notions in an attempt to 
solve a problem by means of some quasi-Melvillean prose— this bungle 
that does not quite hold. Through this text you are hoping to make sense 
of the ideas that have, unfortunately, made up your life. The main char-
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acters even bear your own name and that of your wife, Tara. She is your 
wife currently, by which I mean in the fall of 2003, but the future of 
your relationship is not certain.

Some time ago, perhaps weeks (you know exactly how long ago; there 
is no need for this game) Tara left you and moved in with her mother. 
The circumstances around her decision to move are not fully known to 
you, but the most important thing—to you—is that she left. What little 
you do know about your own wife is this: she has many struggles, the 
nature of which you do not understand, or perhaps you cannot know, 
and some of which you should not seek to know too deeply. Despite 
Taras unsearchable depths, what has she been to you in your real life 
but a character who plays just another foil? And how do you cast her in 
this role? By your pathetic insistence to be dependent upon her for your 
own well-being, and thus to blame her for augmenting your problems 
by no intention of her own. You have refused to take responsibility for 
your own meaning-making, and, therefore, you could never have loved 
her in the true, deep, solid way that would otherwise be available to you. 
It is true that she does not fulfill your impossible ideals for your wife, or 
even your friend. In this story you have written, notice how she sits in 
the back seat, so devoted and submissive. Insofar as this remains your 
ideal for her, you have failed to acknowledge her. She is merely a char
acter here, but the real Tara who exists in your world is as much of a 
microcosm as you are, an entire universe.

But you desire to break free of these limiting conceptions of her and 
of others, all of whom are mere ideas of others and not themselves as 
they are. What you have had me do in my quite rightly flat “existence” 
is by my being, not my doing: I am a sign of infinity, and therefore, by 
contrast, your creatureliness and mortality. Perhaps it could soften the 
blow of death to realize it does not come all at once. Moments die with 
every new moment. Such small deaths accumulate into larger, but still 
small, deaths: the noticeable flux in human relationships to others, to 
ones environment, to oneself. The conditions of ones life changes, but 
our own life seems to go on, and so we do not believe death has yet 
touched us. In the ordinary, ultimate sense of the word, this might be 
true: the most obvious mark of death is the finality which comes with
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the destruction of your own microcosm, your private Ragnarök in which 
all your experiences, thoughts, and memories of all you ever loved, all 
you wanted to last forever, will have vanished. This is what you and oth
ers fear, to experience firsthand the finality of death, but ironically this 
is something you will never experience. Death is not, in itself, a subject 
of experience.

Your relationship with Tara has irrevocably changed, and so in the 
small sense it has died. A fantasy to which you have held for years, the 
fantasy of the possibility of a perfect completion and affirmation of your 
being in someone else, has also died. Because I know everything you 
know about yourself, I know that at the very threshold of your adult
hood and therefore still in your youth, you met another young woman. 
She gave you faith in yourself, gave you the courage to confront your 
enemies, and awakened in you the will to fulfill a sort of heroic ideal. 
You had fantasized about being someone who could protect her, take 
care of her, play the role you imagined you wanted for yourself. You 
wanted to protect the source of your own urge to protect. And then, be
cause of circumstances you only vaguely understand, she also was lost 
to you. Perhaps this was the beginning of an entire death-in-life for her, 
one moment flowing into the next in a continual collapse of all her po
tential, but you do not know. Before you came to this country inn, at 
your own house in the city a car accident happened in your backyard, 
destroying your fence. This experience, through which you briefly met 
a woman left behind in the accident, in addition to a flirtatious and for
ward encounter with a university student the day before, had primed 
your mind to believe that this woman from so many years ago had come 
back to you, that in this time of Taras seeming abandonment, your true 
mate had made her return, the one who could give what you wanted 
Tara to give but which she never could. These recent encounters made 
you delusional until your illusions broke in the mirrors of the world 
around you, especially the literal mirror in your own bathroom as you 
looked at your own real face, your mismatched eyes and acne scars, con
fronting again your particular position in time and space—what Hera
clitus would call the world of those who are awake and not sleeping, this 
one and shared world, not the world as you would have it.
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One last opportunity for a false belief in your own heroism presented 
itself at the inn. To distract yourself from the guests staying across the 
hall, a woman and a boy whom you learned was her son, you looked at 
the items on the shelves and in the nooks of your room. The gloom was 
settling. There was no way to stay it. Somehow these items added to the 
gloom, therefore you needed to make them part of your story as a sort 
of catharsis. A music box sat on a shelf of knickknacks, and upon playing 
it you found it to be out of tune. The original tune must have been “Fly 
Me to the Moon” but now it was strange, for some of the tines of the 
interior comb seemed to be broken. And mixed in with the oversize 
books of Mongolia and the Blue Ridge Mountains was a childrens book 
of mazes, filled with partial solutions. If only every maze had a way from 
one end to the other that a child could find! But the labyrinth that makes 
up ones life is not so easy to get to the center of and back out again, 
and no reliance on syllogisms or dialectic can get us to what we imagine 
to be the center of that labyrinth. And you found a letter, hidden behind 
the armoire. You retrieved it with a hanger from the closet. The letter 
was addressed to another man named Charles who lived a state away, 
and the return address was also from a Charles. It had been postmarked 
more than a decade ago. The letter was never opened, nor did you open 
it. It is from this instance of serendipity that you were inspired to create 
this fictional device— a letter from one version of yourself to another. 
These words are the imagined contents of that letter, a missive from me 
whom you created to reveal to you the brutal truth about yourself. But 
all of this was only a brief distraction from the guests across the hall, the 
woman and her boy.

Each morning you would encounter these guests in the dining room 
and nod politely. The woman looked to be in her early thirties. She 
would nod and smile back. The boy would look at you not politely, nor 
impolitely, but oddly, as if he knew you already and was trying to re
member your name. Breakfast at the inn was usually a creative concoc
tion of French toast, biscuits, sweet rolls, or doughnuts accompanied by 
fruit and some bacon or sausage which your hostess was always sure to 
remind you was from a farm just three miles from the inn, and a serving 
of muesli with a carafe of coffee and an assortment of teas and half-and-
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half. After this generous breakfast, you would return to your room full. 
Sometimes you would lie back down on the bed, but not for long, as 
the position eventually caused a pain in your back. On occasion you 
would try to remember true relaxation, what it felt like to have no con
cerns whatsoever, something you must have known for brief periods as 
a child. Inevitably through the walls you would hear their muffled voices, 
interrupting your attempts to feel completely rested. The woman and 
her boy would go outside where he would play with his toys or she 
would help him through the woods as they looked at the trees and the 
birds. The weather had been cool but agreeable, not too sunny or windy.

On one of the days of your stay, you were overtaken with loneliness 
and frustrated with your inability to find, or create, peace. You tried to 
work on this story but you could not sufficiently concentrate. It was 
three days before you were to return home after your excursion, “home” 
used loosely, as you did not feel that way about the house you owned 
anymore. On this day, when you heard the womans voice outside talking 
at a distance to her son, who was trying to throw a boomerang, you de
scended the stairs to the lawn to sit, say hello, and if invited, perhaps 
you would converse with them. You took a seat at the picnic table with 
her and greeted her.

It’s not working, the boy shouted from the lawn.
You’re trying too hard. Or maybe it’s broken. She turned to you. He is 

obsessed with this boomerang. Sometimes I  wish his grandma hadn’t gotten 
him one.

You answered, I  used to play with boomerangs when I  was a kid. I  didn’t 
know what I  was doing until someone showed me, someone who taught me 
many things— many tricks.

I ’m glad he’s keeping his mind on—  She began to weep, and you had 
felt ashamed, as if something you said were wrong.

You said, I ’m sorry.
She said, How did you know?
And you wondered how your awkward apology led her to reveal per

haps more than she intended. I  mean, I ’m—sorry. I  don’t know why I  said 
it. Maybe I  shouldn’t have.

You’re fine.
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And you speculated why the boys father was not here, if he even had 
a father, and you wondered if his father recently left, if he somehow dis
appeared, if perhaps he died, but you feared to ask.

As a youth, you stood with your friend at the top of a hill in a field 
once used to grow beans. This friend was stronger than nearly every one 
of your peers, against whose arm you could never wrestle more than fif
teen seconds before succumbing. This friend in every respect seemed 
fearless. He had a large frame and fiery red hair and a perfect quiet con
fidence. This friend, Ferdinand, had taught you many games, and he 
also taught you unfamiliar rules of the games you already knew. He 
taught you how to say garde when the queen was in danger of capture. 
Even when extending this courtesy, he still defeated you in chess nearly 
every time you played. When you happened to defeat him, he would 
take it so graciously it seemed as if he had secretly won.

On top of this hill, Ferdinand taught you the proper technique to 
throw a boomerang, which was not the way you had thrown toy 
boomerangs in the past. The worthless but instinctual technique is to 
throw it horizontally, not unlike treating it as a species of balsa-wood 
glider. Throwing it in this way made it nothing but a stick travelling 
from one place to another, although the path may be unpredictable be
cause of the warp of the material, making it even useless as a throwing 
stick. This Ferdinand taught you to throw the boomerang nearly verti
cally, hard, almost as if you were throwing it in frustration to the ground, 
but you let go while your arm is still parallel, or just above parallel, to 
the ground. Thrown properly at an angle to the wind, it would then re
turn in a not quite circular path. W ith his great strength, Ferdinand 
threw toward a grove at the edge of the field. From the top of that hill, 
the boomerang traveled just above the trees and returned to him, but 
not exactly to his same position. It returned to a point near its origin, 
but not to its origin. He often had to move to catch it, but not far, some
times just a few inches. You tried also to throw it like him. With practice 
you developed some skill, but your throws would never reach the grove 
or fly over the trees.

You walked out to the boy in the yard. How's it going?
I  can't get it to come back to me.

156



Let's try something different. Do you mind i f  I  show you some things?
Will it work for you?
I  cant promise, but I'll try.
You faced the direction of the harvested field from which the wind 

was fortunately coming and you did a practice swing of your arm. 
This is the way you throw it, you told the boy You threw it, but it soon 
hit the ground.

Let me try again. I'll let go o f it a little higher this time. It takes a little 
bit o f practice.

Practice, the boy repeated.
You threw it a little higher, and it went farther, curving to the left be

fore it hit the ground. Did you see how it curved that way?
But it didn't come back.
True. They hardly ever come back to exactly where you stand. For that to 

happen, it takes a lot more practice.
The boy’s face put on a look of realization.
You try it. You handed him the boomerang. Throw it just like I  did. In 

that direction. Hold it up and throw it down, but let it go.
The boy threw it, and it went farther than it did before, and it curved, 

but much less than it did when you threw it.
Did you see that?
I  saw. It didn't work.
But it did work. It moved to the left, like mine.
But yours moved more.
That's okay. I'm stronger than you. I f  you keep practicing, you'll also get 

strong and someday you'll get it to go farther out and come back to you.
Did you?
Did I  what?
Get a boomerang to come back to you?
Yes, but not exactly. When I  was a little bit older than you, I  threw a 

boomerang and it came back to me but I  had to move to catch it. But I  
had a friend much better than I  was. Sometimes he hardly had to move 
at all.

What was your friend's name?
The question surprised you, as it did not seem relevant. Ferdinand.
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Ferdinand:’ he said, smiling. How long has it been since you ve seen Fer
dinand?

A long time. Even before you were born.
As the sun began to set, you and the boy returned to his mother. Did

you have fun out there? she asked.
Yeah, the boy said. It takes practice.
Thank you so much for teaching him, she said to you. She turned to 

her son. Its almost time we got you dinner and a bath and into your paja
mas, dontyou think?

I  cant promise, but Fll try, he said.
The path of a boomerang is one half of a figure eight, the lemnis- 

cate. If a lemniscate is a symbol of infinity, just as I am, then the 
boomerang’s path may be a symbol of finitude. It is an imperfect cir
cle. It is true there is an infinite number of paths a boomerang may 
take to arrive at the place where it began, but despite this number 
being infinite, an imperfect, not-quite-circular path is always taken 
in your imperfect world. Even if, in a perfect world, a boomerang 
could travel in a perfect circle or even the full figure of infinity, you 
would know that such a world were not truly complete, for you 
would be outside of such a world, seeing it from the world where 
you are now sitting and writing. Perhaps you long to be me, standing 
outside all worlds but breaking into any given world as a sort of deus 
ex machina whenever called— that is, perhaps you long to be an im
possibility, to be no one.

Now that you know you are not a hero, that the possibility of heroism 
is entirely lost to you, may I ask why have you come to this country inn 
to pay your hostess for privacy, when your own home is so private? You 
have come for a distraction from the crushing terror of loneliness, and 
you did receive a brief respite from it, but now it will be greater than 
ever, will it not? You have also come for fresh air, a new perspective, one 
more attempt to be an artist. In art you can face your vulnerability but 
only in the form of an invulnerable representation, not as something 
immediate, raw, or subject to decay. In art you have represented your 
desire to be open to other human beings, but not to human beings in 
your world. Rather you allow me to be open to you, a mere character, a
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badly and flatly drawn character at that, whom you portray as having 
traversed through regions of ultra-masculine aspirations and pretensions 
to embrace you as the only way out of our otherwise insoluble dilemma. 
The boomerang I sent you was briefly mentioned in your story, but its 
meaning could not even be contemplated without dissolving my identity 
into the memory of the real Ferdinand, who reminds you of all you have 
lost. This real loss can never be got again. All that ever returns to you is 
whatever is different from what came before.

Perhaps there is still hope, but not in your narcissism, nor your desire 
to live forever. In the contest which I pretend in this sentence that your 
fictionalized self has not yet commenced, I now implore you to turn 
from me, back toward the details of your finitude, back inside the limits 
which delineate you. To lose this contest is to win your life, as life con
sists in turning. To stay the course may prove your mastery over your 
fear of death, but this proof is a Pyrrhic and illusive victory. It has never 
been Ferdinand you have been competing against, nor Tara, nor any of 
the figures which haunt your memory. It is with death that, as a fool, 
you contend. The windings of the maze, the labyrinth of the intestines, 
the rotation of the music box in its perichoresis were meant to guide 
you back to your life. If you had read this letter before our contest, your 
options would have been opened up to you before they had been fully 
revealed to you in our embrace. But you already knew them. I am merely 
a phantom you have created, and you alone, to give you your choice. 
The path I would have you take now is the path I myself can never take: 
the road back toward the business of living.

With love,
Ferdinand

PS—

1. No longer pretend that I am Ferdinand. Now an “I” speaks with a 
different aim— no longer a character but a human being. I am the man 
who has written your story. But now I am no longer seeking to tell a 
story, nor attempting to write a fictional letter, but rather attempting
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to express truth, or at least to face an unfiltered truth, if this is possible. 
Perhaps the truth is banal, or can be phrased in a way that is both hon
est and banal. Here’s part of it: I am indeed sitting in the bedroom of 
a house. It is the fall of 2014, not 2003. It is someone else’s house, a 
small bed-and-breakfast. The fictional Charles addressed in the first part 
of this letter is likewise staying in a small country inn, but unlike 
Charles I am with my wife, who is not Tara nor anyone other than her
self. She is writing a book just as I am writing this—whatever this may 
end up to be.

2. The truth is that I, like you, am made of fear. For most hours of my 
life I repress this fear, but the certainty of guilt, death, the revocation of 
all my freedom, haunts me. Is it death I am afraid of? Yes, but on the 
other hand, I am not sure if this is distinguishable from a fear of life.

3. If you were to approach me, the real human me, in person, I will deny 
that this narrator speaking is me. Certainly by the time you read it, it is 
no longer me—I will have changed with every moment I am still breath
ing, and perhaps long after that. Possibly the act of writing these words 
will effect a more meaningful change. Perhaps these words will dissolve 
my fears and absolve me of all of which I would be ashamed.

8. In a very real sense, I have written all I must. The necessity is gone. Per
haps my fiction-writing vocation has been fulfilled, brought to comple
tion, along with the end of my astrological youth, as those who believe in 
such things may say. This is the only explanation I can offer for having so 
little to write. I understand this is not an explanation. All the writing I 
did before this work brought my youth to a close, and now—what? I get 
closer with every word to the end of my life, which will be by all earthly 
appearances the dissolution of all my hope, a dissolution back to insensible 
elements, individuality dissolved in the multiplicity of mineral molecules. 
Death as the end of all expression and experience, as the loss of all one 
loves, including oneself. Perhaps this is why I am writing— although I 
have nothing to say, I cannot help but rebel against the end I am fearing. 
In a sense, this work is a necessity. I am just not proud to admit it.
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12. What are these numbered paragraphs in this fictional letters post
script? And why are there so many gaps, so many paragraphs that have 
been discarded, never to be read? They signify nothing but a failure to 
finish the story about Charles, Tara, and Ferdinand. They are a contin
ued effort to try to complete what is incomplete, perhaps by nature.

17. If completion is impossible, perhaps closure is not— an agreement 
with myself to leave the work incomplete, which is already an inevitabil
ity. This work is a conversation for closure with the real “myself” and 
not with you, Charles. A conversation with you would be absurd, as you 
do not exist, nor have you ever existed. Neither have I, really, if the above 
is to be believed. So who do I write to? It is to a version of a self that has 
longed to be actual but has remained imaginary, and will remain so. I 
must shed a particular self that I have pretended to be, but to depart 
from the self I had once spoken into imaginary being without a ritual 
goodbye would be too rude— an affront to the old self, therefore I may 
be haunted by it.

18. Some forms of fiction persist as a medium of the truth, and any 
given self is such a fiction. Full awareness of the void does not come be
fore the mind and the heart are ready. It does not come before the self 
is ready to see that it has sprung from the void, which is the source and 
stuff of the self, a horrific spectacle because it is you and yet so strange 
to you, what you have in vain longed not to be.

20. It is just nothing that is the necessity that propels the work. There is 
sometimes a reason to speak or write. There are many more occasions 
to be silent, but I am not yet ready for such occasions, and so I keep 
speaking and writing.

28. Is language just a game offort and da? Are words a way of calling 
forth presence from absence? Certainly this is what any story does, 
even true ones. The fear of abandonment— perhaps this is what gives 
language its energy. We can create fictional characters with language, 
companions with whom we may imagine we can be completely trans-
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parent just as they are, as they have been, with us. But they do not 
do so willingly, because they are imaginary. The author is a creator 
god of an imagined world doomed to predestine his characters, just 
as the characters are doomed to whatever fate this god cannot help 
but give them.

29. Words do not merely call forth presence from absence; they also 
make oneself present to another and also make others present to oneself 
when one is listening—for we are all “listened into existence.” For this 
reason, to be listened to is to be affirmed in a much deeper way than 
speaking alone could accomplish. When one listens, one welcomes you 
into their mind by creating you anew, or by co-creating you. It is possible 
that this desire to write, to continue a story, can be mitigated, lessened, 
even eliminated if the goal is no longer to bring myself into existence 
for you—whoever you are— but to bring you into existence for me as 
well as for you. This is what listening can do for both of us. The point 
of speaking perhaps is not to speak but to be heard, or the point of writ
ing perhaps is not to write but to be read carefully and deeply— and 
therefore to be listened to just as deeply.

33. We humans often feel mortality growing inside us, a weakening of 
the body and mind that reminds us that the force and energy that creates 
our physicality will dissipate. But it does not disappear. Nothing is lost 
but our ability, as human beings, to make a human kind of difference. 
Nothing is lost but a human difference.

34. If what is lost by death is close proximity to the world(s) of others, 
the ability to enter readily into the spheres of their senses, to become 
part of their memories and imaginations, to be seen and touched and 
listened to, then what is gained by death is distance. Perhaps this is how 
death is real—it is the ultimate distance from experience, especially of 
others but also of oneself. In death we no longer even listen ourselves 
into existence. I wrote a poem years ago to acknowledge distance, both 
physical and metaphorical. I had written it as I remembered a time my 
wife had been out. It was a summer night. I was waiting for her to return
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home from a late dinner with friends. I was looking for Orion, the 
Hunter, a sight that has often brought me comfort, and to identify the 
Pleiades, the star Aldebaran, but it was the wrong season for these stars 
to be in the sky that night. Cars kept coming down the street toward 
the house. Some seemed likely to be her car, but my impressions were 
wrong, and the cars passed— cars driven not by my wife but strangers I 
would never meet. The poem:

Doppler effects of nearing engines
cross the brink of my disappointment:
for you I yet wait,
acknowledge distance,
peruse the neck of Cygnus,
a summer night still
as short lives of crickets
nonetheless accomplish what they must,
were made for
and then just the same
perish

36. Perhaps I write in an attempt not only to acknowledge distance, but 
to affirm it. Perhaps by affirming the distance gained in death, the sting 
of death will be removed. Every word I say or write is in some sense a 
failure and will never be fully understood, but perhaps it is immortal 
nonetheless. Charles Sanders Peirce conceived of the entire semiotic 
process as infinite, with each sign generating an interpretant which is in 
itself a sign, generating further interpretants in an endless spiral. This 
theory shows that simply by making signs, or by being signs, to one an
other, human beings risk failure, the reality of distance and difference. 
Writing a story such as this seems to ensure failure, as does making any 
work of art—the artist fails to master the effects of their work, no matter 
how much effort has been exerted. But the interpretive process never 
ends. In this I might find a strange comfort, an ability to take refuge in 
the inevitable flux I have often attempted to flee from in vain.
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37. This room I am in is a mere bedroom with a bathroom and a win
dow to a pleasant outdoor scene. At first it seemed ironically liberating 
because it is confining. The wider world with its demands for attention 
have been shut out to me, and I have made the time to write, to create, 
to overcome my inability to finish this story, if this were possible. But 
in this small and quiet room, the woods visible out one window and a 
clearing leading to the road visible out the other, with no one around 
except for my wife, with no demands or expectations or congratulations 
or greetings or other social contact, I feel this has become stifling. A 
malaise creeps inside me. Could I be getting sick? I have drunk wine 
today and hardly enjoyed it. My bottom right molars hurt now, but 
why? Have I been clenching my teeth? Could it be that I am unable to 
face the risk that this act of writing may be meaningless? Am I leaving 
anything unwritten that may heal me?

39. Many things become possible as we perceive a false order in the great 
chaos, signs pointing to one another in a web that we feel we only need 
to follow, traversing this web we unknowingly create, mastering it as if 
our minds were spiders. I have always mistaken the web for myself.

40. This fall there was the sound of leaves raked against one another over 
my front yard. I was the one with the rake. The rhythmic scrapes came 
into awareness, accompanied by the sound of far trains, wind moving 
across earlobes and into the caverns of the ears. I had not touched my 
rake in nearly a year, but I had never questioned its existence, nor 
thought about its impermanence or how it was constructed from discrete 
and separable parts. I had no reason to check on it, make sure it was still 
there. Down the street my neighbor raked to her own rhythm, her own 
inward music set to the unique pace of her nervous system and whatever 
concerns it had—her brain, her mind, with its, or her, habits and de
sires— for a raked yard. I had not spoken to her in months. I did greet 
her with a wave the other day. From those hundred or so feet away, she 
appeared focused and active, moving her tarps loaded with leaves to the 
street, bending her knees and walking up her own front yard and then 
out back. Yardwork can indeed be a form of meditation. For me it was

164



meditation on an unfinished story started several years ago, recently re
discovered, about a league of chicken players with an undefeatable cham
pion. I am so different from the person I was when I had started writing 
this story. Whenever I tried to complete it, nothing seems to take the 
shape it should. What I feared is that by finishing it, I would have dis
solved the need to tell any story. I am now remembering the wind mov
ing through the piles of leaves along the street and thinking of all that 
wind has destroyed. Even the most common wind dishevels so much it 
moves over: leaves, hair, trash. I know firsthand how destructive it can 
be. I lived here as Hurricane Ike moved through in 2008. I saw in awe 
the derecho of 2012, with the wind bending trees prostrate to the 
ground. In the derecho, a laconic old man stood on the loading dock 
where I worked and said he’d never seen anything like it here, and nei
ther had I. But of course these storms, and storms like these, had hit 
other places much harder. We, I suppose, were “lucky” if luck means we 
compare our outcomes favorably to those who have had it worse off than 
we have, as if this were something to celebrate. The wind leaves some 
people in ruins— their houses, their lives, the symbols of all they have 
loved, and sometimes it kills them more directly. We had a strong wind 
last summer as well. It was a mere fifteen seconds by some accounts, but 
it was strong enough to affect us personally. It had severed the branch 
from our locust tree in the backyard. We had come home from visiting 
my father in a hospital in Michigan and saw the branch lying on the 
roof. I climbed a ladder and tried to remove it myself, but the branch 
was too wet and heavy for me. I traced the edges of where it had fallen. 
It had punctured through the tar with stubs of its thorny twigs. I felt 
one or two thorns puncture my hand as I traced the damage. My blood 
fell on the roof and I was still bleeding after descending the ladder. My 
wife came out of the house and volunteered to call the insurance com
pany. I had to prepare myself to teach. I had to somehow put these wor
ries aside, about the roof, about my fathers failing health. I had to be 
present. The present moments are always the most important. The people 
I have admired most in life are those who face each moment, even the 
difficult ones, with a discernible coolness and quiet confidence, not un
like the character of Ferdinand. This is in contrast to someone like me,
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who faces each hard moment as a mountain to be climbed. I admire 
people who are not hesitant to give you absolute attention sprung up 
out of their natural courage and compassion. They are both vulnerable 
and self-affirming. As for the wind, we have no control over it. No one 
on earth can reverse its direction, nor can anyone turn upward the force 
of gravitation that keeps us on the earth but brings branches down to 
rooftops. Bringing up my damaged roof might have troubled my stu
dents, and yet, if avoiding the topic were a conscious decision to keep 
them focused on the business of the classroom, the conventions of 
schooling, would I have been inauthentic, and would that in any way 
have been regrettable? I knew a man who disarmed his friends by crying. 
His tears were a byproduct of his own unwillingness to be closed inside 
himself, to be untrue to himself and others. He told me in tear-drenched 
sighs of his failure to ameliorate poverty in a certain country to which 
he was invited to serve as an economic consultant, and in which there 
lived— and died— children whose underfed bellies bulged as they sold 
gum for almost nothing. This conversation with him reminded me of 
walking through the streets of Philadelphia where I had come across a 
woman on Market Street desperately trying to sell me gum at fifty cents 
a package. She said she sold it to benefit her kids’ school. People avoided 
meeting her eyes, evidently believing she sold it for some other undis
closed purpose. At the time, it did not bother me if she were choosing 
to deceive me. Love believes all things. This refrain had been resounding 
in me from one of Pauls epistles, and the resonance was especially strong 
when I walked the streets of Philadelphia, where I searched for God 
amidst the poverty I saw and in the stories of crime that increased our 
fear of one another. What does love believes all things mean? What did it 
mean to me? It had meant I would believe this woman, whom I knew 
may be concealing the truth. I would believe her because belief is a 
choice, and sometimes a radical one. I had thought it was only radical 
belief that had any chance to change the world. O f course I did not be
lieve her in the strictest sense; my belief was not so much a cognitive 
state as an existential attitude, not unlike a belief in God, though there 
is no plausible conception of God and, to quote Job, though he slay me. 
And so I bought the gum from her, or I believe I did, as this used to be

166



my way. After the money exchanged hands, she smiled. How did she 
see me? Gullible, humane, perhaps both? A sucker, some kind of Mid
western bumpkin? I wondered if there were any classist or racially- 
charged connotations in her thoughts about me, or about the situation. 
Or in mine for even wondering this. Also in Philadelphia, a man stopped 
my wife and me as he was hurrying somewhere, or from somewhere, or 
from someone, or to someone else, and he was so stressed that his shirt 
was wet with sweat from his armpits and chest and drool dripping from 
the corners of his mouth. He had asked us for a bus token. We gave him 
what he asked for. I wondered where he had to have been right then as 
if his life depended on it, and I wondered if his life did depend on it. 
And I wondered if I had ever drooled from sheer stress. Sometimes I 
have slept facedown, mouth parted, waking with a dry mouth and a wet 
pillow. We are disgusted with spit as we are disgusted with other excre
tions of the body. They remind us of our infancy, our weakness, our crea- 
tureliness, our mortality. Spit is perhaps a piece of you, something to be 
kept inside, swallowed, and when it comes out of the mouth it is an 
aberration— a reminder of ones bodily functions, smells, germs, our 
eventual creaturely passing. Like all water, spit will change form and 
evaporate; it may even become something beautiful, like a cloud. As a 
child, everything that moved seemed a vehicle to me, and I wondered: 
who drove the clouds? Angels or spirits in each cloud, sitting at a wheel, 
pressing some kind of pedal with their feet, looking forward, focused, 
guiding it to a destination, one cloud after another, fulfilling some heav
enly purpose? There was a grandfather I never knew, gone before I was 
born. I asked my mother one day if he drove the clouds. She said, I  don’t 
know. We were sitting at a small table by the window as my grandmother 
drank tea. I learned the word teabag that day. My grandmother showed 
me the bag, full of small brown fragments of leaves wetted in a mug of 
hot water. I was wondering, not entirely consciously, about the relation
ship of one word to another: tea and flea. My father in jest called cats 
flea-bags. Our family had fed many of them. I remember the looks of 
one of the cats, but I do not remember her name. A dog killed her. She 
fought the dog as all the children around me cheered the cat on. I had 
absorbed as an even younger child the narrative arc of the underdog,
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and so I believed I knew the ending. Here, the underdog became a literal 
being, literally under the dog. But the ending of this story is uninspiring 
and too predictable for those with experience of this world. After the 
dogs violent attack, the guts of the cat poured out of its belly in what 
looked like jelly to me. Within minutes the cat expired. This bloody jelly 
is what the insides of the flea-bags looked like, I thought. Cats carried 
their fleas only on their outer edges, hidden in their fur, just as clouds 
only exist on the outer edges of the air, high in the sky. And things did 
not always turn out as they do in stories or on the TV shows I watched. 
I learned that the world does not have a narrative logic. Maybe a summer 
afterward, I found a dead rat near our garage. I took it near the backyard 
sandpile we played in, and at the rough boundaries of the sand I buried 
it. Years later we were playing and digging in the same area, having for
gotten about the rat. We dug up the bones. They were all that was left 
of it. It seems to me we animals cannot quite be compared to clouds, 
constantly changing, constantly becoming something else. We animals 
cannot be compared to a pile of leaves, either, so easily scattered. There 
are bones, relics, residue, other less tangible things we leave behind, feel
ings and memories inside the worlds of others. The boneless clouds dis
solve eventually, or become indistinguishable from their surroundings. 
Hurricanes gather such strength in the ocean and spread themselves in 
a reckless rush over land, but they expire as well. I saw Hurricane Sandy 
on the radar perish in Canada, becoming indistinguishable from the 
calmer air around it. There are efforts, perhaps, to dispose of us just as 
cleanly as nature disposes of clouds or storms. After the surgeons cut off 
my father s leg, the hospital had it cremated. This was a routine practice 
authorized on a consent form without anyone clearly remembering the 
form or what might have been explained. And when he died, we were 
given three choices: cremation, burial without a viewing, or burial with 
a viewing. The last option would have been expensive. They had done a 
full autopsy on my father’s remains. Even before the autopsy, he was not 
in his best shape. Based on the reports from my mother and my sister, 
he no longer looked like himself. In his own opinion, he looked more 
like his own father, not at his own age but at present, a man twenty years 
his senior. My father, once prone to obesity, had lost maybe a hundred
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pounds over the last few years while he was on dialysis. My father did 
not want my kidney. I know this, or I think I know, but I did not ask 
him. Rather I had sensed it, or I thought I did. He wanted the kidney 
of a dead stranger so as not to burden his family. With a tendency to 
hypertension, it was unlikely my donation could have been approved 
anyway. I keep wondering if somehow I could have made a better deci
sion on his behalf. Later on, my sister reassured me that my intuition 
was right, that I did not let him selfishly die by my lack of engagement.
I asked myself if he had deserved to be sick. I felt guilty for asking myself 
this. He had let diabetes ravage his vascular system and destroy his kid
neys. If he did not care for his kidneys, why would he take care of mine? 
It had long been a topic of conversations with others, my father s para
doxically miraculous condition of ill health. As they talked about their 
own aging fathers, I would interject: you think your father has health 
problems? In a strange way I boasted about my father s state of health, 
perhaps because, just like him, I unconsciously believed he was not as 
mortal as he was. Back in the ’90s, he said a doctor once showed him a 
vial of his own blood, the bottom third of which was thick and white, 
like lard—pure sludge, my father said. He later had a stroke, and then 
septuple bypass surgery to avoid a heart attack. After all this he was still 
essentially intact, despite all the food he enjoyed in amounts well past 
what had been medically advised. The way he ate was an American cus
tom he would not let go of easily. Then his kidneys failed. Would his 
kidneys bounce back? Maybe, but this was unlikely, the doctor had told 
him. No one knew how long patients on dialysis could live. In many 
cases, perhaps they could live long and well on it— as long and as well 
as they had lived if they had received a kidney transplant. I saw him in 
May of 2014. He looked frail. My wife agreed that something was defi
nitely wrong. We had not seen him in months, so perhaps it was like 
the story of the frog in the boiling kettle; others did not notice he was 
dying, not even himself, but we did notice, we who had spent most of 
our lives living hundreds of miles away, we who could go days without 
thinking about him. I got a message from my wife in June. They had 
taken him to the hospital to get stents in his leg. Later, they decided to 
do vascular surgery. The surgery was “a success,” but the surgeons said
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they still may need to amputate. I looked at the leg. It was dark and 
swollen, but I could not imagine it needed amputation. Was gangrene 
present? We spoke to the surgeon, who said they would not amputate 
until my father was ready for it. It was entirely his decision. Did he need 
this further surgery? Why would he need the surgery if the first surgery 
was “a success”? The surgeon said he did not need it— it was only for 
pain management. What if he developed gangrene? If it was not infected, 
said the surgeon, it would not need to be amputated. People live with 
gangrene all the time, he said. I looked at my sister and I said— to her 
and to myself—I  did not know that. After it was amputated, my sister 
said he recounted vivid dreams to her in which he still had his leg. The 
dreams saddened her, but perhaps there was a meaning to this. Perhaps 
it meant he would learn to use a prosthetic. Perhaps God was commu
nicating to my father, and through my father to my sister. Perhaps being 
“surrounded by prayer” was working to heal him. At the hospital they 
were also considering amputating his other leg and his new “stump” up 
to his hip. My father said to my sister: This sounds like a death sentence. 
No, she assured him, this was not a death sentence. His life would go 
on, but it would be different. It was a life sentence, not a death sentence. 
But perhaps the doctors were wrong, anyway, so they would get a second 
opinion. One of my fathers nurses told my sister: You know, your fa 
ther— he will not get through this. My sister was furious. My father will 
get through this, she replied. My father is a fighter. You dont know him. 
Everyone who knew him believed, or wanted to believe, he would get 
better and he would be stronger for it. We were gathering money to rip 
out the old porch on my parents’ house and build a wheelchair-accessible 
porch in its place. Before the money was even raised, the work was com
pleted by well-meaning friends and relatives. When I went home for the 
funeral, I saw the new porch. I was sad, not just because my father did 
not live to use it, but because I had such vivid memories of the old 
porch, which as a youth I sat on almost nightly during the spring, sum
mer, and fall of every year. That porch had been a place for me to think 
and daydream away from the noise inside. I would sit with a cup of 
Nescafe, listening to mourning doves and looking at the trees across the 
street. As an adolescent, I had thought I hated the town I grew up in—
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not the town itself, with the quiet life of its trees and birds, but what I 
perceived as its savagery, its lack of culture. I had assumed there was a 
real world awaiting me, at least real in comparison to this town I was 
living in, the only home I had known. This real world had poetry in it: 
William Carlos Williams, e. e. cummings, Ezra Pound, H.D. This real 
world had prose in it: Joyce, Faulkner, Stein. I had an encyclopedia at 
home in which I read at length about people I considered worth know
ing about. I thought I perceived how they were linked to one another 
in a web that made up this other world I had thought I belonged in. 
Eventually I read about Ford Madox Ford. The encyclopedia stated he 
taught in his latter years at Olivet College, a small school not more than 
a half hours drive from the porch I happened to be sitting on, the porch 
connected to the house in which I was raised. The real world had inter
sected with this world I was trapped in. Did Ford Madox Ford, this man 
who knew Pound, Joyce, and Stein, ever walk through my hometown? 
Did his eyes ever light upon this house, this porch where I was sitting? 
I was starting to discern what I thought was my calling to be a writer. 
This fold in space and time I discovered in the encyclopedia provided a 
bridge from myself in rural Michigan, twenty miles west of Fansing, to 
what I now know had been there all along: the real, the good, the beau
tiful. Since then, I had never given up the dream of being a poet and a 
writer, but I had been determined to take my own path. I had decided 
to learn Greek and Fatin—something to root me further in the splendor 
of the past. In college, I became the best student in Greek, often scoring 
one hundred percent on exams and winning the Classic Prize and other 
scholarships. But I let the allure and demands of scholarship get in the 
way of writing. I would try to be a classicist instead of a novelist. After 
getting my bachelors degree, I was certain, with my good grades and 
strong recommendations, that I would enter a prestigious school to pur
sue my PhD. But I was not accepted by any of the competitive univer
sities to which I had applied. In upstate New York we had driven late 
one night through a town called Fansing to visit one of these schools 
before I had been rejected from it. The name of the town disoriented 
me, at least briefly, in a similar way that a January thaw is disorienting. 
Even obscured by rain and nightfall, this did not look like the Fansing
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night I rested the rake against the pillar of my house. I looked up at the 
sky for Orion, for Aldebaran, for the Pleiades, but the sky was starless, 
and it was too early to see them. I once imagined the light of Aldebaran 
had announced the birth of my father but it did not reach earth until 
four years after his death. The circle closes, but in our world it is never 
perfect. I sat on the porch and looked across the street to the pine that 
rises above a neighbors house. It is a pretty house, a pretty pine. But the 
view from this porch is nothing like the view I had as a child.

Notes

because of the earlier term “brink of war,” a false but popular ety
mology has traced the term to discussions about war specifically. But 
the leagues have been using the term “brinkmen” since at least 1952, 
with “brinkmanship” being first recorded in one of our publications dat
ing from September of 1953.

2For example, in Rebel Without a Cause, Buzz beats Jim in a variation 
of chicken but loses his life in the process. In actual league chicken 
matches, mistakes of the type Buzz makes, while ridiculous, are not un
heard of, especially in matches between less experienced players.

3I may return to this topic later, i.e., love’s origin in sport, to explicate 
completely to myself and to the reader how brinkmanship relates to the 
sport of marriage and other ascetic practices. For now, it suffices to say 
that “God is sport” is even more true than “God is love.”

4This is the letter Ferdinand had sent to Charles. It was never opened.
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I’m a Slut for You, Peter Pan
Jennie Frost

I’d cook breakfast for you, Peter Pan, I’d 
make ham and eggs or burnt toast and butter,
I’d wear your shirt to bed, I’d wear you 
to bed, Peter Pan, I’d meet your mama,
Peter Pan. I’d let you meet mine. I like

the way you feel, Peter Pan, I like the way you 
aren’t any certain way, I like the way you speak,
Peter Pan, the way you bend, the way your nipples
eat through your bra. I’d like
to eat your nipples through your bra, Peter Pan.

I’d suck your dick on the regular, Peter Pan,
I’d let you suck mine.
I’d call you anything you like, I’d be 
whoever you want me to be, 
whatever you want me to be.

I’d like to never grow old 
with you, Peter Pan. I’d like to be a slut 
for you forever and never and maybe longer 
than that. Have you thought about me today,
Peter Pan, have you thought about fucking me?

Have you thought about fucking the girl out of me, Peter Pan? 
Could you if I needed you to?
Is there a time of day when you, too,
get tired of fighting time? Cuz I’d be there, then,
when your name is old and your body is too,
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and I’d eat cereal in my underwear with you, 
I’d watch your body get old underneath mine 
getting old over yours,
I’d pour a glass of cheap, young wine for you, 
Im  a slut for you, Peter Pan. Pll call 
you anything you like.

176



I’m Not Sure What Pronouns to Use for You, Peter Pan
Jennie Frost

Did you know you’re played by a woman, 
Peter Pan, almost always?
Did you know I am too?

I hesitate to call you she
because I know
how it hurts to be bodied.

Have you ever thought about 
shedding your skin, Peter Pan, 
braiding it into a knot?

Have you ever wanted, 
to hold your body 
to its promises?

There are folx everywhere,
Peter Pan, like you and me, 
ghostbodies, illusions.

Have you ever gambled 
with transition, 
with uncertainty?

I’ve washed your shadow before,
Peter Pan, with hand soap 
and steel wool.
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I’d like to call you them, 
because when I feel you,
I feel everyone and I feel noone.

I think you are light, Peter Pan, a summerbug, an arrowsharp puncture.
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Cinder
Derek Updegrajf

The girl with broad shoulders in the powder-blue Cinderella gown neared 
a turnstile outside Disneyland. The girl was not so much a girl but a thirty- 
nine-year-old accountant named Denise. But Denise felt like a young girl 
whenever she inched into one of her princess gowns. She has three now, 
each one hand stitched by a client who owns an alteration shop. If Denise 
has another good year, she’ll get sized up for a blue-and-yellow Snow 
White gown to make it four. One day she’d like a closet full of gowns in 
her otherwise common house with common furniture and common 
household things. And now outside Disneyland, alone but scheduled to 
meet someone, a guy named Cliff, she still felt like a young girl, all be
fuddled with first-date jitters while the silk—Is it silk? she thought—or 
other such smooth fabric hugged her round muscular body so nicely.

Ever since she got into dressing up like princesses again, she preferred 
going to Disneyland in October. The locals all know that the late-fall to 
early-spring months are the best at Disneyland, to avoid too many 
tourists, except at Christmastime, when that’s impossible. But then again 
there are always too many tourists all year long, but really the reason to 
go in late fall and winter is to avoid the heat and sweat while standing 
in line for sixty minutes for Snow White’s Scary Adventure or Peter Pan’s 
Flight, when a twenty-minute wait seems more appropriate for those 
short but still-so-incredible rides. And Denise was glad that the early 
October air was in the mild sixties as she approached the park, now at 
about 6:30 p.m., because in this coolness she could rock her Cinderella 
gown with shoulders out and smooth armpits visible when going “yay” 
on a ride with arms up without too much fear of sweat building.

She showed her annual pass to the turnstile cast member. Cast mem
ber, even for the turnstile guy or gal, since Disneyland favors “cast mem
ber” over unmagical titles like “employee” or “turnstile guy.” Denise 
preferred it that way too, all magical.

The cast member playing her turnstile guy scanned her annual pass, 
and when her name popped up, he said, “Welcome, Princess Denise.” 
And the turnstile cast members all tend to say that to her even when
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shes not in a princess dress, but it was particularly nice to hear it today 
when she looked the part. If only she could always wear one of her 
princess dresses when she went to Disneyland, but they had rules about 
dressing up like that— only during the Halloween season— except for 
the little kids, who could dress up all year long, even in cheap Walmart 
dresses. So, throughout October Denise would frequent Disneyland as 
often as she could after work, changing into a princess gown in the park
ing structure before boarding the tram. As soon as the Halloween season 
passed, she pulled out her gowns only on the occasional weekend, mostly 
wearing them around her house, skipping across the living-room carpet 
after carefully sliding into a gown, then humming a melody with her 
makeup more vivid than usual. She’d sometimes even spend a Saturday 
at the beauty salon getting her hair and nails done, and then once home 
she’d put on her Cinderella, Aurora, or Belle gown, having a fun time 
while Little Bruno, her basset-hound and beagle mix, pranced alongside 
her while she dropped a Pup-Peroni doggy treat every few steps. She 
used to wear her gowns in her backyard also, on mild days when the 
grass was dry and the ground firm, but she stopped frolicking in her 
backyard in princess garb ever since that one day when she caught sight 
of the neighbor boy spying on her, peering over the top of the wooden 
fence while standing on something, probably snickering, probably think
ing how silly she looked. But all she really saw were his wide, wide eyes 
staring at her as she skipped in a circle, those eyes beneath his baseball 
cap with something like an eagle or a falcon on it, some sports logo with 
an orange flame in the background, and she thought about keeping on 
with her routine and letting him watch her, but she couldn’t stand not 
knowing what he thought of her— freakish or delightful— and so she 
shuffled into the house and stopped wearing her gowns in the backyard.

Inside the park, powder-blue Cinderella gown hugging her hips, hair 
in a bun, she headed straight toward the iconic Fantasyland Castle. That 
was where she had told Cliff to meet her.

She’d met Cliff through an online dating site, one of the respectable 
ones she’d use now and again, and she always insisted on communicating 
through e-mail exchanges for at least one month before seeing a potential 
suitor in person. And Cliff had written that that was a smart policy of
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hers, and for weeks now they’d been writing each other, discussing things 
like work—her being an accountant, him being a history teacher at Jeffer
son High, her alma mater’s rival some decades ago. “Go Roos!” she wrote 
in one of her e-mails. “Go Grizzlies!” he joked back. And they discussed 
things like their hopes and dreams, and their hobbies, and their pets— 
her owning Little Bruno, him owning a pair of cats named Lewis and 
Clark. He wrote once that he sometimes liked to tell people his cats’ 
names were Clark and Lewis, just to see if they’d get it. She wrote “LOL” 
to that. And sometimes she wrote things like, “How are your little fur 
babies today?” and “Do your little adventurers get excited when you come 
home? My little fur baby gets so happy whenever I get back from work.” 

And then after a few weeks she wrote that they should meet, suggest
ing a date at Disneyland now that Halloween season had arrived, now 
that the Haunted Mansion would be decorated with fun Jack Skelling- 
ton stuff, suggesting too that wouldn’t it even be fun to dress up now 
that it’s October, to dress up, just for fun, when they had their first date 
to add to the magic. And he wrote back, “Gosh, that DOES sound fun!” 
and she wrote back, “Neat!!! i am SO Excited!!!” And she let him know 
that she would be dressed up in a nice Cinderella gown that a friend 
had once made for her, just for fun, and did he think he could, if it 
wasn’t too much trouble, perhaps find a well-made Prince Charming 
outfit, one of good quality from a nice rental place. “If it’s not too much 
trouble,” she wrote, “only if it’s not TOO much trouble???”

And Cliff had found a good-quality Prince Charming outfit and e- 
mailed Denise a picture of it, a picture of it on its hanger, though she had 
wished he’d sent one with him in it. And Cliff had purchased a ticket to 
Disneyland for the day of their date since he didn’t have an annual pass 
like she did. And she appreciated the effort he was putting into this first 
magical date of theirs, renting the outfit, buying the ticket, agreeing to meet 
in front of the Fantasyland Castle instead of walking into the park together.

On her way to the castle, Denise didn’t notice the quaint details of 
Disneyland she loved so much, the charm of the little shops in Main 
Street, U.S.A., and the like. She just headed toward the castle, not really 
noticing the Halloween costumes the kids and adults were wearing, not 
thinking about how nice it was to be able to wear a princess gown and

181



not have everyone staring like she was an oddball or something. She 
walked steadily so as not to break a sweat. And the air was not hot or 
cold. She didn’t notice air. Or temperature. She wore long white gloves 
that stretched to her elbow, and her shoulders were puffed in fabric, and 
her biceps were visible between elbow and shoulder, and her gown hung 
perfectly for her height, so that it reached her heels without dragging 
on the ground, and her neck was bare, of course, and the top line of her 
breasts was visible, in a tasteful way. And the skin that was covered and 
the skin that was exposed felt the same to her, not warm but something 
just below warm, something mild, something comfortable.

When she neared the castle, she stopped short of the drawbridge and 
took it all in. So beautiful, she thought, so wonderful that this exists for 
us to appreciate. And it wasn’t too crowded. And she looked around and 
couldn’t see Cliff anywhere, couldn’t see Prince Charming anywhere. 
And she thought that it was only proper for him to approach her, so she 
kept walking forward until she reached the bridge— their designated 
meeting place— and she took her phone out of her purse and glanced at 
the time, 6:53, and then she put her phone away, and she stood in the 
center of the bridge, but people were steadily passing through in each 
direction, so she stepped toward the side and looked over the railing and 
into the water, where ducks were swimming and where a cute little statue 
of Snow White and the dwarfs stood on the opposite bank, and then 
she felt a hand on the puff of her shoulder, and she turned and saw Cliffs 
stately golden sash across his chest before she took in the rest of him— 
the golden shoulder pads with golden tassels, the maroon pants with a 
golden stripe crawling up each leg.

They faced each other, staring into eyes but also glancing up and 
down, him absorbing the gown, her absorbing his princely attire. He 
was fifty-two, and his face reflected his age, wrinkles here and there, 
and his hair reflected his age, black hair now showing tufts of gray, 
and he looked just like his photos, and how refreshing it was that he 
looked just like the pictures he’d sent her, and that he hadn’t lied about 
his age like some of the others, and really, she thought, his few wrinkles 
added a distinguished quality. He was very distinguished, indeed, she 
kept thinking.

182



You look beautiful,” Cliff said. “That is a nice gown. Looks profes
sional. I mean the quality. It looks professionally made.”

“Thank you,” said Denise. “Its my favorite one. And you look quite 
handsome. Very distinguished. And also so princely.”

“You have others?”
“Others?” Denise said.
“Other gowns. You said this was your favorite. You have more?”
“A few others. I guess its silly. I didn’t mean to let that slip out 

just yet.”
“No. No,” said Cliff. “I think it’s lovely. I think it’s great. I’d love to 

see the others someday too. You look lovely. I mean, you are lovely. I 
hope that’s okay for me to say.”

And Denise smiled and bit back a squeal and said, “Thank you. 
Yes, definitely.”

And Cliff in his Prince Charming garb reached out a bent arm and 
asked, “Shall we, my lady?”

And Denise put her arm through his and said, “Yes, my dear sir.” 
And the two of them walked arm-in-arm through the castle and into 

Fantasyland, and they veered right toward Peter Pan’s Flight, and they 
waited in line for about twenty minutes, talking as good friends and po
tentially more, talking to each other in the same easy way they had been 
in their e-mail exchanges for the past few weeks, and then they rode 
Peter Pans Flight and had fun like children, smiling and laughing and 
soaking in the magic, and then they rode Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride and 
Snow White’s Scary Adventure and Pinocchio’s Daring Journey and even 
hoisted themselves up onto side-by-side horses on the King Arthur Car
rousel. Then they both decided to pass on the Mad Tea Party because 
they each said that the spinning teacups made them too dizzy, but they 
did ride Alice in Wonderland, of course, and then they backtracked to 
ride Dumbo the Flying Elephant even though Cliff was afraid of heights, 
as he had just then confided to her, and Denise said, “Only if you’re up 
for it,” and Cliff said, “I’m up for it. Let’s give it a try,” and Denise 
thought that was so sweet of him to brave the Dumbo ride for her since 
she had told him it was one of her favorites. And on the ride, when the 
Dumbo they were sitting in had reached its full height in the air, looping
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around in a wide circle so they could see so much of the park below, she 
flung her arms in the air unabashedly and smiled wide, and though she 
did not let out any noise, in her head she was saying, “Wee! Wee! Wee!” 

After the Dumbo ride, Cliff asked if they should get a bite to eat or 
head over to another land. Denise said that she was too excited to eat, 
that maybe they could eat later, perhaps catch a late dinner at the Village 
Haus Restaurant before staking out a good spot to see the parade and 
fireworks, if that was okay with him.

And he felt the same way and said, “How about the Haunted Mansion?” 
And she said, “Yes, definitely, and we can swing by Pirates on the way. 

And then after Pirates and the Mansion we can do Splash Mountain 
and then Winnie the Pooh and then circle back for Big Thunder.” 

They waited in line for Pirates of the Caribbean, and they chatted 
about their pets Bruno and Lewis and Clark, and then they got in 
their boat and sat in a row beside a couple dressed as Danny and 
Sandy from Grease, all slicked out in fifties gear, and Denise thought 
to herself, “W hat a cute couple,” and then she thought to herself, 
“We are a couple.”

The wait for the Haunted Mansion was the longest because of the 
seasonal Jack Skellington decorations. Denise didn’t really mind slow 
lines at Disneyland because she liked absorbing the atmosphere. She 
loved everything about the place. Especially the trees.

“Don’t you love these trees,” she said to Cliff. “They’re so old.” And  
she worried then that he might think that was a jab at his age, and so 
she added, “And they’re still so vibrant and lively even though they’re 
mature and sturdy.”

And he said, “They are beautiful. But not as beautiful as you.”
She blushed and looked from his face to an old magnolia tree stretch

ing high up and over so many of the folks waiting in line. “That’s sweet,” 
she said. “But look at that magnolia’s flowers. They look like velvet or 
silk or just soft snow. Amazing. I just love it here.”

“And I love being here with you,” said Cliff.
And for the first time that day, Cliff took Denise’s hand in hers and 

squeezed it. And she shivered like a middle-school girl and squeezed his 
hand back.
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They zigzagged through the line, holding hands, looking like so many 
of the other couples brought to Disneyland for their own date night. 
And they inched forward toward the Haunted Mansion, commenting 
on other trees, and on the hedges and all of the fine landscaping in gen
eral, and commenting too on the little details that made the wait in line 
a pleasurable experience, like the headstones lining the path with clever 
epitaphs like DEAR DEPARTED BROTHER DAVE HE CHASED 
A BEAR INTO A CAVE.

In front of them, a couple dressed as a wolf and Little Red Riding 
Hood stood while leaning into each other. Another couple wearing 
matching Mickey and Minnie T-shirts with “His” and “Hers” printed 
on them groped each other whenever the line came to a halt. They were 
young teenagers, and Denise looked around for their parents before she 
realized they probably wouldn’t be there.

The line moved toward the side of the Haunted Mansion, and Denise 
and Cliff still squeezed each others hands. Denise had a toothbrush, 
travel-sized toothpaste, and breath mints in her purse for the fireworks 
kiss later in the evening. She had it all planned out: ride rides, eat a light 
dinner, excuse herself to the restroom and brush teeth and pop in breath 
mints— and pee if necessary (actually, probably pee no matter what, 
squeeze out what she could, to feel airless and dainty when kissing dur
ing Fireworks Spectacular)— then watch parade, and then watch fire
works and wait for him to initiate kiss, but if he doesn’t, be bold, Denise, 
she was telling herself, so bold that you take him in your arms and plant 
one on him while the night sky and Fantasyland Castle are lit up and 
reflecting off your gown and his Prince Charming shoulder tassels.

Before she knew it, they were being ushered into the Haunted Man
sion, guided into the glorious building. And they stood with their group 
in the room that felt like an elevator moving while the walls lengthened 
and the paintings grew upward, revealing hidden scenes beneath each 
portrait, like the young girl holding a parasol who, as the image stretches, 
is shown to be standing on a tightrope above a pool of water with an al
ligator waiting beneath her, his jaws opened wide.

After leaving the room with the stretching portraits, they walked 
through the long hallway toward the ride, the hallway filled with pictures
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whose images shift on their own. A young woman morphs into a snake
haired, gorgon-like Medusa. A young man ages into a skeleton, but his 
eyes stay pristine even after his head is a skull. And a ship at sea trans
forms into a wreckage with tattered sails. Along with these classic 
Haunted Mansion fixtures, decorations from The Nightmare before 
Christmas had been placed here and there, showing Jack Skellington and 
Sally the sweet rag doll and the others. And each year Disneyland added 
new seasonal features and changed things around. She couldn’t wait to 
see how things were staged on the ride this year.

At the end of the hallway, she stepped onto the moving walkway and 
then climbed into the rides passenger car— the “Doom Buggy,” the 
recorded voice said ghoulishly. Cliff leaped in next to her, and the pair 
was alone in the two-seater car. They were gliding along the ride’s path
way, and all of the fantastic scenes were ahead of them. The ballroom 
and the graveyard were her favorites. And then in the grayness while 
their passenger car scooted along its track, away from the line they were 
in, ascending slowly into the first magical scene, Denise felt ClifFs hand 
rest on her thigh, and he squeezed her thigh, and Denise thought that 
maybe now he would lean in for a kiss, and its not where she envisioned 
it happening, but she was ready to kiss him there, in the Haunted Man
sion, because thats a sweet first-kiss story too, though not as magical as 
fireworks, but still romantic, she guessed, in its own seasonal way. But 
he did not lean in for a kiss. He looked at her, and she stared at him, 
and with their bodies facing forward and their heads turned inward, eyes 
seeming to grasp at some shared understanding, he kept squeezing her 
thigh, and then another hand gathered the gown at its opening, 
bundling the fabric from ankles to lap so that now her stockings were 
exposed from foot to thigh, and a hand slid up her inner thigh, and just 
before it closed in on its destination, she blocked it with a free hand, in
tertwining her own fingers with its, holding it there while pressed against 
her flushed thigh. And she said to him, “Not here, okay?” And he stayed 
silent while still staring at her, and she couldn’t read him. And then he 
pulled out their locked hands from beneath her gown, and he placed 
her hand in his lap, and he started moving her hand around on the out
side of his pants, and he whispered, “Let’s at least do this.”
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And Denise let him guide her hand for a moment, for a second, be
fore she pulled it back to herself and said to him again, “Not here. Not 
like this, okay?”

And he said to her, still staring at her, “YouVe got to be fucking kid
ding me.” And his voice was not raised, it was even, but it sounded loud 
in the passenger car, where they were supposed to be quiet, where they 
were supposed to be absorbing the wonderful things around them.

Denise almost said sorry, but she didn’t, because even though she did 
not know what to say, she knew she did not want to say that.

And Cliff kept staring at her. He seemed to be wondering if his little 
outburst had spoiled his chances. And Denise supposed that he did think 
he’d ruined it for himself, because he said to her, evenly, smoothly, in a 
voice slightly lower than regular talking, “I spent a fortune on this god
damn outfit. And the ticket. And the parking. I thought you were into 
this. You’re a little freak. You know that? You’re crazy. You’re a loony. I 
thought this would be fun. For us to fool around here. But you’re nuts.”

She tried to move her head away, to look out at the ride passing her 
by. But she couldn’t stop gazing on him. She was numb.

“You’re delusional,” he said. “De-lu-sion-al,” he echoed.
But she didn’t budge. Didn’t break down. Didn’t move her gaze. 

Didn’t show anger or shock or sadness. Just stared at him. Stared at this 
spectacle belittling her, this graying man in the ride’s gray light, this gray
ing man cloaked in the princely tassels she’d wanted him to wear. And 
she didn’t give him the joy of showing her sadness, but she was saying 
to herself, “You are so stupid, you are so so stupid.”

Then the ride was over. Then the safety bar lifted up away from the 
passenger car, and Denise bolted away from him, not quite running but 
doing what she could in her gown and heels, appearing like a bluebell 
blurring out of the ride, zipping down the path leading to New Orleans 
Square and then to Adventureland and then to Main Street, U.S.A. and 
then to the exit and the tram and the parking structure and her car.

In her car, once she had pulled out of the parking structure and 
emerged onto regular roads, she allowed herself a cry. She drove the fa
miliar route from Disneyland to her house, the route she did so often 
on days when she needed a release after work, when she needed an escape
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from figures and her weekday routine, when she would think to herself 
while at her desk, “What the hay, I think I’ll go to Disneyland tonight 
and walk around a bit.”

She pulled her car into her garage and entered her house. Bruno 
was standing in his kennel, wagging his tail. She normally let him out 
immediately after walking in. And Bruno would always squirm with 
excitement, having heard the garage door sliding upward, then down
ward, anticipating his release and the kisses she always bombarded him 
with. But now she walked past his kennel and stopped in front of the 
hallway mirror.

Now she stared at herself, her tear-ruined makeup, her powder-blue 
gown— ridiculous gown, she thought. Ridiculous girl. Ridiculous 
woman. And she tore the gown off herself, tearing it to release her body. 
And the gown crumpled at her ankles, and her round flesh sparkled, 
gleamed with anger at herself and at him. And she stepped over the 
gown, and she kicked off her shoes. And in her bra and her underwear 
and her stockings she bent over and scooped up the dress. Bruno 
barked, and she ignored him. Bruno barked again, and she turned and 
yelled, “Quiet!”

Cradling the dress, she marched to the sliding-glass door and 
stepped outside. It was dark. But in the haze she could make out her 
familiar things. She made her way to the fire pit and threw the torn 
gown on top. She started the gas and the spark, and the flames bit 
into the crumbled mass, and the flames were blue and orange, and 
the powder-blue dress grayed and grayed, and Denise picked up the 
parts flowing over the edges and tossed them to the center. And like 
that, the dress was gone. But the fire burned steadily without the 
dress. Burned steadily with the gas flowing up from the ceramic wood 
that served as decoration.

Straight-faced, Denise walked back into the house, opened her special 
closet and removed her two other gowns, dragging them by the hangers, 
letting them scrape across the backyard pavement and swoosh across the 
damp grass until she reached the flames and, one at a time, hoisted a 
gown onto the flame and watched the ashes collect among the fake wood 
and sometimes flit away on a passing breeze. The flames made quick
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work of the gowns. The fabric was eaten up, inhaled by the fire, and 
Denise thought to do something ceremonial while it happened, to dance 
around the circle and add to the spectacle, but she just stood there in 
her underwear, sweating and watching, sweating and wondering how it 
had come to be that this was where she was and what she was doing.

The minutes passed, and eventually her body made clear its tiredness, 
her legs and feet and even her shoulders, from all that posturing. She 
turned off the fire pit and went back inside. She remembered Bruno and 
let him out of his kennel. He was not hesitant. He leapt up on her, and 
she scooped him up and squeezed him before setting him down. Then 
she sat on her couch in her bra and underwear and stockings, and she 
thought to go upstairs to her bedroom but she couldn’t. Then she 
thought to turn on the TV but she couldn’t. Eventually she slid from 
sitting to lying, and she managed to pull a thin blanket over her body 
when it began to shiver, and she managed to curl into a ball without 
falling off the couch, and Bruno curled up at her feet as soon as she’d 
made space for him.

When she slept on her living room couch, she dreamed things that 
she would remember over coffee in the early hours. She dreamed that 
she was burning her dresses again, and she was chuckling and lifting 
her arms up to the gray sky, and she was naked and her hair was in a 
braid with flowers and she was gliding around the flame, which 
stretched forty or fifty feet into the air, and her movements were like 
water and her skin was the texture of an aloe leaf. And there was an 
endless supply of gowns, and she kept feeding them to the flames, blue 
gowns, purple gowns, pink gowns, yellow gowns, all encrusted with 
jewels, all finely stitched, showing intricate patterns at the breast or at 
the thighs, often with flowers or butterflies, but all of them, all of them, 
fed to the flames one at a time while she floated in a circle with skin 
gleaming. While this was happening, the neighbor boy was peering over 
his side of the fence, staring at her, falling in love with her except that 
he was already in love with her from when he had seen her frolicking 
in the daylight from an earlier time. He was falling more in love with 
her and differently in love with her. And while she glided around and 
commanded the flames, sending dress after dress into the pit, she knew
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he was watching her, and she knew that he loved her, but she did not 
let him know she was aware of him. And so she let him watch her burn 
the many gowns while she swayed and glided and chuckled. And then 
the dream shifted to the next morning, just like that, and she walked 
barefoot into her backyard, which was full of wildflowers instead of 
grass and had a pond in the center instead of a fire pit, and along the 
back fence, which was her usual fence, there was an envelope stuck to 
the wood, and she opened it, and there was a crayon drawing of a 
phoenix surrounded by flames, and the boy was all of a sudden standing 
in front of her, and last night he had been a teenager in love with her, 
and now he was a little boy, and he said, “I drew that for you. Its my 
favorite mythological creature, the phoenix. But I also like dinosaurs 
and Martians and even fairies.” And she picked up the boy and cradled 
him to her chest, and he nuzzled into her neck, and then she put him 
down and he skipped over the flowers and crawled up the fence and 
went home.

Denise woke on the couch and smelled her own sweat. She made 
coffee and sat in her breakfast nook, sipping and thinking about the 
dream she remembered so vividly, and thinking too about her date, 
which for some reason was already slipping out of her memory, seeming 
less real than the boy’s drawing, less real than the warmth on her neck 
when he nuzzled into her to absorb her scent and softness. Denise 
would shower soon. She would finish this cup of coffee and then let 
the water and soap work themselves into her skin and hair, and then 
she would put on her bathrobe and slippers and make herself some eggs 
over easy and toast with apricot preserves, and call her sister and maybe 
get to talk to her niece and nephews, and maybe call her parents, and 
talk only about good things. But before she would do all those Saturday 
things, she would finish this first cup of coffee. And now, while sipping, 
she reached for her phone. Now while the mug was still producing 
steam she dialed the number of her alteration-shop client, leaving a 
message on the machine since the store was not yet open, leaving a mes
sage explaining that there had been a mistake, an accident, actually, 
with her gowns, and that she would need to start again and place an
other order, please, if she had time to give her.
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Novel Ideas
McKenzie Ross

If I wrote a novel, it’d be artificial and stuffy, certainly, but abrasive. 
Cunts galore. O f course, quite a few dicks too, but, you know, Pussy 
(yes, capital p) is superior. As you’re well aware, far more fascinating 
things happen with and from and to pussies. That’d be the topic of my 
novel: The Brief and Wondrous Life of Pussy.

I’d include a chapter on a Pussy within a Pussy. Pussy II was ulti
mately forged in Pussy I, right? Maybe I’d incorporate an interlude 
where Dick raps on the cervix of Pussy I to greet Pussy II for the first 
time. I could even discuss Pussy II’s part in the death (manslaughter, 
really) of potential pussies, as all those squirmy dick bits whirl past 
Pussy II inside Pussy I.

I’d probably focus, too, on the neighboring clitoris. I’d make Clit a 
Christ figure or have it hailed as a founding member of the Vulva Tribe. 
It’d be Clit’s face on the flag of Vulva. Clit, a trueborn leader, standing 
erect and bald, is ready to disseminate pleasure throughout the nation’s 
limbs, our dear somatic geographies.

O f course there’d be drive-by panoramas of pap-smears and IUD in
sertions. Latex gloves, of many varieties, are frequent tourists of Vulva 
Country. It’d be careless not include them, even as minor characters. 
Obviously the narrative would be interrupted at random by Blood’s 
longwinded (and occasionally embarrassing) soliloquies. It’s a tenacious, 
repetitive diatribe but eventually, as Pussy II learns, Blood tires out.

Maybe there’d be a chapter on child birth if Pussy II happens to be 
into that sort of thing, but with the rate of C-sections nowadays, it’s un
likely that Pussy’d even see that kind of action. Probably just be the fun
nel for all those pregnancy fluids, a banal yet noble supporter of the 
delightfully cavernous and occasionally ornery Uterus. But at that point 
I’d probably make use of the classic circular story and start all over again 
with Pussy III inside Pussy II, the hero’s journey you’ve been warned 
about. Or maybe I’d forego The Nefarious Chronicles o f Pussy and opt for 
more asinine fantasies to assuage the American public. For example, the 
record cover that’s currently sitting on my bedroom floor. A woman,
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smothered in whipped cream, tantalizes with a sensuous gaze and a fin
ger poised for licking. You know the one. Every man IVe ever brought 
into my apartment has jacked off to that image. Or at least that’s what 
I imagine they mean if they don’t say it outright, because there’s always 
the inevitable comment and sly, knowing simper.

She’d make a good character in an erotic novel, though it’s doubtful 
my level of expertise could carry an entire erotic novel. Then again, a 
lot of contemporary “erotica” is written by women who’ve never had any 
formal training in writing. Whenever I come home from class, I un
dress, plop onto my bed, and think up scenarios for her, Darla, the two- 
dimensional goddess of my bedroom clutter. I like to imagine how 
awkward the photoshoot was. People watching, expecting her to perform 
as if she’s some bitch at a dog show. However, I’ve settled on a more 
charming story where she gets off on being photographed. Sticky with 
a sweet treat, enjoying all the rightfully bestowed attention, she’s con
vincingly in her element. Darla makes seduction look easy. (Which is, 
in fact, easy, but let’s suspend the sad reality of men’s desperation in favor 
of more fun observations, like how wet she’s made herself beneath the 
blanket of whipped cream.) Darla knows how to delight in the male 
gaze. O f course, if she were my character, I’d have her go home and snack 
on some grapes, then suds up with her lover, Billy, a stout bull dyke who 
makes her come twice daily.

Their relationship would, in this hypothetical exploit, go something 
like this: Darla, under most circumstances, is a perfectly good girl. En
dearing, genial, and aloof to her charms. She grew up in Minnesota 
or Nebraska, or some other insignificant landscape of the American 
consciousness, and moved to northern California when her husband, 
Burt, or Bernie, or maybe it’s Albert, started his doctorate research. 
He’s a devout scientist fascinated with serological properties and im
munology, which Darla finds impressive, but he’s more invested in 
antisera and bunny blood than in Darla’s sexual wellbeing. No matter, 
she’s a dutiful wife and supporter of his budding career, hence the re
location. She sees his potential and has resigned herself to ensuring his 
success. Every superfluous detail is tended to: his shirts pressed, 
lunches made, bungalow tidied. No crease, slice of bologna, or pillow
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is overlooked or out of place. She will have done her part in the ad
vancement of science.

Darla encounters Billy working a construction site across the street 
from the park where she picnics. They make sly glances at each other 
for thirty minutes every day at noon, Monday through Friday. One day, 
while indulging in a tangerine, Darla decides to make her intentions 
clear. Billy watches her pull apart the sticky membrane, delicately tearing 
the fibers. Darla tosses the small slice of fruit in her mouth. A smutty 
expression floods her face for an instant and suddenly, as if by fate, Billy 
knows. Billy bends her over the kitchen counter, uses her heavy work 
boots to splay Darlas legs, and squeezes a taste of honey onto her back
side. She keeps Darla up all night just to tease her, titillating every inch 
Bernie-Burt neglects, unraveling in Darla an insurmountable degree of 
lust and white-hot passion.

See? I bet I could capture the market of sexually underwhelmed soccer 
mommies whose husbands are busy rubbing one out to a tired teenage 
delusion featuring the same protagonist, even without an MFA. How
ever, Fm pretty sure that crowd is less into my gay-girl predilections and 
more into the cloaked (and therefore noble) rape fantasy, which I cant 
delude myself into writing. Though, admittedly, I genuinely get the ap
peal, but Fd be hoisted onto the feminist pike at the first mention of a 
nice, hard spanking.

Your crimes against feminism are as follows: (1) Propagating the nor
malization of sexual abuse and somatic settler-colonialism. (2) Invoking 
the conqueror mentality present in all power dynamics. (3) Advancing 
the commodification of gender-based violence under the guise of “liter
ary” female sexual empowerment. And before the tribunal of armchair 
activists, Fd plunge myself onto the pike. (And yes, Fm aware the image 
of a pike can be construed as phallic, but you find me a weapon that 
doesn’t cite virility and an encroaching turgid appendage. Plus, it makes 
for a better close reading of my psychological state, don’t you think?) 
Masochistic fantasies are, Fm assured by my fellow undergraduate 
Women’s Studies population, a privilege. Not even worth mentioning 
in trash erotica. And so, with that, the erotic expedition Other Delights 
is dead.
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I could write stream-of-consciousness nonsense for fifty pages. Call 
it Rumblings. But, in all honesty, I don’t have the creative finesse for such 
a feat. I’m afraid my thoughts are too linear, too predictable. It’d be some 
boring ramble-jamble about acne, my cat, bizarro dreamscapes where I 
cant find a sensible place to masturbate, meatless hotdogs, and pages of 
anxieties (mainly of the social variety) that preclude any sort of interest
ing tidbits from arising and becoming an enjoyable piece of writing. Or 
maybe it’d devolve into genuine stream of consciousness and reveal my 
foul mouth and latent perversions, which might be more embarrassing 
than this already is. Either way, the solipsism of people my age is tedious 
and doesn’t make for literary writing, if I happen to decide that’s my 
goal. Pop albums, monetized vlogs, and salty kidult memoirs, sure, but 
not a Pulitzer Prize winner.

Maybe I’d go the opposite direction and only use words from a metic
ulously curated collection of bits and bobs I come by in a set time span, 
maybe three months or a year. Eventually, I could take it a step further 
and make writing adhere to the rules of the quotidian and ephemeral; 
upholster pithy narratives to dictionary entries, memes, itemized re
ceipts, to-do lists, AC instruction manuals, muffin recipes. However, 
both these ideas result in a literary garage sale very few will appreciate 
(read: buy) so let’s scrap that.

Postmodernese, the influential academic language, would be a fun feat 
to master. I’d do it just to prove that I can, however rudimentarily, imitate 
the “discourse” of big-boy scholars. O f course it’d be a sad attempt to un
derscore how the pleonastic writing spewing out of universities exists as 
a type of cognitive circle jerk, scholastic pornography inciting the frenzied 
use of pretentious words, protracted clauses, and extra-textual insights. 
In the end, one’s left with an underwhelming, donnish money shot and 
the sour taste of ivory tower. Academia looks miserably orgiastic; bodies 
infecting each other with scholarly ick by way of the virus “citation.” It’s 
a nasty illness, flavors everything with an empty metallic tinge.

Maybe I’d write an allegory of our current political moment instead. 
Title it Daddy Issues or, better yet, Fatherland. Though it won’t really be 
an allegory because I don’t even know where to begin with that. Instead, 
I’ll just embellish details from my adolescence.
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Darla, if it weren’t for this goddamn phase, would be a perfectly good 
girl. Messy, entitled, and aloof to the realities of the world. A petulant 
brat brought up in a gated community and spoon-fed the American 
dream (though she puked it all back up) does silly things like sleep on 
strangers’ couches, sport fishnets, and fuck unsuspecting daddies at the 
pool, which is actually her favorite summer pastime.

Arriving in the shimmering early afternoon, she scouts the patio and 
plops down on a lawn chair beside a bickering couple. Their kids, a boy 
and two girls, frolic a few feet away pretending to be dolphins escaping 
a menacing shark. They argue about financing the kitchen remodel. He 
makes a cutting remark about being bled dry fiscally and jabs further 
with a cool, nonchalant “you’re just like your mother, irrefutably useless.” 
The wife makes a move to leave, citing a craving for the club’s salad. She 
asks if he’d like anything, to which he responds, “a Coke.” A graceful, 
mature exit, undoubtedly, though she’s spotted crying in the minivan 
by a nosy woman from Relief Society a half-hour later. Darla under
stands this is her window and seizes the opportunity.

After slipping out of a slinky cover-up she pulls out the poolside es
sentials: a towel dirtied by grass and boxed wine; a cherry-flavored pop- 
sicle accompanied by a baggy of off-brand microwave popcorn; a worn 
anthology of e. e. cummings’s erotic poems bookmarked with a condom; 
and a bottle of Hawaiian Tropic tanning oil.

She makes a big show of the oil, the condom, the popsicle. It works 
because seduction is, in fact, easy. The encounter, short and uncouth, 
took place in the family restroom with her splayed over the Koala Kare 
changing station. He was curt, direct, and a bit rough, so she didn’t mind 
his tubby belly and the chlorine smell.

She thinks of that moment, and similar moments, as a break from 
the looming dread of returning to school. It also serves as further justi
fication for the crowning title of School Slut. So the day after Labor 
Day, when she pulls smelly knee socks onto her feet and foregoes panties 
under her plaid skirt, she knows she’s earned it.

The school year is spent giving blowjobs under the stairs of the fine 
arts building, a tactic to avoid writing papers on Toyotomi Hideyoshi 
and “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” She fails algebra, comes close to failing
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French, and manages to perform just under average in biology only be
cause she enjoyed killing insects for her bug collection and showed a 
high level of care and fascination in the cat dissection unit.

Her therapist, Dr. Burt, concludes shes acting out because her father, 
a construction tycoon, remarried a much younger woman. In fact, Darlas 
stepmother, a nice girl from Minnesota, was born on the same day as 
Darlas oldest sister, a dental hygienist pregnant with her first child.

Five naked women, each donning rabbit masks with large red Xs in 
place of eyes, pose in an abandoned factory. Two flank the scene, the 
central figure holds a pitchfork, another rubs bunny blood, or maybe 
its menstrual blood, over her breasts while the smallest squats in front 
with legs spread and finger hooked in mouth.

Its an image from a poster her friend’s brother hung in his bedroom 
or possibly an album cover left on his floor that, whatever the origin, 
Darla enjoys getting off to. She likes the proud display of vulva. The 
blood, the rusty pitchfork, the pubic hair all congeal into a sweet treat. 
This is the first mental picture she has of nudity, a brazen display of fe
male power.

Its a bizarre fantasy. Darla wonders who took the photo and if there’s 
another naked woman just out of frame encouraging the sullen masks, 
providing fresh blood. Sometimes she imagines she’s snapping the ob
scene photo, arranging the pieces, coordinating the details.

Within the past week she’s begun to conjure this image with a minor 
addition. In the far left corner appears a cloaked man gazing intently at 
the bunnies. Perhaps a poacher, waiting to slice fur from flesh.

196



Blood
Vanya Erickson

I was lying in a pool of my own blood. That’s what they told me.
Throughout my childhood the retelling of this story happened so 

often it became my bedtime story. There were three narrators: my 
mother, my grandfather, and the young woman who changed every
thing. I was too young to remember it, but this is what I imagine hap
pened that day.

I was three days old, on the couch in my mothers lap, and she was 
trying to heal me. The storm outside howled as she squinted and leaned 
toward the lamp, the glow of the light softening her concentration. “Di
vine Love has always met and always will meet every human need.” She 
was reading from her Christian Science manual, Science and Health, with 
Key to the Scriptures. Her head bobbed at important words. The slam of 
the door interrupted her words.

“Buon giornol” It was the signature singsong greeting from our 
mother’s helper Eugenia, a young woman from Italy my parents spon
sored in 1953. She brushed the raindrops from her hair and entered the 
room, stopping midstride as she took us in: the tiny blue veins decorat
ing my eyelids, my limp arms, the bloody diaper.

“Signora}. Perche sta sanguinandoV She moved to pick me up.
My mother didn’t answer. She just placed her left hand over the front 

of my diaper, as if to hold me in place. I can imagine her elegant fingers 
fanning out, covering my chest like a shield. Years later, Eugenia told 
me that something in my mother’s eyes reminded Eugenia of an old beg
gar woman back home in Monteleone, wandering through the rubble 
during the war, quietly lost to her own demons. Eugenia wanted to grab 
me into her arms and run into the street.

“ Guardi, al bambino!” Eugenia pointed at me then clasped her hands 
at her chest.

My mother looked up at these words, her eyebrows one dark line. 
She had no time to explain what she was doing. How could she make 
Eugenia understand? Besides, she had a Healing to do. She returned to 
her prayers.
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The teenagers arms spoke in outraged jabs, pointing to the street. 
“Prendi in ospedale immediatamente!”

My mother lifted her hand off my body at this outburst, and heard 
the teenager’s sharp intake of breath as it mirrored her own and imme
diately placed her hand back onto my belly, camouflaging the blood 
with religious conviction. Her voice was louder now. “God is the light 
and the truth. Let neither fear nor doubt overshadow your clear sense 
and calm trust . .

Eugenia ran to the phone, her index finger clawing the faded list of 
names and numbers on the wall. She knew my father was unreachable, 
so she dialed his father, my Grandpa Louie, who lived down the street.

She cried into the phone, “/ /  bambino e molto malato. Si prega di 
venire\”

Although Grandpa Louie adored Italian opera, he did not understand 
her words, but they felt like a shattering of all that was good. He chased 
each syllable that leapt from her lips, comprehending the tone, under
standing the terror.

Eugenia stood holding the door open as my grandfather peeled into 
the driveway minutes later. His long khaki legs rushed past her as he 
crossed the foyer onto the living room. “Margot! W hats happened?”

My mother pursed her lips and lifted me to her shoulder. “Oh, I was 
just doing some thinking about . . . the bleeding.” Her face tightened 
for having mentioned it. She shouldn’t have said it aloud.

My grandfather saw the red smear on my blanket. “Jesus, Margot! 
Get in the car!”

I like to imagine that Mom was relieved to follow orders, to allow 
my Grandpa Louie, whom she adored, to come to her rescue, for she 
said nothing and put up no fight. Grabbing her big black pocketbook, 
she rushed to the car as if it had been her idea, but she didn’t stop pray
ing. She knew it didn’t matter where she prayed. Healing could happen 
on the couch, in the front seat of the Pontiac, or at the hospital. God 
was everywhere.

We careened through the streets, Grandpa Louie’s uneven foot on the 
gas punctuating the journey in nauseating bursts. Twice he reached his 
arm out at sudden stops to shield us. The rain had let up, but the streets
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were still wet, and the late afternoon sun reflected off the bumpers, forc
ing my grandfather to squint. I know he was much younger when this 
happened, but when I replay the story in my mind, he is old and his 
too-tight grip on the steering wheel shakes. His lake-blue eyes dart from 
me to the street, his thin white hair floating above, like a cloud.

Years later, as a young child, I would play all alone in his Pontiac, 
hoping to remember something that would help me understand what 
had happened that day. I’d sit in the drivers seat and pretend to be 
Grandpa Louie. Ld scooch to the right and be Mom, praying. I’d lie 
down between these two spots on the soft bench seat, curling into a 
tight ball, a bleeding baby, my face looking up toward the ceiling of 
the old Pontiac.

When Grandpa Louie pulled into the parking lot of San Jose Hospital, 
he burst from the car and shepherded us through the entrance to the 
emergency room, shouting, “We got a three-day-old baby girl here!”

A nurse rushed forward, peeling the bloody blanket away. “Its her 
umbilical knot. Did you pick it?”

Mom refused to respond to this silly question. The nurse had never 
met a Christian Scientist before. She didn’t know that they didn’t believe 
in doctors, or that they saw the body as a kind of mirage, an illusion 
created by evil. And she certainly didn’t know mentioning my symptoms 
could give evil more power. No wonder Mom didn’t answer. She was 
protecting me.

Mom closed her eyes and softy chanted, “There is no life, truth, in
telligence, or substance in matter . . .”

“Ma’am?!” The word shot from the nurse’s mouth, cutting the prayer 
short as she grabbed me from my mother’s arms and ran into the emer
gency room, my limp body pressed to her chest.

Mom moved to a gray plastic chair, one of the many that lined the 
walls of the waiting room. She placed her pocketbook on the seat next 
to her and reached inside, past the tissues and red lipstick, for her Bible. 
She didn’t get up for water or food. She simply sat and prayed.

Grandpa Louie began to pace the glossy linoleum floors, his spidery 
legs taking him away from the sight of her. Finding a phone in the lobby,
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he called his son, my father, but he was in a meeting. Slamming the re
ceiver down, he checked his watch: 5:00 p.m. He caught a glimpse of 
Mom with her head bent forward as he turned a corner and headed into 
the belly of the hospital.

Ten minutes later a doctor approached. “We don’t have much time. 
Your daughter has lost a lot of blood and needs a transfusion.” My 
mother looked confused, his words complicated, traveling from another 
world.

“Ma’am, do you hear me? Because of her massive blood loss, your 
daughter will have serious problems, most likely with her liver. There’s 
also a good chance she will be retarded.”

“Oh?” Mom was surprised the mention of retardation gripped her so. 
She looked up at him.

The doctor’s smile was tight. “We have a donor who’d like to help. 
He’s a new father, waiting for his child to be born upstairs. Do we have 
your permission?”

“O f course you have her permission!” My grandfather’s shout came 
clear across the lobby. All heads turned in his direction. He had just 
completed another lap of the hallways. “Jesus, Margot, answer him!” 
Mom closed her eyes to my grandfather’s roar. She mouthed a prayer.

The doctor nodded to the nurse at the desk, who was speaking to a 
tall black man, his face dipped toward the floor as he listened. They both 
looked over at Mom.

The nurse spoke softly as they walked forward. “Mrs. Erickson, this 
is Mr. Hamilton.” She put her hand on the tall man’s forearm. “He has 
your daughter’s blood type. Will you let him help your baby?”

My mother looked up into his face and smiled. “Hello.” She rose to 
her feet and offered him her hand. The heat of his touch rushed 
through her.

“Are you insane?” my grandfather shouted. “You can’t put a nigger’s 
blood in my granddaughter. What kind of a joint is this? You’ll kill her!” 

Mom’s face darkened. “Stop it!” Her voice surprised them all as she 
moved her body in front of Mr. Hamilton and stood to face my grand
father, hands on her hips. “Oh yes, she will have his blood.”
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notwithstanding
Neil Schmitz

Carte Blanche

Call me Carte Blanche, I wrote.

I don’t like it, she said.

When I was an undergraduate at the University of Wisconsin, an English 
major, the hot word was epiphany. Epiphanies were climaxes of knowl
edge. Piecemeal, with ellipses, knowledge slowly builds up within you 
and then, one day, one moment, usually in the woods, knowledge in
stantly coheres into a truth. You see something. Something sees you.

notwithstanding is the muscular preposition always exerting itself in its 
good fight with the big nouns, Conscience and Reason.

She was twenty-one, just married. I was thirty-one, unhappily married, 
with two young children. I was her teacher. She was my student, my 
honors tutee. We were reading very naughty novels, I must confess. 
This must be added to the load of wrongdoing my notwithstanding 
must hold and carry, those seven books, too shamefully and obviously 
hot to be named here. Well, 120 Days o f Sodom was one of them. Our 
theoretical question concerned the shield of critical objectivity when 
treating outrageous texts that involved sexual violence, how difficult in
deed it was to stay emotionally and morally out of the justifying ma
chinery. Political correctness, finely tuned, informed every statement 
we made.

As the early weeks passed, an excitement infiltrated our conversation, 
occupied the margins of our literary statement, lurked in banalities. 
“Shall I shut the door?” There is noisy traffic in the corridor. “Yes.” Cer
tain words, interpolations mostly, were puzzling, intriguing. A preposi
tion could be telling. Silences between sentences, between paragraphs,
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that was huge, too. She had a noble husband, philosophy graduate stu
dent, a student radical, a war resister. Her social life was in this socio
political sixties group. I was thirty-one, unhappily married, with two 
young children.

Were doing trust exercises at an Esalen encounter group, pairing up. In 
that crowded room I find myself standing near her when the pairing up 
occurs. I’d like to see that scene frame by frame, slow motion. The in
structor says: “so choose a partner, not a spouse,” and who turned first 
to whom, smiling, offering to serve. O f course I was her honors tutor, 
her would-be mentor. It was only proper that as her teacher I was an ap
propriate partner for trust exercises. As her teacher, Vd asked her and 
her tall handsome husband to attend this introductory session. She is 
lying flat on the floor stretched out before me. Sh es in a blouse and 
jeans. She has removed the tall leather military boots she wears and there 
she is in her socks, soft fluffy white socks. I am kneeling near her shoul
ders and I am to hold her honey-haired head in my hands, the globe of 
her head in my hands, several fingers actually close to her perfect ears. 
“Settle in,” said the instructor. “The thing is to relax by trusting. I will 
give you a count and then let your back, neck, and head go loose, dangle, 
let all that weight just be in the capable hands of your trust partner.” 
She looked up at me, wide-eyed, blinking, expectant, I looked down at 
her, and she instantly blushed, a brief little rose blooming on each cheek. 
“Well,” I said, my heart thumping, “111 pick up your head, then,” and 
she said: “okay.” I reached up into her rich, lustrous, freely-tumbling 
golden hair and firmly grasped her warm head, base and ball. I would 
not drop her head. She had that security.

At the University of Wisconsin, a would-be writer, I had several fake 
epiphanies. It is sometimes epiphanys fault that it is fake, does not co
here into a profound truth. It falsely advertises that it is a truth and it 
is convenient for you at the time to think so. False epiphanies fade. Real 
ones usually are hammer blows, not luminous skyscapes. A false 
epiphany can be insidious in its trickery. I have been brutalized by false 
epiphany. Wounded in love, I wrote a poem, in iambic pentameter, and
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as I drew to its close, the word, euphony, simply flowed into my phras
ing. That was where I was going, false epiphany was saying to me. And 
then, a time later, I’m reading my Miltonic/Wordsworthian close, and 
I suddenly see, horrified, the insolent taunt that is concealed in its pleas
ant sound.

Im  at the door saying goodbye to the Encounter throng. She and her 
husband linger at the door, the husband turned to talk to someone. She 
and I tell each other how usefully instructive the session was, and at 
some point we re holding hands. I’m prolonging the friendly handshake.
I cant let go, my clasping this warm nude creature, her small clasping 
hand. Then the husband returns to our ensemble, a Viking god, long 
blond hair, vigorous blond beard, and he and I shake hands, good night, 
good night.

I thank Esalen for that evening, for the head-holding exercise and the 
goodbye hand clasp. Esalen was providential. Epiphany, just as Ernest 
Hemingway has it, is seismic. I closed the door and turned back into 
the living room to put it right only to find new persons in the several 
chairs, a big French guy, Carte Blanche, and his amusing sidekick, 
notwithstanding, not always a preposition, sometimes an adverb, some
times a conjunction. I stood there, comprehending them. “We need to 
talk,” said notwithstanding. Carte Blanche was beaming. He was for a 
pep talk. “Sapere aude,” he said, quoting Immanuel Kant. Truly, from 
that night these two were constant companions. We were in conversa
tion. Conscience and Reason had still their innings, my listening to their 
good arguments, but, first chance, I fled their company. I was up from 
the table, and away.

Norway Lake

Providence is involved. I’ll get to Providence next.

Norway Lake

Norway Lake, a private black lake in northern Ontario, forest rimmed. 
We move into a rustic cabin on a little bluff above the lake. We see a
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small island just out from our clearing, a cluster of windswept trees 
on it. We see a small dock, a rowboat. Provincial and First Nation 
forests surround and protect the property, Jack said. Norway Lake is 
Jacks parents’ place, their hunting and fishing lodge. We had Jacks 
map, Jacks instructions.

The sun was setting, the sky yellow. It had been a long days journey, 
the final lap a test of endurance, I’m crossing a bridge over a rushing 
creek built atop a beaver dam, following the two planks, then, 
abruptly, facing a heart-stopping steep hill, the road muddy, almost a 
mudslide, before reaching the cabin in its clearing. We move in. The 
Coleman lantern, perverse instrument, would not ignite for me. For
tunately she has had camping experience with her husband. Poof, it is 
lit. We have light. June nights are cold in the wilderness. I fetched 
wood and got the stove going. She improvised a warm dinner. We 
supped and went to bed. We were affectionate, not passionate. We lay 
back to sleep.

I shut my eyes and there was Conscience and Reason. They had a show 
ready for me to see, my two children climbing into their beds, already 
returned to Wisconsin, realizing the measure of this estrangement, my 
being somewhere not with them.

Say goodbye to your children, said Reason.

Norway Lake

No place is remote and private. Every place has a history. Every place, 
however remote, has its observant natives.

Norway Lake

First night, I am glad to be here, to have her next to me in bed, 
there’s moonlight in the window, I’ve dealt with Reason, refuted 
Reason, I turn now to deserved sleep, and she says, rising in bed:
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“Someone is trying to get in.” Someone is trying the lock on our 
cabin door.

Norway Lake

I scramble to realize the challenge of this. Someone is trying the lock on 
our door. “Here,” she says, “take this with you.” It is a baseball bat. She 
had already marked it as a possible defensive weapon. I pull on my jeans, 
step out into the main room, and approach the locked door. I shout: 
“This place is occupied, we don’t want to be disturbed.” I cant see anyone 
through the little window. I’ve got my bat ready. Silence. She has come 
out of the bedroom and is standing beside me. “W hat’s next?” she asks, 
giving me a flashlight.

As in every horror film, I had to unlock the door, go outside, and, 
in moonlight, secure the premises, as best I could. W hich I did, 
wielding my bat, flashing my light around. I even walked down to 
the little shed and peered into its sole window, seeing mowers and 
rakes, the dark shapes of other implements. No Canadian ghoul that 
I could see.

Norway Lake

Relocked the door, began the vigil. We’d had a visitor and we didn’t 
know where the visitor was. She nodded, I nodded, and then instantly 
we are both awake, hearts pounding. Someone is again at our door trying 
the lock. The stupid repetition of it makes it truly scary. I reach for my 
bat, I summon testosterone, I again approach the door, and as I do so, 
once again, the intruder falls silent, seemingly disappears. A backwoods 
prankster, I think. I must challenge this person, assert my right to this 
place, and it means I must again unlock the door and step outside into 
the moonlight. I do so, and as I take the first and second step down, 
something solid and hairy and dark lunges at me from beneath the step. 
I jump down and look back, aghast, at an inflated porcupine, huge yel
low teeth bared, furious red eyes, sword-blade quills out. The house be-
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longs to the porcupines. They are eating the house, the floor first. The 
lodge is up on concrete blocks. With my flashlight I can see under it. 
Several lumpy dark porcupines move about in this interior, one glaring 
into the probe of my flashlight, showing teeth.

Providence

Just when I desperately needed them, I got a place, I got a car.

Norway Lake

The porcupines had established that we were not a threat. We were co
existing mammals. As soon as we were in bed, quietly installed, they 
commenced their gnawing, and gnawed all night. Grind and splinter, it 
was like cello and violin, our protective sound system, and after the first 
night, our side of the cabin floor especially tasty, the porcupines moved 
to the other end of the cabin. First night they were directly beneath us. 
Awake, I could hear their quills rattle.

Norway Lake

A great gray owl stands in the middle of the driveway, its wings extended. 

black spider

Our black spider is as big as your hand, his eight furry legs could dart or 
scurry, no doubt, but we see it only as it meditates, its beady eyes on black 
furry stalks above its fanged jaws. It lives beneath the boards of our boat 
dock. We met it one morning as we sunbathed on the dock, stretched out 
on the boards. She turned over to toast her backside and found herself 
eyeball to eyeball with Norway Lakes big black spider. It reached up be
tween the boards with two black furry front legs to investigate the big 
mammal parked above its best resting place. Thereafter we kept to another 
part of the dock, though even in that other part, we’d sometimes look 
down and see the spider, just arrived, looking at us, thinking, motionless.
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Norway Lake

Mirabile dictu, her forest husband had taught her forest skills. She could 
light a Coleman lantern, poof, just like that, again and again. I caught 
the black bass (Norway Lake teems with black bass), she deftly un
hooked the fish, broke its neck, finger inside the gaping gasping mouth, 
and so forth. She decapitated the fish, disemboweled it, cleaned it, 
cooked it with local greens picked in the forest.

Providence

She brought along a white leather bound Joy o f Cooking, her mother-in- 
law’s wedding present, and used it to find good recipes for us.

Two Weeks

I do not like my character in her version of this story. She has the accurate 
telling, the actual quotation, and the proper sequence. I know I said some 
witty things in the two weeks I spent with her at Norway Lake, but they’re 
not recorded. I forget what they were. Thirty-one, I was a deep clever fel
low, so I thought then. I can’t find that person in her Norway Lake story, 
and because I can’t contest the accuracy of its reportage of course I wonder 
if in fact I was there, charming Neil, euphonious Neil, my Neil. Well, I’ve 
never liked who I am in her story. I’m smaller, frailer, fundamentally inept, 
in her remembrance of our Norway Lake reality, and I’m fairly prosaic, 
flat voiced. There’s not a shred of enhancement, or rag of mythologizing, 
in her characterization of me. Yet I had produced, ex nihilo, a black lake 
in Ontario wilderness. She adored the woods. Here there was woods, re
mote, private, where we could be together, intimate, exploring the ordeal 
of post-epiphany, living together, coping together. Norway Lake was, I 
knew, a bright card to play in my bower bird presentation. A small tireless 
Australian bird decorates his vaulted lodge on the forest floor with many 
bright shiny objects, shows his ample larder, piles of nuts and beans, and 
he has one blue thing, a button, a shard of glass, and that is the closer. I 
had woods. I had a black lake. She was dryadic, of that sisterhood. In a
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previous life in ancient Sweden’s wild Smaland she was a stumpy forest 
troll. She was evaluating her marriage. She was measuring her dissatisfac
tion. Her husband was too large a size for her. Probably that was my blue 
button. I was just the right size for her. We fit together. That couldn’t be 
denied. It was a physical fact. She sat thinking in her Allen Street apart
ment, Conscience and Reason making the husband’s case.

Here were woods. My bower was Norway Lake.

Two Weeks

We had baggage, she the daughter of devout Baha’i parents, recently mar
ried, as we have seen, to this Quaker giant, utterly hip to the political im
balances that structured our age difference, as was I, my baggage: I was 
thirty-one, married, with two children. Also I had the inescapable baggage 
of my profession. Literature, best friend of Conscience and Reason, is always 
with me, a helpful scholar, especially in times of crisis, with all sorts of com
parison, now with cautionary tales of bright promising young women fatally 
linking their futures to ruinous older men. Henry James’s Isabel Archer has 
her ice-cold Osmond, George Eliot’s Dorothea Brooke her dry dusty 
Casaubon. I was none of these, but only after careful examination.

Norway Lake

We got sufficient groceries from a little general store on a nearby big 
lake. The hard-faced woman at the cash register was sullen, if not truc
ulent. She knew nothing about the Gage lodge on Norway Lake. Her 
big lake, with its resort, was Norway Lake. She didn’t think the little 
lake to the north had a name.

Two Weeks

I was now separated, going back to an empty house. She would return 
to her marriage, to her life, or not. We agreed to resolve that issue at the 
end of the two weeks.

208



First day, glorious weather, perfect temperature. Cooling breezes, we 
rowed the lake, we read our books, we ate our dinner, we talked about 
religion, hers and mine, then to bed, moonlight in the window. It was 
pretty much like that every day of the two weeks. To walk we descended 
the driveway, got down the steep hill, crossed the creek on the beaver- 
dam bridge, regarded okay forest scenery, and then the mosquitos and 
the deer flies found us, and we had to flee. We sometimes hung out on 
our islands far rocky beach, the windswept trees directly above us. We 
might picnic, tablecloth on a flat rock, cups of Canadian red wine, 
cheese wedges and apple slices, and there, far from our spider, sunbathe. 
One early evening, coming back to the cabin in our rowboat, we be
held a fine green gloom in the woods above the lake. We paused, let 
the boat drift, and we made an offering, after Wordsworth, to the lake 
and its woods. I’m not sure, but I think she burned some sweetgrass 
in a clam shell.

Lake and woods, I must say, as a scarred wilderness (the lodge and road), 
did not happily receive our offering. Lake and woods remained hostile, 
menacing, closed us in with buggy impenetrable forest, the entire layout 
of our clearing fresh and sunny 10-4, but then shadows lengthen, a cool 
breeze kicks up, night creatures thrash in the woods, porcupines are eat
ing the cabin. One afternoon a great gray owl stands in our driveway, 
wings extended, as we seek to leave on a grocery run. The universe is 
saying don’t go down this road. One day I got lost in the woods trying 
to find a nearby little lake. The moment I discovered I was lost I was 
swarmed by a noisy crowd of black flies, so thick I couldn’t breathe. An
other day an Ontario hurricane struck Norway Lake, a savage forest
roaring wind, a driving, pelting cold rain. The roof leaked all over the 
cabin. We had to put out pots and pails. Ping and pang, it was the in
terior music of this storm, the outside thundering and hissing. The uni
verse is not directly speaking to us, I said. I would go that far.

The spider has pretty much reclaimed the dock. We step along lively 
to the boat. We don’t lounge anywhere on the boards of the dock.
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Two Weeks

Later Jack would tell us we were under a certain surveillance, our sun
bathing the talk of the lake country, the two American hippies at the Gage 
place. We didn’t suspect it, Canadian people in the far woods with their 
binoculars, scanning our lake, the island, the cabin, the clearing. It was a 
long drive to the grocery on the big lake. It was a long hike through black 
fly country maybe to find us sunbathing in the rowboat or on the island.

Carte Blanche

A Sam Peckinpah movie, a Michael Haneke movie. I didn’t see the Cana
dians seeing me, I didn’t care what they thought, I was in the post
epiphany ordeal, I was focused on that. The few Canadians we dealt 
with were poor, stringy, sour-faced, and that was it. We got our keys 
from an elderly backwoods couple whose bleak unpainted house was 
some miles up the road. There might have been a small barn, deserted, 
falling apart, off to the side. There was a hound on a chain. Aroo, aroo. 
I stepped from the car. No one emerged from the house.

We had driven all day, we were tired and irritable, just wanting to be 
settled in our lake cabin, and where was Mr. Hobbes? Here was Mr. 
Hobbes, a lean, whiskery Canadian grandpa; at his side, Grandma 
Hobbes, peering at us, iron-gray hair pulled tight and shut in a bun. I 
got the key and last set of instructions: north a quarter of a mile, up a 
hill, at the top, solitary in a field of clover, an old apple tree with low- 
lying limbs. Our road, two tracks, began under the apple tree, swept 
down the field and took us into the woods, into the Canadian jungle. 
Soiled and wrinkled, tired, we were still Adam and Eve, hotly glowing. 
No question what we were up to, and how did that register in their se
vere Calvinist minds? Again, we couldn’t care.

First day, second week, one midmorning, Grandpa and Grandma 
Hobbes appeared in the clearing, come to visit us, to see if we needed 
Mr. Hobbes to do anything. A gangly teenaged Hobbes, maybe sixteen,
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promptly told us not to eat the black bass. In our lake, not the big lake, 
the bass were all wormy, tiny black squiggles tucked in close to the skin. 
You could hardly see them, but there they were if you looked closely. 
We were outside looking at the lake, Mr. Hobbes answering questions 
about the vicinity, and there he was, young Hobbes, standing beside me. 
I did not see or hear him approach. The big lake with its resort was com
fortably distant. We were remote, so I thought, and here, standing beside 
me, young Hobbes, with easy access to our lodge and clearing, silently 
materializing, poof, young Hobbes, who could have forest buddies, 
wherever they were in the surrounding wilderness, young bucks grown 
up in bleak unpainted houses.

Carte Blanche

It is what the bower bird offers, a blank check, he’ll do anything, he 
has already done a lot, this flower-bedecked Japanese temple, this 
great mound of nuts. He has meticulously constructed a runway to 
his lodge, swept it clean, a significant broad length for easy landing. 
When she alights, she can feather her way down, flutter. She might 
just zip down. However she comes, she finds this spacious runway 
interesting, smelling of the exposed earth, and she sees that she has a 
way to go before she reaches the entrance of the temple where the 
bower bird stands rigidly at attention. She can take her time, pretend 
to reconsider, look about as if distracted, as if she were already re
gretting her decision to set down on the runway. She takes three cau
tious steps, stops, again contemplates the bower bird, regards the 
flowers and the nuts. This is it, this is the best he can do. Our BBC 
narrator, David Attenborough, marvels at her teasing hesitation. 
Surely she sees that this is her fellow, and as Attenborough pro
nounces that, she suddenly scoots forward, ducks her head and enters 
the bower, which is cool, dark, and fragrant. The bower bird 
promptly follows, with a kind of puffed out certitude, and shuts the 
bower door behind him.
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Two Weeks

Our last day, I forget why, I went to the grocery, probably to pay some 
account, to buy a tank of gas, good reasons, and left her at the cabin to 
complete the packing. We were leaving some days early to have a look 
at Quebec City before returning to western New York and our futures, 
singular or plural. I knew one or two things about French Canada. I had 
served with the Royal Canadian Air Force in Germany. I wanted a 
French breakfast: cafe au lait, croissants, tart fruit preserves. Our last 
day, midmorning at the cabin, hearing a noise in the clearing, she went 
outside and immediately found herself in that eerie silence a forest can 
impose on a human, no wind, nothing moving, everything still, just 
breathing. She immediately felt intensely alone and vulnerable, thinking 
about escape routes and escape strategies. The silence continued. A ma
lign force in some figuration was lurking in the woods around the cabin, 
watching her, she was almost sure of it.

She would take the boat, row out to the middle of the lake, and wait 
for my return. She went down to the dock. The boat was gone. Someone 
had taken the boat. It was a fright. She scanned the lake. It was empty. 
No boat. There were inlets not visible to the cabin. As far as she could 
see, no boat on the lake. Our first night she had said: someone is trying 
to get in. Now, last morning, she was saying: someone has taken the 
boat. She went back to the cabin (no one there, empty, as she had left 
it), got her binoculars and returned to the dock. Again she scanned the 
lake and its far shoreline, brought her inspection in close, the woods 
surrounding the cabin, the grassy road to the world where the owl had 
earlier blocked our departure.

No boat.
No wind.
Forest peace or forest expecting something terrible is going to happen, 

therefore perfectly still, she cant say, her heart pounding.

Where am I? I’m at the grocery seven miles away and I’ve just dropped 
my pocket watch to the hardwood floor, breaking it, stopping its 
time-taking.
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She decides she will go into the cabin, bar the door from the inside, and 
await my return.

A wind stirs. Lake and woods begin to breathe. The lake suddenly 
has ripples and small waves. As she stands there, all her senses in
tensely at work, she hears a faint clink. It is the boat. She understands 
instantly the entire situation. It rained last night. The lake level rose. 
Negligently tied, the rowboat came loose and floated away. Now it 
was calling to her. Its adventure was over. It wanted to go home, clink, 
come and get me.

Quebec City

The sweet luxuries of French Canada, a pension in the old town, church 
bells ringing morning, noon, and night, the streets narrow, restaurants, 
cafes, everything tres frangais. I produced a wild bower in Ontario. Now 
I had Quebec City. We had great dinners, lovely wine, and then we took 
charming walks home, with me explaining the Roman Catholic religion, 
and why it was the best one. Her Bahai mother was a doctrinaire anti- 
Papist. She was a Pantheist. I was a scorner and an ironist. We pleasantly 
disagreed. We walked back to the pension.

Two days and two nights.

Carte Blanche

We had to go back to our different situations. I had run out of bowers.

Hill Cumorah

Driving, going back, passing Syracuse, approaching Rochester, I got 
glum, she got gloomy. We looked at options and outcomes, I posed sev
eral (I thought) attractive ones, but she was now resisting, seeing the spe
cial pleading that was involved in my argument, feeling remorse, realizing 
she would soon reenter her apartment, become again a Quakers wife.
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We needed to stretch our legs, to move about. Here was Manchester and 
nearby the Hill Cumorah where Joseph Smith found the gold plates. I 
was interested to see how the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints 
presented this sacred site. I also wanted to put sunlight on the present 
cast of her thought. We walked and were quiet. I read plaques. We came 
at last to the famous statue of the Angel Moroni blowing his prophetic 
trumpet, holding the gold plates that are the Book o f Mormon.

“Im  going back to my husband,” she said.

214



Here and Gone
Cody D. Campbell

It was a bleak December morning when the deliverymen dropped off 
the machine. It took three of them to get it through the door. The one 
who asked for my signature was an overweight mustachioed man who 
smelled faintly fungal. The other men called him Gabe. I took the clip
board and scrawled an illegible line. I used to have a tidy signature, one 
where you could actually read my name, but by the time I finished my 
second book tour, I couldn’t feel my hand. Soon Arnold Windsor be
came an A followed by a wavy squiggle. The deliverymen used a box 
cutter to strip away the cardboard casing, revealing what looked like an 
old-timey photo booth with three sturdy walls and a maroon curtain. It 
was somehow nostalgic and intimidating at the same time.

I shook the hands of Gabe and the others, offering them a few extra 
dollars for their effort. My mother was a waitress for most of her life. 
She taught me to always tip people who have to deal with the public, 
even if its only a dollar or two. I don’t know if my pocket change has 
ever brightened anyone’s day but if you added it all up, I might have 
been able to put a kid through college with it. They seemed surprised 
but thanked me all the same and sealed the door behind them.

The house was quiet with them gone. I became vaguely aware of the 
constant vibrating of San Francisco’s ambient traffic. I usually tuned it 
out the way you would a ticking clock, but in the early seconds of silence 
it broke through, humming in the walls like loose plumbing.

The black-painted wooden box was obtrusive, filling a full fifth of the 
room. It jutted out from the wall, beyond the sofa, demanding attention. 
On the side, in gold-leaf letters was the word Telepro. I took a moment 
to look it over before poking my head inside.

The curtain was heavy, like the lead-lined bib they make you wear 
to get your teeth X-rayed. The inside of the box was all metal, gears, 
glass, and wires. It was tight and uncomfortable with a hundred prob
ing mechanical eyes, designed to see everything. It looked alien in its 
complexity, except that it was entirely too human. It was hard to 
blink in there. It made my skin itch. I couldn’t handle it for more
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than a minute and so I stalked out of the living room and back to 
my office.

Steph and I bought a two-bedroom in case we ever had a child. After 
the miscarriage, it became my study. It was a tight space, like all extra 
rooms in the city, but it was cozy. The walls were lined with shelves of 
well-worn books that covered the circus animal wallpaper. Crammed in 
the corner was the desk I picked up back in college. It was an old 
wooden thing with drawers that swelled shut in the warm months. It 
was the same desk where I wrote my first published story and the same 
desk where Stephanie and I made love for the first time. Like all first 
times, it was mindlessly passionate and horribly uncomfortable.

It was the only room where Steph let me smoke. Leaning against an 
ashtray, beside my old Remington Royal, was my dads pipe. The pol
ished cherry-wood bit was pockmarked from years of frustrated gnawing 
and the inside was charred black in spite of hundreds of cleanings. I put 
it in my mouth and sat down to work on my newest novel. It didn’t have 
a title yet, didn’t even have a proper outline. Right now it was just an 
idea for a character and a few pages about the firehouse where he spent 
most of his childhood. I’d named him Gary. The name didn’t mean any
thing. I’d pulled it out of a hat when I was eager to get his personality 
on the page, but I still wasn’t completely sold on it. Smirking to myself, 
I toyed with the idea of changing his name to Gabe as I packed the to
bacco into my pipe. There wasn’t much left in the tin. I’d have to go to 
the shop soon. Staring at the page, I reread the last lines I’d written six 
times before touching the keys.

“After school, Gary went straight to Station 15. He did his homework 
in the den and watched men eat sandwiches, never knowing if five minutes 
later they’d be running into an inferno or playing a few hands of rummy.”

I tried to put myself in Gary’s mind. I breathed smoke into my lungs 
and tried to be someone small, surrounded by heroes, but all I could 
think about was that box in my living room. I tried to surround myself 
in the warm laughter and bustle of the firehouse but I only saw cold 
metal rods and mechanical glass eyes.

After a fruitless hour I gave up, smothering my pipe but leaving it in 
my mouth so I could still taste it. I decided instead to go into the kitchen
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and make myself a cup of coffee. As the pot was heating, I heard the 
door open in the front of the house. There was a familiar clamor of bags 
being unloaded and the kicking off of wood-heeled shoes.

“Is it here?” came Steph’s voice. I heard her moving into the living 
room. I poked my head out to see her leaning through the curtain. 
“Neat,” she said. “Its just like the one we have at work. Have you tried 
it yet?”

“Hell no. I don’t think you should either.”
She popped back out and gave me one of her old standbys, a smirk 

that said “I love you but you know you’re being ridiculous.” A few strands 
of bright copper hair came loose from the knot she had it in. I hated how 
she could be so beautiful and so condescending at the same time.

“Arnie, if you had your way, we’d never even use the dishwasher. It’s 
bought and paid for. We can’t just not use it.”

“We certainly can. I told you not to buy it.”
“Yes, but I did it with my money, so you have no say in the matter.”
I felt my hands tighten but I didn’t want to fight. I took a deep breath 

before responding. “We can still send it back. You already have a car. I 
don’t see why you need this thing anyway.”

“If you spent as many hours a day in traffic as I do, you’d feel 
differently.”

“Well, shouldn’t we at least test it?” I asked. “How do we even know 
it works? What if this one’s defective?”

She cocked an eyebrow, still wearing that smile, and walked over to 
me. She put an arm around my neck and plucked the pipe from my lips 
in order to plant a soft kiss. I could feel her body against me, warm and 
lithe beneath her winter clothes.

This is how she gets away with it. This is how she gets her way, and I 
just trot along like her little puppy, but by the time she pulled away I 
was on a cloud. Kissing Steph made an adolescent light bloom inside 
me, blinding me to everything else, so while she was sticking my pipe 
behind the curtain, I wasn’t thinking about the machine. I moaned when 
I realized what she was doing, too late to stop her from sending it away.

“Call Janet,” she said. The monitor on the wall clicked on. A few sec
onds later we were looking through a window into Janet Smith’s house.
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It was bigger than ours, an old Victorian her aunt gave her when she 
had her second baby. Standing in the middle of the vaulted living room, 
wearing a pantsuit and a pair of fluffy pink slippers, was the woman her
self. Janet never did anything to make me dislike her, but sometimes I 
hate lucky people on principle.

“Oh good, you got it!” she said, looking over Steph’s shoulder at 
the machine.

££Yup, it just showed up,” Steph said, matching Janets excitement. 
Then her tone dropped, like she was about to whisper a joke that only 
the two of them were allowed to hear. “Arnold thinks it might not be 
fine, he wanted to test it. I sent you his pipe. Would you mind sending 
it back to us so he can see that its perfectly safe?”

“Oh, not at all,” Janet chirped, walking over to her own black box. 
“Kinda funny if you ask me, him putting that poison in his lungs and 
accusing a Telepro of not being safe.”

A moment later the lights dimmed and there was a quiet whir, like 
the refrigerator clicking on.

“Big draw on the power,” I said, trying to sound conversational.
“Its cheaper than gas,” Steph replied.
The whirring stopped and she reached behind the curtain, producing 

the pipe and handing it to me. It was cold to the touch, but otherwise 
exactly the same. The cherry shone in the lamplight, the inside was 
scorched from years of use. It even had the same tooth marks on the bit. 
I put it to my lips and I could still taste the Turkish tobacco from earlier 
that evening.

“Please wait,” I said, surprised at how desperate my voice sounded. 
“Just give me one day. Let me read up on it and try to get my head 
around the stupid thing. If I still cant convince you to get rid of it to- 
morrow night, then I wont say another word.”

She looked at me like she wasn’t sure if I was joking or not. Then the 
mocking smile fell and she put her hand on my cheek.

“Alright,” she said. “You got it.”
We had orange chicken and rice for dinner that night, then started 

watching a drama that we liked, but one of the main characters, the 
punky girl with the blue hair, got pregnant, so we changed it to a
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show about animals becoming friends. After that we made love and 
fell asleep.

It was raining hard when Steph’s alarm went off in the morning. I was 
doing my best to be the good husband, and as she dragged herself into 
the shower, I made bacon, eggs, and enough coffee to be certain she’d 
have a second cup. She cleaned her plate, even managed to groan a thank 
you before donning her rain gear and trudging out of the house.

Once she was gone, I went back to the box. An instruction manual 
was taped to the side. I peeled it off and sat on the couch to read about 
the monstrosity I’d allowed into my home.

“The Telepro maps every atom of whatever is placed inside. Clothes, 
money, a sense of humor; nothing is left behind! The machine then 
transfers this information to another licensed Telepro device and prints 
the transferred material in seconds. For the first time ever, teleportation 
is fast, affordable, and, above all, safe.”

Scrolling down to the bottom of the page, there was a quote beside a 
photograph of a darkly bearded man in a white lab coat. He looked like 
a cross between Allen Ginsberg and Victor Frankenstein.

“The hardest part was the memories. We’ve been able to 3D-print or
gans and other solid matter for twenty years, but a brain is more than 
just its molecular makeup. It was like trying to map every volt in a storm.” 

I read it cover to cover twice. Aside from the instructions, there was 
precious little information about the machine. It claimed to be safer and 
more affordable than driving but it never said what it did with your old 
body once it was mapped, before the new one was printed. I thought 
about books I’d Xeroxed, how every copy I made lost something from 
the original. I needed to make sure I articulated all this to Steph. I had 
to make sure she understood.

I went to my office and lit my pipe. Was I just being paranoid? The 
weight was identical. It had the same slick texture. The smoke came out 
in the same steady stream, seasoned by years of residue, but something 
about it just didn’t sit right in the teeth. I knew it wasn’t my father’s pipe.

That didn’t stop me from smoking it. At a certain point, the body 
starts to need nicotine more than sentiment.
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I tried to research it on the computer, using one machine to discredit 
another. I didn’t get much traction there though. It seemed the scientific 
community was on Steph’s side. One site argued that cells naturally repli
cate every seven days and speeding up the process did no measurable 
harm. The only groups that agreed with me were the religious zealots, 
forever screeching that anything new will steal your soul.

Without a way to move forward, I went back to my novel. It turned 
into a pretty successful afternoon. I made it through two chapters with 
a break for lunch. I could feel Gary’s story starting to take shape, only I 
still didn’t have an ending. It’s important to know how you’re going to 
end a story before you get too deep into it. Writing without a roadmap 
can get you lost along the way. As a character, Gary was still in his in
fancy and I wanted things to go well for him, but I already knew it wasn’t 
that kind of story. As I was staring at the page, the lights flickered. I 
looked out the window at the raging storm.

“This is why you use a typewriter,” I said to myself with a smirk. 
Then I heard a thump. I jumped to my feet, the sudden realization 

of what’d happened propelling me to the front of the house.
My wife was standing in the living room. She was perfectly dry, with 

her rain gear slung over one arm.
“Don’t start,” she said, wearing that familiar smile. “I’m fine, nothing 

went wrong, just like I said it wouldn’t.”
“You said you’d wait till tomorrow.”
“I know,” she said, “but have you looked outside? It’s flooding out 

there. We’re going to have to start gathering two of every animal soon. 
Half the roads are closed and people are driving like maniacs. Do you 
want me to die on the commute home just so you can pretend it’s still 
the twentieth century?”

“I wanted you to keep your word! I wanted to get rid of that thing 
before either of us set foot inside it! I spent all day trying to figure out 
how to make you understand why I don’t trust it!”

“This isn’t the first time I’ve used one,” she said. Her voice was quiet, 
solemn, the way mine sounded in confession as a child. She didn’t break 
eye contact though. I could tell by the way she stared me down that 
she’d been thinking about telling me this for a long time. “I’ve used a
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few of them, the one at Janets, the one at work. Sometimes just to make 
a quick trip to the store before coming home. They’re everywhere now.”

I didn’t have an answer to that. I just looked at her. I could feel the 
shock and disbelief spread across my face. I wanted to say something, 
to scream at her, but I couldn’t grasp the words.

“You know, it’s easy for you to be uppity about it, Arnie. You just sit 
in this house with ghosts all day. You don’t have to go out there. The 
real world moves forward, and it won’t wait for us.”

That night felt like sleeping next to a stranger. She was on her side. Did 
she always sleep like that? The more I thought about it, the more certain 
I became that Steph slept on her back. I listened to her breathing to see 
if it sounded the same. I felt the bed to see if she was putting off the 
same amount of heat. I even smelled her hair to find out if it still had 
that faint aroma of coconut she wore ever since our honeymoon in 
Maui, but none of it brought any comfort. I couldn’t be sure. Was it still 
her, or could I simply not tell the difference between the woman I loved 
and a copy?

Unable to fall asleep, I got out of bed and went to the living room 
window. I wanted my pipe but I’d cleaned out my tin of tobacco that 
afternoon. The rain was thick and heavy, the kind of rain that you hear 
about Florida getting around hurricane season. The lampposts reflected 
in the moving surface of the street. It was nothing like the dense mist 
and drizzles that accented the San Francisco of my childhood. The water 
thudded relentlessly against the glass, making a sound I could feel in the 
back of my brain.

It reminded me of the day Steph and I lost our little boy, which didn’t 
really make sense because that day had been in the heart of summer. It 
was at the Kaiser in Redwood City because that’s where she had insur
ance. Fler water broke on the way to her checkup. We thought that was 
a good sign, providence. I’d never been prouder of my wife. She was 
amazing. She fought for hours, never giving up, never accepting drugs. 
When the doctor pulled that blue thing from her, I could feel us dying. 
I held Steph in my arms for hours and we promised that we’d never 
blame each other, that we’d love each other even more than before and
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hold each other up when things felt hopeless. It was hard to say if I’d 
kept that promise.

In the dim light, the black machine was like a hole in the room, a 
void of space that would consume everything. My veins were gasping 
for nicotine. I thought about getting my old baseball bat out of the 
garage. I wanted to smash it to kindling and burn the remains, but deep 
down I knew that wouldn’t fix anything. I was tired of fighting. I felt 
like the oldest thing in a new world. A fresh start was what I needed, a 
quick trip to the smoke shop and then a full night’s rest. I crawled be
yond the red veil, into the machine. As I heard it humming to life, I 
could feel the cold eyes scanning me. I thought about the bearded man 
in the lab coat and how he said memory was the hardest part. I hoped 
some memories wouldn’t make the trip.
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In Borrowed Light
JeffFearnside

Her hair was a bouquet of fire, her face pale, skin soft, features strikingly 
delineated— dark mares eyes, a narrow aquiline nose, lips naturally 
pink. She was twenty years old and hoped to die naked in the arms of 
her lover.

She met him on the road. He, too, was a redhead, with black leather 
chaps covering his lanky legs. He had just refueled his 1973 Honda 750 
and was grabbing a bite to eat at the same time she was trying to bum a 
ride at a rest stop on 1-25 just outside Albuquerque. She could tell he 
wasn’t attracted to her but figured a few days on his classic motorcycle 
with her slender body pressed up against his own thin frame would prob
ably be more than enough to change his mind. Besides, she had a pretty 
face and the most delicious tumble of hair most guys had ever seen. She 
only hoped she didn’t look too much like a hooker, though her careless, 
tart appearance was designed to get attention.

He waved her down beside him, ordering a cup of coffee for her 
by signaling the waitress, pointing to his own cup, and holding up 
two fingers.

“Where are you coming from?” he asked.
“Puerto de Luna,” she said. “It’s just down the road.
“Puerto de Luna,” he repeated. “Port of the Moon. Is that like a gate 

to heaven?”
“It’s the door I came through,” she replied dryly. “Whether it leads to 

anything depends on where I go. So, where are you going?”
“Seattle. How about you?”
“Nowhere special. Seattle.”
He didn’t respond right away, and though she sensed he was weighing 

the consequences of giving a lift to someone who would meld her plans 
so quickly with a stranger’s, she didn’t try to explain herself. She had 
learned long ago that a deliberately mysterious attitude often seemed 
wilder than genuine enthusiasm.

It took a kind of discipline to live so apparently free— it took all the 
strength of her will. Her dad had probably never felt such discipline. He
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was out there somewhere on the same highways she was, moving from 
town to town and mouth to mouth, but his was most likely a sloppy 
journey, a flight littered with fancies that would pull him away from any 
mapped-out route and onto the misleading freedom of back roads. She 
was strong. She had left her mom for a reason, not just to satisfy some 
selfish whim; she had planned her escape, like a good prisoner of war, 
and had carefully plotted out how she would live without a plan.

“Why’d you leave home?”
He said it with a flick of his eyes that thrilled her, so much that she 

didn’t pause to wonder at his insight, at what his own story might be 
that he knew such a thing. She wanted to talk, but how could she explain 
that New Mexico, the land of sweeping vistas and desert nights that 
stretched to the stars, was too small to contain her discipline, that the 
small town she grew up in was much too large? For a moment, she felt 
a strange desire to wing it, to improvise an honest emotion, but she 
caught herself and stuck to her script.

“I like to feel the wind in my hair,” she said.

“You’re awfully skinny,” he said after preparing for the night at a camp
ground south of Trinidad, Colorado, the high ridges and peaks around 
them bringing an early twilight. “You’re not one of those women who 
throw up after they eat, are you?”

“I get it from my dad,” she said, not bothering to explain whether she 
had inherited his thin frame or an eating disorder.

“Skinny guy, huh?”
“I never knew him.”
He didn’t look up, only chewed on a medallion of jerky. He had an 

intelligent face framed by long sideburns; nothing trendy, they looked 
like they had been grown in the seventies and only trimmed occasionally 
since. His eyes were burned-out and smoky but with a fierceness in the 
prominent brows that spoke of passionate thought, if not action.

“Well,” he finally said, “that makes it tough to figure out where I fit 
in. They say a woman looks for her father in the men she’s with. If she 
had a good relationship with him, she wants another man just like him. 
If she had a bad relationship with him, she still wants a man like him,
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someone she can play with and mold and fix—you know, to redeem her 
father in some way.”

“Do you really believe that?”
“Sometimes.”
“Well, to prove you’re wrong, I’ll tell you what I do know. He was an 

artist, like my mom. And he didn’t ride a motorcycle, didn’t know any
thing about psychology, just drank a lot. He used to beat her up all the 
time. And then one night, after they were already separated, he beat her 
up really bad, till her whole face was like the sky over there.” She waved 
at the purple horizon, where the sun’s last glow leaked over the irregular 
line of mountains. “I hated him. I had already hated him for leaving, 
but then I hated him even more, and I dreamed that if I ever found him, 
I would, I would . . .” Her fists shuddered in front of her.

“Do you remember any of that? Or were you told?”
“They’re just stories from my mom, but I know they’re true. I know 

it here” She hit her chest so forcefully the hollow thump sounded like 
the echo of a bruise. He considered her action, his face scrunched up 
with an intensity that made his next statement seem a logical jump 
in conversation.

“The thing about running is someday you’re going to get tired,” he 
said, and she wasn’t sure if he was talking about himself, herself, or 
her dad.

As hard as she tried not to, she saw her father in him— in fact, the 
harder she tried, the more she realized she didn’t have a clue how old 
her companion was. His face lived in half-light and shadow. Only 
when they had met in the diner had the light been clean and probing, 
but she hadn’t paid attention to the details then; she had just been in
terested in his mode of transportation. She struggled to remember any
thing else but could only isolate his intelligence, how he had seemed 
to know so much about her. Based on body alone he could have been 
her age, but his voice said this just wasn’t possible. It wasn’t its depth, 
it was its pitch, thick and sedimentary— only years could have built it 
up. He could have been in his mid-forties, her father’s age, although 
he also could have been ten years younger or older. The deception 
seemed more than unfair; for a moment she felt like a child whose face
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should have been on a milk carton— abducted, held captive, and 
in danger.

“Did you ever know you were going to die?” she asked.
“Yeah, I think about it a lot, when I’m on a lonely stretch of highway 

and no one is with me.”
“I didn’t say think about it, I said know it. Were all going to die 

someday.”
“I know it, and I try not to think about it, but I do. That’s why I’m 

on the road. That’s why I like to meet people.”
“Is that why you’re with me?”
He hesitated, then nodded.
“Did you ever know your dad?” she asked.
“As much as anyone knows their dad, I suppose.”
“I think to know your parents is your one great mission in life, and 

once you do, your mission is over.”
“Time to die then?”
“Yeah, or time to really live.”

After the second day, he pulled out the same battered road atlas he had 
the night before, but this time took much longer studying it.

“I’d like to stop in Boulder tomorrow,” he said. “I have some 
friends there.”

She peered at the flat tangle of the atlas’ veins. “How long are we 
going to stay?”

“I don’t know, maybe a few days. Then we can hit Rocky Mountain 
National Park.”

She peered into the veins again and frowned. “That’s way off the in
terstate. I thought we were going to Seattle.”

“We are. We’ll just take the long way there. Besides, I like the blue 
highways better anyway.”

“They’re red.”
He snapped the atlas shut. “On the old maps they were blue,” he said, 

and again she wondered about his age.
“I just don’t understand why we’re changing plans,” she said.
“The plan is still the same.”
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“You know,” she said, suddenly fierce. “An artist, when they draw, 
they lay down a pattern first; they lay down a pattern and they fill 
in the lines from there. I thought we were going straight to Seattle, 
and now we re getting distracted, we re getting off the main road, 
like an artist who forgets to clean her damn needle, just moves right 
along, not paying attention. Someone could get very, very hurt.” She 
began crying.

“Did you mean brush?”
“You’re just like my damn father,” she said, pushing him. If she only 

had wings, she could fly out of here, straight to Seattle and beyond, to 
the stars that hang out over the Pacific Ocean, and she’d be some angel. 
She’d be a beautiful redheaded fucking angel of death, and she’d swoop 
down over those bastards who’ve done her wrong and show them what 
it means to be powerful, what it means to have wings and fly, and the 
Honda’s signature wings lifted from the gas tank and secured themselves 
to her shoulders, gleaming chrome epaulets, and she felt giddy; her heels 
lifted momentarily from the ground, but she backed away upon realizing 
she had pressed into his chest, her arms a wreath around his shoulders.

“This is going to sound like I’m hitting on you,” he said. “You look 
like an angel.”

She snorted. “I don’t have much use for them. They’re supposed to 
be God’s helpers, right? But when Lucifer revved up his wings, a whole 
bunch followed him straight into hell. There’s no stability in angels. Ex
cept one.”

“Which one?”
“My mom. Sure,” she continued when he raised his eyebrows. “I went 

to Catholic school until fifth grade, but since my dad had left we 
couldn’t afford to send me after that, so my mother let me drop out and 
enroll in public school, which is what I wanted to do anyway. She still 
spun those damn beads, though, praying to the saints, praying to the 
virgin she never was when she got married— though she wanted me to 
be— praying that everything would be all right, because it wasn’t. She 
prayed so damn much she didn’t pay attention to anything else, and 
even though she was a mess, at least that’s what she was, you know what 
I mean? At least she didn’t pretend to be something different. That’s a
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real angel for you. If you ever see one walking around in disguise, you 
better run.”

“How far?”
“Nowhere special.” She laughed. “Seattle.”

“How many men have you slept with?” he asked on the third night, 
lying next to her on the wool emergency blanket they used for bedding, 
camped just north of Boulder in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains.

“Lots.” After a pause she asked, “How many women have you 
slept with?”

“Lots.”
For a minute they both listened to the cooling motorcycle engine. 

Then he asked, “How come?”
“Lm just looking for my dad, I guess,” she said with a too-wide grin. 

“And you?”
“I guess I just like to fuck.”
She pulled herself up onto her elbow, her short-sleeved shirt exposing 

her upper arm.
“That’s a good-looking tattoo you have,” he said, tracing the chestnut 

lines of the horse with his fingers. “He or she?”
“You know you can get— ” She cut herself off. “Well, lots of things, 

if an artist isn’t careful.” She was quiet another long moment before ask
ing, “How come we haven’t yet?”

“I don’t do that anymore.”
“Why not?”
For the first time, she saw him struggle for words. “It just doesn’t seem 

right,” he finally sighed. “I don’t want to hurt you. But,” he added, look
ing at her intently, “I can tell you’re special, that you’ve got something 
special for me.”

The faded Polaroid in her backpack was suddenly filled with the color 
of the present moment, and the flat lines of a young face captured long 
ago were given three dimensions by the face of the man leaping from 
the shadows before her. While he seemed far too kind to be what she 
only imagined her father had been, and probably still was, she knew he 
had a secret, and that fueled her fantasy. Part of her realized she was only
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projecting the dark feelings of her own secret onto him, but that part 
never spoke up.

W hats this guy hiding? Was he a deadbeat dad, crossing state lines to 
avoid paying child support? Or a bush pilot who had flown rich hunters 
into the wilderness before losing his license? A pimp on a mission, scout
ing new employees? A whore, a gigolo, a politician? A lawyer, a desk 
jockey who believed riding a bike made him look cool? A monk, kicked 
out of his order for God knows what— masturbation, homosexuality, 
stealing alms to secretly fund his passion for motorcycles?

It occurred to her that she was painting him in dim colors, but when 
she tried seeing him in a better light, the images came more slowly. He 
was a high-school teacher, unmarried, who had his paychecks spread out 
over the entire year to cover his summer road trips. He was a UPS driver 
who had gotten sick of both management and union rhetoric during 
the strike, refused to cross the picket line and quit instead, and was now 
enjoying his first true vacation in five years. He was a good father, though 
he was divorced and could only visit his daughter during the summer— 
or he rode the highways to remember, to capture again the feeling of all 
the places he and his daughter had blown through like a single wind be
fore being broken into an awkward breeze and a box of breathless air.

Had she ever asked him what his secret was, he would have answered, 
“All of the above,” and she would have asked, “Why?” and he would 
have returned, “Because I’m poison,” then gone on to explain that when 
you’re poison it doesn’t matter if you’re a pimp or a priest because the 
whole world is about making choices, every minute, and he had made 
a wrong one, and now he could see that everything everyone did was a 
misspent creative urge because they just couldn’t make a decision and 
so instead went around fucking since it was, at least potentially, an act 
of creation.

Or maybe he would have said, “I’m everything you want me to be.” 
Or, “I’m the outside of your insides. I’m your guts all strung out on a 
tree.” And maybe she would have seen her crucified intestines, a ghost 
hovering over them as if the spectacle were flying a kite, and realized she 
wasn’t the only one in charge of that soul— she wasn’t the only stable 
being under heaven reflected, like the moon, in borrowed light.
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Then she would have been certain it was only a matter of time before 
she rolled over on her side facing him, moving closer, the two of them 
pressing together even closer than they had on his motorcycle, feeling 
each other’s rhythms, the wind through their hair as it broke over them 
in the night and whisked away their sweat to form clouds in the crisp, 
cloudless sky. She would have to force herself to do it, but once she felt 
him moving inside her, felt him pushing up against her, she would also 
feel a door opening to a place beyond the moon and know she wasn’t 
the pilot anymore. All her years of hard training, all the wildness she 
had thrown into her affairs and love affairs and one-night stands, would 
melt into the stillness of passion.
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Postcard to Anne
Michael Kleber-Diggs

After Sean Hill 
For A. L.

In Maiden Rock, Wisconsin, along Pepin’s north shore, 
a single hawk hovers in late-morning sky—swift shadow 
across pale blue white. His glide suggests effortlessness.
It’s summer— the nestlings can fly now. I’m on retreat 
seeking lightness and quiet. Here, inside a cottage 
surrounded by windows through which I see day lilies 
and trees, butterflies and passerines. In my writer’s thesaurus, 
“diurnal” follows “ditzy” and ditzy means “featherbrained,” and 
this proximity to the word I sought feels serendipitous.
Did you know Lake Pepin exists in two states? At dusk,
I’ll swim there and watch ruthless birds ride the thermals— 
parents free of offspring and juveniles migrating away.
I’ll float— imagining my fledgling fledged, myself fledged.
But that’s later when work is done, and I can go into the long 
lake sourced by a river that is always, always flowing down.
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Embouchure
Michael Kleber-Diggs

I don’t know how trumpets work.
This wondering woke me into a morning— 
a Saturday with my beloved beside me 
as she has been for more than a third of my days, 
a being, asleep so only her head and hair are visible to me, 
a wonder I might understand, if understanding was possible.
I know there are three buttons, I know you can push one of them 
or any two or none or all. I know when you breathe into it 
the horn can make a lot of different notes, so everything 
else must happen through the lips, the tongue, 
the lungs, the diaphragm, the body.
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Collaborative Learning
John Fatuell

In its advocacy for what it de
scribes as “high-impact educa
tional practices” the Association of 
American Colleges and Universi
ties (AACU) stresses the impor
tance of “collaborative learning,” 
of “learning to work and solve 
problems in the company of oth
ers .. . especially those with differ
ent backgrounds and life 
experiences” (Kuh). The AACU 
recommends the implementation 
of a host of collaborative learning 
ideas: “study groups within a 
course,” “team-based assignments 
and writing,” “cooperative projects 
and research,” and “learning in the 
community” or “field-based expe
riential learning with community 
partners.” And these schemes for 
increasing collaborative learning 
are increasingly finding their way 
into recommended university cur
ricula, for example in many re
cently rejiggered general education 
programs, along with several other 
hallmarks of “high-impact educa
tion”: experiential learning, service 
projects, more and earlier travel 
opportunities, integrated studies.

But is the prescription of more 
collaborative learning the correct

one for todays students? O f 
course, learning how to work with 
others is always useful. One is 
tempted to say particularly so in 
todays world of collaborative work 
environments, but there would 
seem to be as many studies sug
gesting that employers are seeking 
candidates who can think origi
nally and independently, who are 
self-reliant, as there are studies that 
say students need more training in 
working with others. Contempo
rary students are in many ways al
ready over-involved in group-think 
projects, over-connected to their 
world, constantly online, con
stantly connected to society, con
stantly concerned with others and 
what others think of them. What 
they themselves will admit is missing 
in their world is a sense of auton
omy, of solitude and introspection, 
of reserve from the world.

I am, for example, struck by 
how increasingly intense the reac
tions of my general education stu
dents are to the constellation of 
virtues forwarded by Romantic 
poetry. If you would like to hear 
college freshman opine liberally 
just ask them for examples of the
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ways in which spiritual regression 
accompanies technological progress, 
as I do when I teach Wordsworths 
“Early Spring” (“Have I not reason 
to lament what man has made of 
man”) or Tennyson’s “Locksley 
Hall” (“And the individual withers 
and the world is more and more”). 
The students are downright loqua
cious on the subject, which may 
come as a surprise considering 
how wed they are to their technol
ogy. But, of course, who better 
than they to note the way tech
nology has diminished their self- 
sufficiency, eroded key skills, 
disrupted their ability to be alone, 
to be quiet, to endure silence, to 
endure their own, much less oth
ers’, company? When I teach 
these classes I get a sense of a stu
dent body enervated by techno
logical dependency and tired of 
ceaseless communication with 
others, tired of monitoring and 
being monitored by others. They 
seem anxious to find an alterna
tive to the technology that claims 
so much of their time and leisure. 
They are starved for quiet and in
trospection, for spiritual suste
nance, exhausted by how many 
things they have to do, over
whelmed by superficial societal 
debris. And what better institu

tion to address this need on the 
part of the students than the uni
versity, which has traditionally 
seen its mission as seeking to in
troduce students to the world of 
ideas, to teach them how to en
tertain themselves by thinking, 
to provide them with ways to be 
by themselves, to suffer their 
own company.

The students I teach are not a 
particularly religious lot. In fact, 
one reason I think they like Ro
manticism is that it allows them to 
enjoy the fruits of the Judeo- 
Christian tradition of thought 
without the trappings of organized 
religion. It is not the church, but 
the university, to which many con
temporary students turn for spiri
tual sustenance. But, increasingly, 
that is not what they find at their 
university. What they find instead 
is an institution that is as fearful of 
silence and introspection as they 
are, that increasingly equates edu
cation with busyness and technol
ogy, an institution that often caters 
to the students’ materialism— 
their frenzied careerism, for exam
ple, or their insistence that 
education result in immediate 
practical results—while turning a 
blind eye to their demonstrable 
spiritual needs, even though sat-
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isfying those needs would seem 
to have traditionally represented 
one of the highest purposes of 
the university.

Collaborative Learning as Retreat

I have more mundane gripes with 
“collaborative learning” as well. It 
is already difficult to feel that your 
course is very substantive or mean
ingful when you only meet stu
dents for fifty minutes, three times 
a week (and those fifty minutes are 
subject to all sorts of interruptions 
and abbreviations), without also 
sacrificing large swaths of time to 
group activities. Moreover, my ex
perience has been that these exer
cises are not nearly as productive 
as teachers think they are. One of 
the reasons I dropped group brain
storming exercises long ago is that 
I could tell these exercises wore on 
the nerves of my better students. 
Those students were prepared and 
interested; they didn’t need me to 
jog their brains in this manner and 
were a little insulted that I felt they 
did. They were also annoyed with 
providing cover for students who 
weren’t as prepared as they were. 
The weaker students, on the other 
hand, favored group exercises, be
cause they represented a welcome

reprieve from the prying eye of the 
professor and the consequences of 
their lack of preparation. Both 
good and bad students, however, 
shared the suspicion that teachers 
turned to group activities because 
they themselves were unsure of 
their own pedagogy, unsure of 
how to teach.

And they were, I think, on to 
something. Much of what consti
tutes high-impact learning, in
cluding group activity, represents 
a retreat from the demands of ped- 
agogy, from that difficult chess 
game that requires thinking several 
steps ahead, that challenge of cre
ating a conversation that leads to 
specific ideas but is open enough 
to tolerate discussion, digressions, 
the unforeseen; discussion that is 
lively but directed, enjoyable but 
substantial. Generating this kind 
of discussion is not easy—it is the 
torture and bliss of teaching—but 
it is what you need to accomplish 
in order to teach well. You need to 
play out a class, like a drama, to 
have a loose idea how it will de
velop over fifty or eighty minutes, 
where it will go, where it should 
go. It has to be semi-scripted and 
open to ad-libbing, both on your 
part and that of the students. This 
is mind-bending business. I don’t

235



consider myself particularly prone 
to it. I’m not a chess player, not 
particularly good at stacking 
thoughts, so I understand better 
than anyone the temptation to 
grab at any straw that can help you 
avoid the task at hand: a film clip, 
a PowerPoint outline, a group ac
tivity, a field trip. Many of these 
replacement pedagogies are cum
bersome and time consuming, dif
ficult to manage and incorporate 
into the larger vision of your 
course. That we are so willing to 
turn to these awkward and inef
ficient pedagogies testifies to 
how difficult the challenge of 
real teaching is and the lengths 
to which we will go to avoid 
that challenge.

I always cringe when, at a fac
ulty meeting or during some com
mittee work, a speaker breaks us 
into brainstorming groups. I al
ways suspect at that moment what 
my students do when they en
counter such brainstorming exer
cises, that this is an educator who 
is pedagogically unsure, nervous 
that he or she will not “get us to 
talk,” and unwilling to put in the 
hard thought that would ensure 
conversation. Often these group 
assignments are vague and ill- 
defined and I and my colleagues

stare at each other with bemused 
and tense perplexity as we pass an 
uncomfortable fifteen minutes or 
so trying to accomplish a task we 
really do not understand how to 
accomplish. Often when we re
convene as a larger group I am as
tonished at the simple point that 
was the intended outcome of this 
group activity that has taken up 
sometimes more than half of the 
speakers given time. And often at 
those moments I ask myself, was 
that the point— to chew up time?

When I teach Sartre s No Exit I 
often ask my students to identify 
situations that correlate to the de
scription of hell in that play (i.e., 
a situation from which there is no 
escape, in which you are with a 
random selection of people you 
did not choose to be with, and 
with whom you are in such an in
timate setting that you are tortur- 
ously conscious of each other and 
driving each other insane). Invari
ably, one of the first responses I get 
is “group activities.” I suppose the 
advocate for collaborative learning 
would take that as an endorsement 
for group activity, proof that it 
pushes students outside their con
ventional learning comfort zone. 
But I think the students are ex
pressing frustration with an activ-
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ity that they have had to engage in 
repeatedly and which involves 
them in the vague, directionless 
pedagogical experience IVe de
scribed above. I see it as just one of 
many ways in which the students 
seem to say to me: “Please, cant 
you just go ahead and teach me.” 

Because they have been bom
barded with activities designed to 
trick them into learning, students 
are often grateful to professors 
who bypass those pedagogical 
games and simply lecture to them, 
providing, of course, the lectures 
are stimulating and substantial. 
But lectures are the number one 
bugaboo of high impact reformers, 
the poster boy, in their minds, for 
all that is uninspired in higher ed
ucation. Todays students, I often 
hear, don’t learn the way we did. 
They need technology; they need 
group learning situations; they 
need facilitations, not lectures. 
But whereas modern higher edu
cation reformers often strike me as 
nai've as babes, here they are per
haps too cynical. My more mature 
students convey a hunger for ideas 
in whatever way they can get 
them. They are tired of busy work, 
tired of being diverted from direct 
channels to ideas. They do not 
want to be tricked into learning,

they just want to learn. College 
freshman are not that different 
from graduate students. They are 
often naturally bright people, 
longing for intellectual stimula
tion, and possessed of fresh, alert 
minds that leap to the challenge of 
new ideas. The best students get 
the most out of lectures because 
they are most interested in learn
ing something new. It is the weak
est students who need a pedagogy 
that lightens substance and makes 
time weigh less heavily on them, 
and it is the weakest students that 
high impact practices seem most 
anxious to accommodate.

Ironically, this movement away 
from lectures is happening just at 
the moment where lectures are ex
periencing a certain vogue or ren
aissance in the popular sphere. 
Students, with their fondness for 
educating themselves online, are 
increasingly turning to online lec
tures for intellectual stimulation 
and amusement. My students 
often reference favorite TED talks. 
A lecture on moral reasoning by a 
Harvard professor has more than 
eight million hits on Youtube and 
is followed by six thousand com
ments. You can find similar num
bers for lectures on subjects as 
varied as integrative biology, dif-
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ferential equations, and theoretical 
physics. Wouldn’t this phenome
non suggest that lectures haven’t 
entirely had their day, that the 
practice of lecturing might be cul
tivated rather than abandoned?

Supporters of high-impact 
teaching will often point to the 
ubiquity of online lectures as the 
very reason we need a more varied 
pedagogy in higher education. 
How else, they ask, do we separate 
ourselves from what students can 
get online? Online self-education, 
they argue, has deflated the value 
of lecturing. But if live perform
ance were that insignificant the in
vention of the phonograph would 
have killed off musical concerts. 
Anyone who has gone to, or deliv
ered, a successful lecture can tes
tify to the mutual exhilaration 
experienced by lecturer and audi
ence alike. And lectures are rarely 
just lectures. They involve asides, 
small to and fros between the 
speaker and audience, carefully 
placed questions here and there, 
little accidents within the environ
ment that a good speaker often 
uses to his or her advantage, 
rolling students into the onward 
momentum of the lecture, a mo
mentum of which the audience is 
acutely conscious, much more so

than they are when they watch the 
lecture online.

Maybe the lesson of the success 
of today’s online lectures is not to 
abandon lectures but to improve 
them. Rhetoric, the Internet seems 
to suggest, has not quite lost its 
power. We do not have to aspire to 
the full entertainment value of TED 
talks, which are often as superficial 
as they are self-aggrandizing. But 
college professors and professors of 
general education might (and of 
course they do every day) work 
harder at gearing substantial lec
tures to a general public, to deliv
ering lectures that have drama as 
well as depth. Anyone who has 
been to an academic conference 
and endured the endless parade of 
professors, head down, reading 
their papers word for word in a 
monochromatic drone, knows 
that academia has room to im
prove in the area of public expres
sion. Wrhy shouldn’t we take the 
lesson of the Internet to be that we 
should make lectures better, not 
that we should give up on them?

To do that, of course, educa
tional reform has to turn itself to 
the challenging question of how to 
improve the craft of teaching. 
Oddly enough, high-impact prac
tices do not concern themselves
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much with that subject. Rather, 
the focus is on how to vary the stu
dent s educational experience, how 
to make it more unconventional, 
more empirical, more practical 
and “experiential,” more produc
tive and problem based, more var
ied and diverse, more fruitful to 
the students career, of better serv
ice to society. But high-impact 
teaching advocates are strangely 
quiet on the subject of how to help 
professors more ably deliver rich 
and substantial content in the 
classroom. In fact, they seem to 
have lost faith in the idea of “con
tent” altogether, as well as the idea 
that anything of much import oc
curs in a classroom.

The Silicon Valley Model

The vogue for collaborative learn
ing today is due, in large part, to 
the success of the Silicon Valley 
model of innovation, which 
stresses the value of group work 
that draws together minds from a 
wide array of disciplines and exists 
in order to solve a practical prob
lem. To serve on a task force on 
general education today is to be 
guaranteed a presentation by a 
turtle-necked Steve Jobs type, 
renowned for his or her carefully

tended Internet profile, who will 
lecture, with some confidence, on 
how desiccated and outmoded tra
ditional methods of learning in ac
ademia are and how they pale in 
comparison to the lively and pro
ductive exchange of ideas in high- 
tech corridors. This pitch is 
accomplished by means of a few 
pithy truisms that may very well 
have already been tidily arranged 
into a short TED talk.

The courting of Silicon Valley 
by contemporary education theo
rists is worth a few words. First, it 
is yet another example of the bias 
in high-impact learning toward 
study that has a practical outcome: 
liberal arts programs should be 
tied into professionals schools, 
classes should be based on agreed 
upon “learning outcomes” that 
can be more easily measured by as
sessment reviews, and study 
should, as it does in Silicon Valley, 
solve problems. It should result in 
some tangible value. When this 
kind of coursework is bandied 
about, as it was the day a Silicon 
Valley speaker came to talk to a 
task force on general education of 
which I was a member, one can 
sense the humanists in the room 
starting to shift uncomfortably in 
their seats as they wonder whether
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their presence is really required in 
the room. Our spokesman was de
lineating the efforts of a group he 
had led to create a lighter space suit 
for NASA—interesting, to say the 
least, but hard for me to translate 
into my humanities course.

Academia’s turn to Silicon Val
ley for inspiration is perfectly con
sistent with another long-term 
trend in the humanities: the in
creasing tendency to promote art 
and literature only for their rele
vance to contemporary social 
problems. It is hard to find an ac
ademic article in contemporary 
humanities journals that does not 
address a social ill— gender, racial, 
or political inequities, for example. 
The modern academic can look at 
an artistic work without recourse 
to a social agenda for about the 
same amount of time an average 
person can stare at the sun. Acad
emias fascination with Silicon Val
ley and its think-tank notion of 
education is in perfect accordance 
with the prevalent contemporary 
notion of humanities as an adjunct 
to the social sciences, meaningful 
only in the way it addresses social 
problems. A classroom need not 
be the staid and fusty place it has 
been, wherein professors pour 
their tired ideas down the funnel

of students5 tired ears; it can be 
vital to society by bending itself to 
something useful, for once— not a 
place for analysis of the world, but 
the actual improvement of it. As
suming, of course, that students 
know how to improve the world 
when they have foregone under
standing it.

O f course, the fascination with 
Silicon Valley group-think is also 
another example, along with, say, 
the determination to link liberal 
arts to professional schools, of the 
modern university’s kowtowing to 
the world of finance and industry. 
Once again, we need to note the 
convenience of a pedagogy that 
mirrors the corporate mentality of 
the time, that so well accords with 
the comfort level of a clientele 
clamoring for a more practical 
university. Read the many descrip
tions of general education pro
grams out there. They invariably 
include a declaration of the uni
versity’s commitment to modern 
technology that is so flowery and 
idealist in its expression as to be 
interchangeable with the text of 
the latest Apple ads (“In this in
creasingly global world of pioneer
ing technological feats . . .”). But 
you will look in vain for any refer
ence to the traditional role of the
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university as an institution that 
prides itself on a circumspect ap
proach to the spasms of the 
modern world. Academia has tra
ditionally cast a jaundiced eye on 
much of what is described as 
“new” and counseled students to 
not only innovate, but to ap
proach innovation with skepticism 
and caution.

One of the features of the Sili
con Valley think-tank method that 
our emissary from California urged 
upon us was the importance of tol
erating failure as part of the process 
of creativity and discovery. Real 
innovation, he emphasized, re
quired the de-stigmatization of 
failure. He had difficulty seeing 
grades as anything but an obstacle 
to productive interdisciplinary 
work. O f course, here he was 
preaching to the choir. Since grade 
inflation has permeated the acad
emy, failure has been pretty well 
tolerated. There would seem to be 
more of a need for the contrary 
point of view, that students might 
need to be subject to the sting of 
actual failure a little more often 
than they are in college. Here again 
we must note the synchronicity be
tween the contemporary ethos of 
the modern university that seeks, 
increasingly, to shelter the student

from the discomfort of adversity in 
higher education and that of the 
Silicon Valley notion of entrepre
neurial problem-solving as a 
process that does not stigmatize 
failure. And the further syn
chronicity of both with the univer
sity’s economic need to pacify a 
clientele increasingly concerned 
that their studies might be too im
practical, boring, and difficult.

There are, of course, different 
kinds of failure and different kinds 
of responses to failure. Our Silicon 
Valley guide’s notion of failure is 
that of the scientist. Failure, he 
emphasized, is not something to 
be regretted. Every failure is a step 
forward in solving a problem. All 
solutions necessitate many failures. 
Failures are to be sloughed off, 
without guilt, as a necessary 
process. Time is not to be wasted 
on rueing failure. Failure is the 
partner of creativity.

But failure in a laboratory is dif
ferent than failures of the self. The 
latter are to be taken very seriously, 
perhaps even regretted, mourned 
over, held fast to as a check to ego
tism and a goad to better behavior. 
And failure is to be considered, in 
the end, insurmountable, some
thing with which every human 
being must reconcile, a source of
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wisdom, a definitive means of un
derstanding ourselves. The univer
sity is, to a great extent, concerned 
with that which cannot be 
changed, with certain inevitabili
ties of the human situation which 
need to be considered if a human 
being is going to arrive at some 
kind of philosophical agreement 
with life, a measure of peace and 
calm. The university’s purpose is to 
quiet students as well as to excite 
them, to teach them humility as 
well as pride. On our death beds 
we may be just as happy that we 
read Senecas or George Eliots 
grapplings with mortality as we 
will be that we participated in a 
group that refined the quality of a 
space suit. The university is as con
cerned with human limitation as 
it is with the expanse of human in
novation, even if the former does 
not sell as well in college cata
logues or synch as easily with the 
rhetoric of Apple television com
mercials. And it is as concerned 
with the individual as it is with the 
community. Death, for example, 
is a phenomenon rather impervi
ous to the best efforts of group- 
think. That is a lonely valley we 
will all be crossing on our own. 
The university can, however, by a 
disciplined attention to the nature

of the self, provide some provi
sions for that and other arduous, 
solitary journeys of the soul.
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The Magic Tablet
J. T. Bushnell

Not long ago, in a small city in the Silicon Valley where the glass towers 
of your favorite tech companies rise from the old eucalyptus groves and 
fruit orchards, there lived, if it could be called living, a literature profes
sor named Leonard Zelman. After many years of service, Zelman learned 
he was to be promoted to emeritus and released from all teaching duties. 
He tried to remain calm, fearing the return of his old symptoms— the 
loss of vision and the spiking blood pressure that threatened to leave 
him cataleptic on the floor. After the height of his emotion had passed, 
he called the attorney who twenty years earlier had won him, among 
other things, a court injunction against termination, only to find him 
retired. He was referred instead to a junior associate who promised to 
look into his options. She found none, but that didn’t stop her from 
sending a bill for seven hundred dollars the following week. After 
scratching out the check at home, Zelman mounted his exercycle and 
pedaled furiously. When he stopped more than ten minutes later, sweat
ing and breathless, his anger was gone, but so too was his hope. They’d 
got him at last.

What was to become of him? He was not a young man but neither 
was he old. For two long days he mulled an idea, and then, while pluck
ing frames from his office walls, lifting potted plants, tumbling books 
into cardboard boxes, he gave in and called campus tech support. While 
the phone rang he looked out his window at the peaceful view, empty 
except for the darting birds and two-story rhododendrons, great moun
tains of flowers piled against brick buildings. Normally it was Zelman’s 
favorite time, but with no counterbalance of future prospects, his past 
had slammed down hard. His head was full of memories and his heart 
was heavy. v

On the phone he requested a worker, and he was just setting the re
ceiver into its cradle when there came a knock. Astonished, Zelman 
opened the door. Standing in the dim marble hallway, lips peeled from 
his crooked teeth, cheeks bunched under blue eyes swimming with de
light, was Jordy Shwartz, office-hour haunt. He was a former student
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who had shown litde talent for comprehending literature but great in
terest in striking up a friendship. One was Zelman’s specialty, the other 
not. In his dark eyes, however, even when they were pinched with laugh
ter, Zelman perceived a depth of sadness, and so he tried to treat the 
boy with kindness. He was wearing, as always, a stiff-brimmed fedora 
and gabardine duster that made him look disjointed in time and space. 
An electronic device disappeared into his pocket.

“Jordy,” Zelman said. “I have an appointment coming. Office hours 
are finished.”

“Im  the appointment, Dr. Z.”
“I mean with tech support.”
The boy slipped past Zelman and took up his usual spot in the hard- 

backed chair by the desk. “Summers they keep me on call.”
Zelman was skeptical. The coincidence was too great, like finding 

Jordy suddenly beside him at the bathroom sink, whistling, or finding 
Jordy waiting around a corner, pleased to discover he was headed the 
same direction as Zelman. “Why don’t you go home,” Zelman asked, 
“like all the other students?”

Jordy politely removed his hat and perched it on his knee. His dark 
hair was matted, oily. “I live in town with my mom. Originally I’m from 
the Bronx but a few years ago my dad passed and I had to come here.” 
His sad eyes landed on Zelman, asking for sympathy, which Zelman 
gave, briefly, before returning to his own troubles.

There was a story he often taught, he told Jordy, an old favorite in 
which a rabbinical student hires a marriage broker to help him find a 
bride. Believing this to be a foreign concept to modern students in Cal
ifornia, he had been explaining the tradition of the Jewish matchmaker 
a few years ago when someone had piped up, “Oh, you mean like OK 
Cupid?” Someone else had explained that this cupid was a computer 
service, that matchmaking was back in style. “Computers, however, I 
can’t reach by phone,” he concluded. “So I called tech support instead.” 
He turned to the window and said no more.

“You want help with online dating?” Jordy asked.
“I’ve been alone a long time, but alone and retired is another story.” 
“I don’t think you’d have any trouble on your own. It’s really easy.”
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“I have no computer.”
“There’s the library. There are labs. All have great Internet.”
“I don’t like to go on there.”
“Suit yourself.” Jordy unzipped his backpack and removed a black, 

grease-streaked slab of glass that came alive with colored light when he 
touched it. “The first thing we’ll need,” he said, tapping and swiping, 
but Zelman stilled his hand.

“I don’t like to go on there,” he repeated.

Around campus the neighborhood curbs were stacked with monuments 
of grubby furniture topped by cardboard signs that said FREE, as if cost
ing nothing would make somebody want what nobody did. Zelman 
drove with the windows down, the Buick’s suspension squeaking under 
the weight of its loaded trunk. At Franklin he steered away from the 
new downtown and into the old, where the trees were taller than the 
buildings and the shops had awnings and the pebbly sidewalks were 
cracked. After pulling to the curb with squealing brakes, he climbed the 
stairs to his apartment beneath a burden of books, and then, gulping 
air, went for more.

In his apartment, which smelled of fish, the sunlight was beginning 
to tilt into the kitchen. From the top of his carpeted tower Isaac yawned 
violently, then watched with one paw dangling as Zelman welcomed his 
new guests. To the potted plants he talked sweetly, calling them pet 
names as he wedged them in on crowded sills. The books he added to 
the stacks in front of his tightly packed shelves, sighing affectionately 
and giving them pats on the head. From the bottle of sherry he’d picked 
up, not knowing what Jordy drank, he shucked the paper bag, then 
placed it on the kitchen table along with two wine glasses, first wiping 
away the dust. He had, in the end, grimaced at the black slab and al
lowed Jordy to capture his photo. He had also pushed into Jordy’s hands 
his curriculum vitae, though there were, apparently, a few small matters 
it didn’t satisfy.

“For example?” Zelman had asked.
“Your age.”
“Fifty-four years.”
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“Height?”
“Five-foot-seven-and-one-quarter.”
“Ever married?”
CCT 551 was once.
“Divorced?”
“Widowed.”
Jordy glanced up with an expression that seemed full of both 

questions and their answers, eyes glazed with emotion. That was 
when Zelman had patted the poor boy’s knee and said, “Maybe 
thats enough for now,” then invited Jordy to his apartment to share 
the results.

When the knock sounded, Zelman, holding his book open on the 
kitchen table with two heavy hands, let his eyes finish a sentence, then 
one more— no, two— before pushing up to answer the door. Jordy had 
ditched the duster, preferring only a T-shirt that showed a night scene 
with wolves and a moon. He still had on the fedora. Where a boy his 
age had picked up such a thing Zelman couldn’t say. He supposed a 
man with a certain panache could wear it well, but Jordy was no such 
man. When he smiled, a green scrap showed between his teeth.

In the kitchen Zelman poured two sherries that sat untouched for 
the whole of the visit, while Jordy, all business, hung his hat on the 
chair and unzipped his backpack. While he sorted through the mess 
of papers and candy wrappers inside, Zelman dabbed his forehead 
with his handkerchief, then looked out the window at his tree, fully 
dressed in its little leaves. After a moment, a bird dropped straight 
down, without flight. Zelman glanced at the tower for Isaac, but the 
cat had disappeared.

“All right,” Jordy said. “Take your pick.”
Spread before him on the table were six sheets of small photos and 

pinpoint text. Zelman put on his glasses, but it took only a glance for 
disappointment to seize him. These women were, despite their smiles 
and poses, not young. He flinched at the thought. Not young? So go 
look in a mirror. But that was the problem— these photos were mirror 
enough. He lifted a sheet at random, brought it to his face, then held it 
at arm’s length. “Why so small?”
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“Just saving trees, Dr. Z. Here, let me help you with that.” Jordy 
tugged the paper from his fingers and snapped it upright. “Ah, great 
choice. KitKat007. Height of five-five, slender build—”

“What does this mean, ‘kick-cat’?”
“People make up screen names, like aliases.”
“A name isn’t for nothing, you know. For me, please, just say L. Zel- 

man.”
“Sorry. You’re already WiseGuyZ_54. Once you start you can’t 

change it.”
Zelman turned to the window, suppressing a groan. Across the street 

was another building like his, cream-colored brick over a shop, the re
cessed windows dark with shadow, reflecting Zelman’s window, where a 
sunset painted the glass pink. Wise Guy. It sounded like organized crime. 
What, for him, could be worse?

“Anyway,” Jordy was saying, “she’s forty-five, has a law degree but 
works in real estate, no kids, status is recently separated, used to be a 
foot model— ”

Zelman turned from the window in surprise. “You said separated? 
Not divorced?”

Jordy kept smiling but the light was gone from his eyes, as though it 
was his own suitability Zelman was questioning. “It just says separated.”

“I have no interest in a married woman. Her poor husband.”
Jordy put down the sheet and picked up another. “Okay, then how 

about SL_Fantastique? Never married. No kids. Fluent in French and 
Spanish, conversational in Italian, plus knows a little German. Lived in 
France a long time. Likes NPR and loves to read. I can also tell you that 
her real name is Susan Lillard because she taught at my high school. 
Sweet lady, very intelligent.”

“Did you say how old?”
Jordy’s eyes went down and then his brows came up. “Sixty-one.”
“I’m sorry,” Zelman said, shaking his head.
Jordy’s face darkened. He put down the sheet with reluctance and 

picked up another. “MizzGrizz,” he said, and smacked the sheet. “Age is 
thirty-nine. Going back to school for a business degree. Looking for 
someone serious who enjoys a quiet night at home.”
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“Let me see,” Zelman said, then found, when he took the sheet, that 
the photo hid more than it showed. The camera was lifted so he could 
see down her blouse but her eyes looked up from a foreshortened face. 
“Shes attractive?” he asked.

Jordy wiggled his eyebrows, kissed his fingertips.
“So how come she needs a matchmaker?”
“How come yourself?”
Zelman pulled his hands off the table, embarrassed.
“All I mean is nobody worries about that anymore. Its no different 

than shopping for shoes.”
“I’m not shoes.”
“Neither is she, but would you want to haul the kids to the store when 

the whole stores in your computer, plus more?”
“Kids?”
“Its not like they come on the dates.”
After a moment of reflection, Zelman, ashamed at his unreasonable 

standards—what was he, diamonds?— shook his head. “I appreciate your 
help but I think this isn’t a good idea.”

“Look,” Jordy pleaded, grabbing another sheet and thrusting it 
into his face, “this one teaches in your departm ent, specializes 
in Victorian— ”

But at this Zelman groaned, clutching at the few wisps remaining 
atop his head.

“You’ll spend your life alone if you wait for someone perfect.” 
“Who’s alone?” Zelman waved at the books, the plants, the cat that 

wasn’t there. Jordy was searching the sheets with frantic eyes, but Zelman 
scooped them into a stack and turned them over, then produced his 
checkbook. “For your time,” he said, “I’d like to compensate.”

“Strictly unnecessary,” Jordy protested, rising to his feet. “Technology 
Support Services gives me my paychecks.”

“Not for personal matters.”
“Consider it a favor.”
“Favors don’t pay tuition,” Zelman said, scratching in some figures. 

“To be a student, it makes you poor. I don’t mind paying. Please, take.” 
He removed the check with an expert tear, but when he looked up, the
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backpack was gone and the door hung open. “Your hat!” Zelman called, 
rushing to the staircase, but by then Jordy was gone.

The next day he felt low. On the exercycle his legs were weak and his 
eyes found no traction on the novel spread across the handlebars. They 
wandered to the window, through which he could see stylish young 
women entering and exiting the secondhand fashion boutique beneath 
him, delivering old fashions and carrying out new, though old and new 
were, in this store, the same. The sight of these women revived a familiar 
ache in his chest. He dismounted, made hot tea with a thick slice of 
lemon but could only watch it steam. He ate a bite of cheese for health 
but couldn’t manage more. Finally he did what he was trying not to. 
From the closet he dragged a crate of old photos. In them he still had 
his bush of black hair and his Devorah. The feelings were the same as 
always— first joy to see her, then longing, then a quick souring and 
anger. He flung the photos, shoved the box, and shook his fist at the 
three scoundrels who had wrecked his life. “Whore, bastard, bitch!” he 
shouted, meaning Devorah, the man with whom she’d betrayed him, 
and the man’s abominable wife. Then he sank to the carpet in self-pity 
and contempt, his curses echoing in his head until Isaac, jumping to his 
lap, drowned them with grateful purrs.

By nightfall, with help from the sherry, he had managed to calm him
self enough to leaf through an academic quarterly, finding distraction 
there until he was interrupted by a knock. It was Jordy, beaming, though 
he also looked pale. “Dr. Z,” he said, “get ready to meet the woman of 
your dreams.”

Zelman carried over the fedora, wishing he hadn’t shown his home 
to a boy who had never let him enjoy his office hours in peace. “Please, 
Jordy. I changed my mind.”

Jordy took the hat and laid it aside. “You’ll change it again.” His smile 
was dimmed by exhaustion. “Do you remember Susan Lillard, my high 
school teacher?”

“I remember her age is sixty-one.”
“It’s fifty-one. There was a mix-up when I was copying it onto paper 

for you. Sixty-one was someone else, a lawyer.”
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“The lawyer you said was forty-five.”
“A different lawyer. Its not my fault the site is full of lawyers.”
The world is, Zelman thought, and his mood collapsed further. “No, 

but you’re right that the years make no difference. I’m not interested.” 
“How can you not be interested in a woman in love with words and 

ideas, like you, and who can read about them in six languages? With a 
beautiful face and curly hair that’s still mostly red, and you cant believe 
how much kindness? Not to mention her house where the sunlight 
floods into every room, or her garden that could feed a family.”

“If she’s so wonderful,” Zelman said, trying to hide the interest Jordy 
had aroused, “then why did she never get married?”

“She likes life and wanted a lot of it. Also she’s picky, like you.” 
Zelman couldn’t deny that he was tempted. He looked out the win

dow, where across the way, the lit window showed a boy drinking milk 
at the dinner table, holding his cup with both hands. “Why are you so 
concerned whether I meet a woman, Jordy?”

“You called for help so I’m helping.”

Two days later, Zelman found himself hunched over an electric pottery 
wheel. The clay spinning beneath his palms was slick and sensual, em
barrassing him. Other adults wrestled gray lumps while their hairy- 
armed teacher gave pointers.

“Reminds me of ghosts,” Susan Lillard said, and Zelman’s head shot 
up. She was looking down at her own clay, wiry tendons standing up 
inside her elbows.

“What did you say?”
“Ghost. Tbe old movie with Patrick Swayze and Demi Moore?”
“Ah, yes. Excuse me.”
After many grunting exertions, he managed to produce something 

like a vase, wobbly, its thick edges flared. Susan Lillard made a nice
sized bowl. With a wire they sliced them from their wheels and set them 
to dry.

After washing their hands, they emerged into the pleasant weather 
and walked together toward the river park. Zelman held himself erect, 
his courteous hands clenched behind his back, his heels clicking the
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pavers. The summer air was calming, a distant cloudbank lit yellow 
under long blue skies. A heady odor like boiled oats came from a nearby 
brewery, mingling pleasantly with the smells of sun-soaked grass and 
pollen. Susan Lillard was talking with animation about her teaching, 
her students, her desire to travel more abroad. Zelman found her pleas
antly rational and charismatic. He also liked her petite size and vigorous 
face, which, though pretty, was crisscrossed with lines and framed by 
white hair as short as a mans. He had known at first glance she was easily 
past sixty. He blamed Jordy, not her, for the false propaganda.

“Excuse me for asking,” Susan Lillard remarked suddenly, interrupting 
herself, “but I keep glancing over and nearly recognizing you. Are you 
sure we haven’t met before?”

“Yes,” he said. “But this town isn’t so big that you never see the 
same people.”

“I suppose Jordy Shwartz proves that.” She smiled. “I have to say it star
tled me to receive his messages under your name. A dating site isn’t exactly 
the place you want to run into students. He’s a funny kid, isn’t he?” 

Zelman conceded the point, though his mind had snagged on her 
recognition. He changed the subject: “I hear you have a nice garden.” 

She laughed. “Did Jordy tell you that?”
Zelman admitted it.
“I grow herbs in the kitchen window. I think Jordy sometimes sees 

more than whats really there.”
Zelman, all tact, tried not to sound too enthusiastic in his agreement. 
“So have you always resisted technology?” she asked.
“No. Twenty years ago I had a TV, a computer, even a modem that 

you plugged in where the phone goes.”
“I don’t know how you gave it all up. It’s admirable.”
“If you’ve got a reason it isn’t hard.”
“What was yours?”
“What not?” he answered vaguely.
“A man like you must want to avoid distraction.”
Zelman shook his head. “What else is a book? What I want to avoid 

is people who type whatever nasty idea pops into their heads. Some 
things a man doesn’t need to hear.”
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“So then what brought someone like you,” she persisted, “to on
line dating?”

After explaining his promotion, he said that without his job he 
thought maybe he needed some company. “I never did before because 
I had my books, and they were company enough— the best company” 

“But you didn’t lose your books, did you? You lost your students.” 
He buttoned his jacket and let the topic pass, though he was 

struck with the truth of what she’d said. They were walking along 
the river now, which rushed between brown boulders and infused 
the air with a pleasant chill. Crickets already chirruped in the brush, 
or so he thought until Susan Lillard slipped a handheld computer 
from her purse and silenced them with a swipe. “I don’t mean to be 
rude,” she said, “but my friend wants to make sure I haven’t been 
kidnapped.” They rested on a plaza bench while she tapped the 
screen. He listened to her fingernails click and the river tumble, his 
mind turning over the idea she’d mentioned, that his losses were dif
ferent than he’d supposed.

Susan Lillard gasped. Her eyes lifted from the tiny computer, face 
bright with fear, as if Zelman had just threatened violence against 
her. “You’re— !”

He groaned.
“I knew you looked familiar!”
“So if you have to read about it,” he begged, “please, read where it 

says I’m innocent and always was.”
The date promptly ended.

Zelman spent the following days huddled on the sofa beneath a blanket, 
clammy with grief and regret. Innocent: who could fit the whole truth 
into three lousy syllables? Hadn’t he told the clean-shaven detective that 
no tragedy would have happened if only he were less stubborn? Hadn’t 
he beaten his breast, wishing it were so? His beard came in ragged, 
swirled with white. One morning he cracked a book only to toss it aside 
in disgust, unable to tolerate the characters’ stupidity and pride. All his 
life he’d been reading and what had he learned? He kicked the book 
stacks, toppling them. He clawed his temples. He yanked the curtain to
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block the mocking sunlight. The plants wilted. Isaac mewled. But the 
past wouldn’t budge from his brain.

They had married young. Zelman, slaving first at his dissertation and 
then at his career, had always responded to Devorah’s questions about 
children, “Later.” On her thirty-first birthday, however, what had always 
been a discussion became a quarrel, and at its height Devorah smashed 
the birthday cake, crying, “Now is later!” Zelman, wiping the frosting 
from her hand and wrist, suggested a half-hour adjournment to com
pose themselves, but Devorah composed herself instantly. She told him 
quietly but with a look of courage that it was, ultimately, the woman 
who chose whether to swallow the pill that prevented her from becom
ing a mother.

Zelman, expert logician, agreed. “Then again,” he argued, “a wor
ried man might find other ways to prevent it, such as withholding 
his contribution.”

She had laughed without joy, a sound that still rang in his ears. No 
man was capable of such a thing, she said, so he set himself to prove her 
wrong, and by force of will, he did.

Seven months later she turned up in a hotel room, naked and dead. 
Another man, also married, had found her bleeding on the bed from 
three bullet wounds. Those details came later, of course. What came first 
was the dean striding in to interrupt Zelman’s evening lecture, laying a 
heavy hand on his shoulder, asking him to send the students home. It 
was a Tuesday in November, he recalled, and showers of leaves fell 
through his headlights while he sped to the hospital, beating the wheel 
with his fists, his throat making noises that were alien to him.

The police seemed to know how to treat a man in his situation. 
They ushered him to their station, speaking kindly, and he was happy 
for their expertise and sympathy. He didn’t know which way to move 
without their gentle, guiding touches. They gave him a comfortable 
chair, brewed him tea, apologized that they had no lemon. They 
asked him questions that he could, in his shock, barely understand, 
encouraging him when he was capable of speech, consoling him 
when he wasn’t. It wasn’t until the clean-shaven one asked if anybody 
could confirm his whereabouts earlier that afternoon that he finally
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understood their purpose. “Monsters!” he accused, leaping from his 
seat. “Swine!”

Allegations flew from all sides. The newspaper articles were heart
breaking, the television crews relentless, but worst was the Internet, 
where any schmuck could slander him. On top of his grief and fear, the 
cruelty was too much to bear. It left him trembling with an outrage so 
profound that a black shape blew up in his mind. He awoke later—who 
was there anymore to tell him how long?—jaws sore. The episodes per
sisted even after he sold the ghost-filled house and moved into his garret 
above the post office, which later became the secondhand boutique. Fi
nally he visited a doctor whose frosty eyes showed he followed the news. 
The doctor wrote him a prescription, recommended exercise, and said 
the most important thing was to avoid triggers. Zelman found himself 
incapable of this last suggestion until finally, after a particularly egregious 
assassination of his character, he heaved his heavy CPU from the win
dow, doctors orders. It thumped the sidewalk, sturdy as a cinderblock, 
just behind a mailmans startled heels. “Watch where you walk!” Zelman 
shouted angrily, shaking his fist, then heaved the monitor, which shat
tered nicely. The city fined him for the mess, a penalty so trivial that he 
laughed aloud in misery.

He was never arrested, but it was a long investigation. People went 
quiet when he walked into rooms. Colleagues shunned him. Neighbors 
watched with greedy eyes. Ultimately the other mans wife was indicted, 
then convicted, but did people treat him any differently? Why couldn’t 
they see, in her guilt, his innocence? He considered quitting his job, 
moving away, but after so much had been taken from him, did he have 
to give up the little that remained?

Only in his students had he found, after a few years, some comfort. 
Their ignorance was his bliss. They came to his classes with blinking, 
unguarded eyes, and as he navigated them through the silent depths of 
stories, pointing out the mysteries that floated by like dim, ancient 
leviathans, their faces had opened up in trust and awe. Susan Lillard was 
right—he had laid himself down as a bridge, truth to youth, but was it 
a bridge when it reached to nothing? Was it truth when it lived only in 
your head? In books he had learned about life, but what about living?
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In books he had experienced beauty, but what about the world? In books 
he had found out what mattered, but did it matter to him?

His loneliness was crushing. Once again he considered moving 
away—open the atlas and point— but it tormented him to give up the 
years he had invested in the place. They added up to a life, and to throw 
them away was like death.

As the new weekends replaced the old, however, he regained some 
composure. Little by little, his books began to occupy his mind. With 
gentle hands he scooped them into stacks and finally found some con
solation flipping through a few dog-eared, pencil-stained volumes. He 
mourned anew for Emma Bovary and cursed her lackey husband. He 
stood in fear of Ahab’s soul-wrecking anger. He watched in horror as 
Raskolnikov brought down his ax, and he hated Mersault as Mersault 
wished to be hated. And through these characters, more like family than 
fiction, he felt connected once again to the great web of human life, 
where suffering and error— his too— reigned.

Before long he was back on the exercycle, riding several slow miles, 
thinking about his lonely condition while he watched customers walk 
in and out of the shop below. Should he try, maybe, saying hello once 
in a while to the swapniks? As soon as the idea came, so did another— 
to stop being alone, you had to open more than your mouth. After 
his period of misery, the thought shook him, and what needed open
ing opened.

Jordy, whether by coincidence or clairvoyance, returned that very 
hour. Beneath the fedora, his face was haggard, his tired eyes hung with 
purple bruises, his back slumped, as if he, not Zelman, had been holed 
up all this time lamenting a rejection. His backpack was strapped over 
the baggy duster, which reached nearly to the ground, as if the body in
side it had shrunk. As a result he appeared to roll rather than step into 
the apartment. “So,” he said, looking at his fingernails, “tell me, how 
was your date?”

Seeing the boys condition, Zelman’s felt his annoyance lift, and so it 
was with tenderness that he asked, “Why did you lie, Jordy?”

“Lie?”
“This woman, she was sixty at least.”
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“People put what they want on their profiles. Some tell the truth, 
some better. That’s why you have to meet them.”

Zelman wiped a hand at him. “With this I’m finished. What I’m look
ing for, you can’t find it in a computer.”

Any blood left in Jordy’s face drained instantly away. “Don’t let one 
bad date get you down, Dr. Z.”

“What I want is more than dates.”
“Who doesn’t? The dates come first.”
“I think you don’t understand. I’ve decided to look for myself.”
But Jordy had already torn open his backpack and withdrawn another 

slab, its backing white rather than black, and with a flicking finger 
brought it to life. “Photos,” he said, and before Zelman could object, 
they exploded onto the screen. “It’s a loaner,” he added, laying the device 
on the table, “courtesy of Technology Support Services.”

Zelman called after him to take the machine away, but Jordy, weight
less as the wind, had already disappeared.

Deep summer came. Zelman kept the windows open, fans blowing. He 
traded boiling tea for iced and ate cold food from the refrigerator. All 
the while, the darkened slab lay crooked on the table, its screen dulled 
by dust. Sometimes when he was eating or reading, his eyes fell upon it, 
but he refused to touch. Instead he visited art galleries, sat in cafes, at
tended poetry readings, walked the park’s winding pathways. Everywhere 
he went people poked and prodded screens of various sizes, their faces 
filled with residues of human interaction: smiles, scowls, shock. He 
imagined them all ignoring each other to browse photos, looking, like 
him, for love— a tragedy, but the world is full of them.

Spending these hot months alone was nothing new, but as summer 
deepened into autumn, his tree’s little leaves going yellow and the early 
nightfall bringing a chill, an old restlessness invaded his mind. It wors
ened when the moving trucks appeared, and then the students, loud and 
oblivious and full of longings they barely understood. He retreated to 
his books but again they depressed him. W hat you couldn’t get from 
new technology you couldn’t get from old. Then one drizzly morning, 
trying to dispel these bad feelings on his exercycle, he watched two back-
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packed students zip down the street on real bicycles, not stationary and 
never would be. His legs stopped. His patience vanished. He turned, 
facing the dim hovel where he would live out his years, and when his 
eyes caught the tablet he lunged for it.

The screen bathed his face in blue light. Women were arranged in a 
tidy grid, hundreds of them, and if he tapped one, she flew up, filling 
the screen. Some were older, some younger, some beautiful, some plain, 
and though all were, like him, past their prime, they hardly seemed to 
notice. They looked down from walls of sun-baked rock, paddled through 
heaping whitewater, danced in festival costumes. They grinned in dim 
restaurants over bulbs of wine, sunbathed in motorboats, held their chil
dren to them like hostages. They stood in forests, on glaciers, under sun
sets and hiked green jungles, tan savannahs, black caverns. In front of 
palaces and ruins they flung apart their arms and legs like living Xs.

When Zelman finally bumped the end, his mouth was dry and his 
stomach complained. He glanced at his surroundings with the same es
trangement that came after a good novel, and his little apartment seemed 
darker and more terrible than ever. W hat did he know of climbing 
mountains, or sampling wines? What, moreover, did these women know 
of enduring a life weighted with accusation and sorrow? The clock, he 
noticed, had leapt forward an hour, and because he looked forward only 
to dinner and sleep, this passage of time pleased him, and his eyes 
brimmed at the thought that this was what his life had amounted to— 
the aspiration to let more of it slip away.

Trying to shut off the device, he managed only to close the digital 
window. It collapsed into a manila-folder icon, and Zelman remembered 
enough to understand he hadn’t been online after all. Jordy must have 
stashed these photos in a file. One photo, however, titled “SampleOl,” 
sat next to the folder. Against his better judgment, Zelman touched it, 
and the image flew up like a genie. It was a reproduction, a photo of a 
photo, the table’s wood grain plainly visible around the border, but the 
womans face clobbered him like a poems perfect last line. Her reluctant 
eyes hovered just below the lens, her gaze flat, turned inward, as if dis
tracted by a memory of suffering or disgrace, though she seemed com
fortable in her discomfort, accustomed to whatever burden she bore.
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This incongruity gave her a look beyond her years, an appearance of hav
ing lived too much already, for in the photo she was, if not young, then 
younger. Attractive too, though her dark brow and sadness lent her 
beauty a stinging imperfection. What stung him most, however, was the 
seeming indifference to anything as trivial as beauty, the disregard for 
anything outside of the worry that had lowered her eyes, the intimation 
that she wanted what she never hoped to get. There was also something 
about her haunted face he nearly recognized, something around the eyes 
and mouth, though when he tried to distinguish what, it rushed from 
him. Since the photo she might have aged, but that made little difference 
to Zelman. It wasn’t her looks but her look that attracted him.

Flying around his apartment, he searched for his campus contact list. 
Finding it nowhere, he grabbed the tablet, rushed downstairs, and dis
lodged his Buick from its long place on the curb. On campus he went 
where he’d never had to go: Information. They told him a location and 
he ran there, clutching the tablet to his breast. It was an old stone build
ing, and Technology Support Services was tucked in its basement. He 
entered through an open doorway, finding it lit by fluorescents and sur
prisingly small. The air smelled of superheated dust, like Zelman’s apart
ment the first time he cranked up the radiator each year, and a bucket 
was catching a drip from the ceiling. At a desk cluttered with wires and 
disassembled circuit boards, a boy gripped a hoagie sandwich in one 
hand while his other hand clicked a mouse.

“Excuse me,” Zelman said. “I’m looking for Jordy Shwartz.”
The boy glanced at Zelman without seeing him. “Technicians 

work remotely.”
“Can you call? I wouldn’t ask except it’s urgent. Tell him Dr. Zelman.” 
The boy’s eyes fell on the tablet and his face changed. “Oh my God. 

Is that TS-14?”
Zelman stepped backward and gripped it tighter.
“We’ve been looking everywhere for that.” The boy put down his sand

wich and stood, revealing impressive height. “Hand it over. It’s ours.” 
With a cry Zelman fled.
The rain fell heavily against the windshield as he drove home. When 

he arrived, Jordy was already there, leaning against the brick. With his
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fedora pulled low and his collar turned up, he needed only a burning 
cigarette to complete the picture of an old-time pulp detective. Zelman, 
smiling in amazement at Jordy’s speed, hurried over with his umbrella. 
He was nearly laughing as he said, “You must have rushed.”

Jordy glanced up, not understanding.
“I’ll give what you came for,” Zelman said, meaning the tablet. “But 

first tell me, who is she.”
“Who is who?”
Zelman turned on the tablet and thrust it forward, sheltering it with 

his umbrella. When Jordy’s eyes found the image, a shock ran through 
his face. He tipped up the hat, staring with a terrible expression, as if 
Zelman were showing him a corpse he recognized. He took the device 
into his hands, and for a moment his face softened before going cold 
with contempt. “I’m sorry,” he said, shutting it off. “Another mix-up. 
This one wasn’t for you.” He shoved the tablet into the duster’s inner 
pocket, pulled his belt tight, and marched into the rain.

When Zelman called for him to wait, he broke into a run.
After momentary disbelief, Zelman ran after him, but Jordy, sensing a 

chase, dashed ahead. Together they flew down the sidewalk, heels splash
ing puddles. Pedestrians leapt aside. Customers turned in the windows. 
Finally, forcing a burst of speed from his feeble legs, Zelman caught his 
student’s collar. The duster slipped off and the student ran on, or so Zel
man imagined from the easy weight in his hand, but when he looked at 
the duster, Jordy was still belted tight. Forgetting himself, Zelman pinned 
the boy in a doorway and shook him. “Tell me, who is she!”

Jordy’s wet face was wrenched. “She’s nobody. She’s not for you.” 
“Give me a name.”
“I’m sorry but I can’t.” Jordy tried to pull away but Zelman held him 

there. Raindrops beat his head and weighted his clothes.
“Please. You don’t know what it means to me to meet her.”
“She brings nothing but trouble, Dr. Z., and more trouble you 

don’t need.”
“More?”
“I use Google like everyone else. But where you’re innocent, she can 

never wish to be.”
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Zelman’s temples throbbed and his heart pounded. Fearing for his 
health, he let go. “What are you saying?”

“For her, love is a burden, so let it burden her forever.”
“Take a breath, Jordy. Why are you crying?”
“Why?” he blurted, then raised his face, as though his answer was 

meant for the clouds. “Because she’s my momma, and if she’d stayed 
with us, then my papa never would’ve jumped.”

In his apartment, trembling from the chill, Zelman shed his wet clothes 
and curled beneath a blanket. Before long he awoke disoriented, his 
mind filled with a heavy past other than his own. Fie went to the kitchen 
and filled the kettle, but while it ticked on the stove like a quickening 
clock, his mind dwelled where he told it not to until it reached a terri
fying conclusion: Maybe he, Zelman, who studied tragedy and lived 
with his own, could take on someone else’s for a change. Maybe he could 
give a woman what no one ever gave to him.

He resisted the idea, seeing tragedy begetting tragedy, pain doubling 
pain. He told himself to forget her, Jordy too, but all his life he was a 
failure at forgetting.

A week later, he visited the campus library to see if it needed volun
teers— unpaid, thanks; whatever you’ve got— and afterward ducked into 
a dining hall for a cup of hot soup. Right away he spotted Jordy sitting 
alone in the back, only his chin visible beneath his hat brim.

“Can I join?” Zelman asked.
Jordy looked up unhappily from his tablet. “Depends on your reason.” 
“Then I wont say it.”
“Do yourself a favor and forget her, Dr. Z.”
“Desire you don’t forget.”
“You don’t even know anything about her.”
“Like anyone else, I can learn.”
“It won’t do you any good.”
“Perhaps not,” Zelman began, and swallowed the thick emotion that 

welled in his throat. “But perhaps I can do the good this time.”
When Jordy looked at him, there was now the silent hunger in his 

eyes that had always made the ex-professor want to push him out of his
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office, only now he saw his own face, his own hunger, reflected in the 
students eyes, and it reminded him of his days on the other side of the 
classroom, when hed first peered into the dark wells of knowledge from 
which his mentors had drawn their conclusions, and the world had 
seemed full of possibility. After many long moments studying Zelman s 
face, Jordy at last returned his attention to his tablet. He worked at it 
for a moment, then said, “Come tomorrow night, seven sharp. Press 
here for directions.”

Understanding that everything would be arranged, Zelman took 
the device.

The next evening, beneath a sky like a silver bowl, Zelman drove from 
old town into older. On the passenger seat was a bag of oranges, a more 
practical gift than flowers. In his lap was Jordy’s tablet, from which a 
womans voice warned him of lefts and rights, knowing exactly where 
he was and everything that lay ahead. It was such a miracle that it made 
him wonder what else the magic tablet was capable of—if it was possible 
that Jordy, with its help, had designed everything to happen exactly as 
it did.

The crumbling tenement at which he arrived— six stories high, brick 
blackened by generations of weather, mangled fire escape clinging to its 
face— no longer stands today. It was condemned two earthquakes ago 
and, after a short vacancy, razed. It took only a little legal wrangling to 
re-purpose the land as a community garden, and these days, in black 
soil enriched with chicken waste, there are great bouquets of purple kale 
and broccoli, half-buried radishes and yams, marigold garnishes to at
tract butterflies and keep out pests, all awash in sun and watered with 
special dispensations from the city. Looking at the crops, its hard to 
imagine anymore the space, four stories up, where an ex-professor, spiffy 
in his new tie and gleaming shoes, once coaxed an aging and reluctant 
widow from her bedroom, telling her that time gets long if you let it. 
But the location hovers there just the same, a plot of intersecting vectors 
that has always existed and always will, one moment as a block of sky 
that admits the wind and swooping blackbird as easily as it will one day 
admit oblivion, another moment as a shabby bedroom where a young 
man hangs up his duster and fedora before ripping open an orange.
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The First-Year Mourner
Yukiko Tominaga

Because we heard there are surf spots and fortune-tellers, we headed to 
Cape Cod. A snowy Christmas morning, the traffic was sparse and the 
few cars that were on the highway passed us, honking at my bubbe’s 
slow-moving car, but we didn’t care. We were first-year mourners. We 
could do whatever we wanted. My auntie wasn’t Jewish. In fact, she 
wasn’t even American. She was Japanese, but according to my bubbe, 
she was a Jew in her past life.

I was sitting in the back seat with Alex. He was eighteen months old, 
cute and quiet as long as the car kept moving.

“Here, have some.” My bubbe grabbed some Utz chips and placed 
them on my auntie’s lap. “They’re good for you, low in sodium. Only 
the best for my daughter-in-law.”

My auntie said thank you, and instead of chips she picked the skin 
off the side of her thumb and ate it. If she put something in her 
mouth besides her skin, it was either Alex’s leftovers or the burnt edge 
of a kugel that even my dog walked away from without sniffing. Aun
tie loved my bubbe’s kugel. I remember when she used to eat, she ate 
a plate full of kugel with whipped cream and we used to laugh at her 
because no one had ever eaten kugel with whipped cream. But my 
aunt stopped eating three months ago after she and Alex moved in 
with my family.

One night, while my mother tucked me in, I told her that we must 
have an intervention with my auntie. She said, “Let her be. We all have 
our ways of dealing with death.”

“But why isn’t she crying? Bubbe still cries, I cry and you cry. Why 
not my auntie?”

“Do you see your father crying?”
Like my father, I wanted to say, who accepted going to Iraq even though 

he could have said no, but I didn’t say anything to my mother because I 
promised my bubbe that we would protect my mother from sadness.

The phone rang and my auntie grabbed a pen and a clipboard.
“Hello, this is Neighbors Hardware,” she answered.
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I leaned forward slightly to see her smile.
“I am so sorry. As soon as it ships I will let you know,” she said. Even 

from the back of the car, I could hear the man yelling at her.
“Yes, you are absolutely right. We can certainly cancel your order,” 

she said. The man continued to yell at her while she kept bowing. “I 
apologize for the delay. The truth is, the owner of this company was 
killed in an accident, so we are just trying to figure things out.”

The mans voice changed its tone, now quieter. My auntie apologized 
and continued to bow. The phone went silent. After one more bow, she 
turned off the phone and tossed it onto the dashboard.

“You were perfect, like you’ve owned the company for years,” 
Bubbe said.

“He called me a girl.”
“Because he’s a schmuck! What did he order?”
“A box of screws.”
“That’s all? See, I told you, he was a schmuck.”
The phone rang again.
“Kyoko, don’t answer. For Christ’s sake, it’s Christmas,” Bubbe said.
My auntie put her smile back on and repeated the same lines she said 

to the other caller.
“Another screw,” she said as she hung up, once again throwing the 

phone onto the dashboard.
“Another schmuck,” Bubbe said.
Auntie sunk deep into her seat and the chips fell to the floor.
“Have some chocolate. It’s seventy-two percent cacao. Good for your 

heart.” Bubbe took several candies from her pocket and placed them on 
my auntie’s lap. Now she had chips on the floor and candies on her lap. 
Auntie took a pair of tweezers out of her pocketbook, picked her hang
nail and ate it.

Bubbe’s arm reached toward my auntie and, rubbing her knee, she 
said, “As long as we have each other, we’ll be okay.”

Auntie looked at Bubbe for a second, then looked away, leaning on 
the window. Bubbe’s eyes were on the road. As always, she focused on 
moving forward. I squeezed Alex’s feet. He slept with cookie crumbs all 
over his shirt. I dusted his shirt, fixed his collar and brushed his hair to
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the side. My auntie had never surfed when they lived in California. I 
didn’t even know if she could swim.

“I decided,” Bubbe declared. “Today is our day. No Zaydeh, no 
Michael, no Ben, and no Neighbors Hardware. Men, they only give us 
trouble. Today is a day for Bubbe and Kyoko, and Lisa.”

“What about Alex?” I asked.
“We can take Alex along with us but, no, if s not Alex’s day. Every day 

is his day. Today it’s just for us. We can eat whatever we want, ice cream, 
spare ribs, sushi. We can say whatever we want to say: schmuck, idiot, I 
love you. What would you like for yourself, Lisa?”

“Can you turn the radio on, Bubbe?” I said.
“Yes, I can. I can turn on a radio for you. I can even dance for you. 

People think I cant dance. Ha! What do they know! I’m the only one 
who’s got rhythm in this family. Watch me, here comes the dancing 
queen.” Bubbe began to jiggle and I see her head bobbing up and down, 
swaying left and right. “How about you, Kyoko?”

“I want to go,” Auntie spoke to the window. “Alex is so small, he won’t 
know the difference. Nothing will be different even if I’m gone.” My 
aunt kept looking out the window. Bubbe held her hand. My auntie 
didn’t refuse but didn’t hold her back either.

“In Yiddish,” Bubbe said, “we say bashert. It means it’s meant to be. 
You are meant to live. If you are dead, I’ll be sad and that will make my 
life different. You are my daughter. I lost my son but I gained a daughter. 
I love you.”

“Thank you,” my auntie said.
“I love you, too, Bubbe, would be the correct response.”
My aunt smiled. I noticed I too was holding Alex’s hand: warm, soft, 

and probably as limp as my aunt’s hand.
“Give me the phone,” Bubbe said, and Auntie gave her the phone. 

Bubbe turned the power off and shoved it in the glove compartment. 
“There! Now it’s my turn to say what I want. I want to see a fortune
teller and ask her if my love life will improve next year. I want a man 
who can buy me jewelry, and take us to a Chinese restaurant whenever 
I want.”
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My father was the best baby you could hope to have. He sat, ate, slept, 
and only cried when he was hungry. If Bubbe left my father in the crib, 
he would lie there without a peep as he watched the mobile spin along 
with the sounds of rock-a-bye-baby and until eventually it stopped. He 
would sit on a blanket and watch her hang laundry outside. He would 
stay in his highchair, sucking a pickle while Bubbe cooked. If having a 
baby was this easy, why not have another one. Bubbe and Zaydeh de
cided to have another, Uncle Michael. Fifteen months after my father 
was born, Uncle Michael came into the family. What Bubbe and Zaydeh 
didn’t expect was to have a baby who could move faster than his parents. 
By seven months old, Uncle Michael could run across the room while 
my father still toddled. Once my uncle mastered running, he climbed 
out of the crib, then climbed into my father’s crib. According to Bubbe, 
Uncle Michael was the one who taught my father how to climb out of 
the crib and into the dryer. When my father turned six, Auntie Paula 
was born. My father and Uncle Michael used to push her in a toy stroller. 
They broke her wrist once. Another time they broke her nose. Yet, when 
Auntie Paula talked about them, touching her bent nose, her face 
bloomed and always ended with her saying, “I have crazy brothers who 
loved me dearly.” By age six, my father wore collared shirts and ties, and 
my uncle, he wore a T-shirt and jeans till the day he died. At age thirteen 
my father’s focus was on investing his bar mitzvah money and, that same 
year, my uncle had thirteen school detentions. But as Bubbe said, they 
were inseparable. In the morning, they would compete to see who could 
eat the most Fruit Loops in thirty seconds, and in the afternoon they 
rode their bikes to the junkyard. While my father studied inside an aban
doned Ford Falcon, my uncle dug for car parts. My father never had a 
traffic or parking ticket, but his insurance was high because his brother 
had given an officer his social security number “by accident.” I remember 
the night my mother found out about it. She was hysterical. My father 
quietly responded to her, “He’s my brother. What can I do?”

My mother stopped yelling at him and said, “Well, that’s true.” 
Uncle Michael returned to town, to Sharon Memorial Park. Sharon 

is located between Marblehead, where I live, and Cape Cod. My father 
and Uncle Michael had lived in town together for ten years. At age
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twenty, they bought a house on the corner of Pine and Chestnut across 
from their synagogue, and lived there until my uncle moved to San Fran
cisco. I wonder if Uncle Michael had stayed, my father wouldn’t have 
said yes to going to Iraq. My uncle could find a hundred reasons to stop 
my father. If talking didn’t work, he would find a way to get on an air
plane with my father. But then, if my uncle was here, I might not even 
have been born. I wonder about that too. My father would not have 
been lonely enough to marry my mother if my uncle was here. They 
would still be eating Fruit Loops for breakfast and dinner, my father in 
his tailored suit and my uncle in a T-shirt and oil-stained jeans. The two 
of them watching Star Trek, my father would throw a wet Fruit Loop at 
his brother and laugh like a kid.

“Can we stop at Michael’s?” Auntie asked Bubbe.
“O f course.”
Bubbe took exit 11 A, turned right on Canton Street, and drove for 

ten minutes to Sharon Memorial Park. In Jewish cemeteries there are 
no gravestones, only plaques. If you didn’t know, you’d think it was a 
park, and that’s the way we liked it. We’d experienced enough attacks. 
At least let us rest in peace.

“Would you leave a rock for Michael from me? It’s too icy for me to 
get a grip on my cane,” Bubbe said.

My auntie held Alex and together we walked to my uncle’s grave. 
There was no plaque on his grave yet. I saw only a small red flag sticking 
out of the snow. We stood by Uncle Michael for a while, then I went 
looking for stones. I took off my gloves and dug into the icy snow.

“Don’t,” my auntie said. “He doesn’t deserve stones. He doesn’t even 
deserve to die.”

She bit her lips, kissed Alex, then kicked the ground. “Death is a priv
ilege, you know. It’s a privilege.”

Her white breath came out at the same pace as her kicks. Alex took 
his hat off and tried to remove his gloves. I kept putting his hat back on 
him while my auntie continued kicking my uncle.

The surf spot my auntie picked was located on the arm of Cape Cod, 
Eastham, Massachusetts. It’s a big stretch of beach and I could imag-
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ine it being summer, people sunbathing and making sand castles. 
Today, there were only a few people, walking their dogs, and seagulls 
fighting over washed-up fish. We dropped my auntie off in the park
ing lot.

“Do you have food for Alex?” Bubbe asked.
“Yes.”
“Do you have food for yourself?”
“No.”
“Take some chocolate,” she said. “Take some for me?
Auntie took the chocolate balls and inserted them into her pocket, 

then they nodded to each other.
“What would you want me to ask a psychic?”
“Ask her when I can die.” Then my auntie closed the door and walked 

toward the ocean, Alex in the baby backpack.
I opened my door but Bubbe stopped me and said, “Don’t worry. She 

has her child on her back.”
We drove for fifteen minutes inland and found the fortune-tellers 

house. The sign read, Spychic Reading. Surrounded by a liquor store, a 
cash advance and loan, and a toy store for adults, Spychic Reading stood 
behind a barred door.

“This is it!” Bubbe said. “Spychic Reading, this is the one my friend 
told me about.”

We pressed the bell.
A middle-aged man with chest hair flowing from his white tank top 

let us in. “Customers!” The man turned his head and shouted to no one 
in particular, then left, going up a staircase. Through a half-open door I 
could see a boy in a playpen, about Alex’s age, staring blankly at a TV 
screen. The light from the TV illuminated the boy’s face in a muted blue 
and purple glow.

“Real psychics always hide in places you could never imagine,” Bubbe 
whispered to me. We took a seat on the sofa. The seat smelled like cat 
pee. Looking at Bubbe, I held her hand tightly.

“My name is Maria. And you are?” A plump lady with long dark hair 
and a witch’s nose appeared from the back room and sat in a chair across 
from us. She even had a mole on the side of her nose. Though she looked
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like a witch, she wore a baggy pink Walk for Breast Cancer T-shirt, black 
leggings, and flip flops.

Bubbe introduced us.
“My name is Ethel and this is my granddaughter, Lisa. And I am the 

one who called.”
“Ethel, yes, what is troubling you?”
“Its about my daughter-in-law.”
“Your daughter-in-law.” She touched Bubbe’s palm. “You had a loss 

recently. Someone very important.”
“Yes! My son.”
The witch took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “Hmm, I don’t 

trust your daughter-in-law. Your son wasn’t happy with her. I see your 
son is still here. Wait! He is saying, £I love you, Mom.’”

“No. That is not what I want to know,” Bubbe said.
The witch shook her head. “Yes, he is still here. But your daughter- 

in-law. . . .  If I were you, I wouldn’t trust her. She carries bad karma.”
“I know my son is still here. What I want to know is if my daughter- 

in-law will find love once more. I want her to find happiness.”
“Happiness for your daughter-in-law?” The witch traced Bubbe’s 

palm lines with her finger. This time though she did so carefully 
with occasional nods. “I feel cold energy from her,” she said. “But 
it can be cleansed, I can help clean her energy with my prayer and 
my candle.”

“Thank you, but no thank you,” Bubbe said, then stood up and threw 
two twenty-dollar bills at the witch. She picked up her cane and slowly 
walked out the door.

We drove back to the beach and parked in front of the cafe where my 
auntie had told us to meet her.

“I don’t trust that psychic,” Bubbe said. “You know why? Because she 
said, I  love you. Mom. Michael never called me Mom. He always called 
me Mommy.”

We saw my auntie sitting by the window, smiling at Alex. Alex offered 
her his banana and my auntie took a big bite. She made an ape-like face 
as she chewed the banana. Alex laughed. She had a half-eaten pastry on 
her plate and a mug next to it. My auntie was eating food.
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When we saw there was nothing on the plate or Alexs hand, I went in 
to get my auntie.

“How was the beach?” Bubbe asked her. “Did anyone surf?”
“No. But I got what I wanted,” she said.
“I told you it’s girls’ day. I knew we’d find what we were looking for,” 

Bubbe said. “Now let me tell you about the man of my future. You 
wouldn’t believe what’s waiting ahead for this gorgeous sixty-three-year- 
old woman. It’s quite exciting.”

271



Baby
Jessica Walsh

She met a man
who was really a cursed spindle 
in a barn no one had checked

She faded into a farmhouse 
thinned to brittle 
bought chickens 
and called them all baby

Her back her nerves her skin 
burn a bonfire
in between the charms he mixed

She doesn’t wonder 
how she got here 
or why
her music changed 
to ambient

She nods and dozes 
sometimes jerking awake 
when cigarette burns to skin 
She drags her eyes across a field 
and mutters baby to someone
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I Plot My Friends
Jessica Walsh

I orbit borderlines
sundial my day with parabolas
sip steadily from extremes

and get home by 10 pm 
to same same same same

One calls me competent 
one says grown-up 
one says she wants my life

No no I say
Be afraid of stable
Balance is perpetual suffering

Build a shoddy lean-to 
on faults and smoldering rubble

Have your stolen marshmallows ready 
and send me pictures

Tomorrows schedule: timely 
with approachable reminders 
set for 10 minutes before

My meals are planned 
I cannot help but plan my meals

Do you see how badly I need you 
to base jump your life

and call me from top or bottom
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Upon Retirement
Jessica Walsh

Tumble shine my bones,

articulate me
in the anatomy lab
where all who used my name

may scrape 
wrist and rib

seek heart shell

smell ghosted marrow

tap my sternum 
as if to listen 
for my permission 
thrumming low down bones

steer my jaw
around what I might have said.

I can be my pieces

not uncomfortable sum.

I leave to you
all you wished I’d been.
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Abraham Caban and the Czar Nearest By
John Cussen

Now a czar in a Jews head is no minor thing. We are not surprised, then, 
that so many pages of immigrant New York newspaper editor Abraham 
Cahan’s touchstone immigration novel of one-hundred years ago, The 
Rise o f David Levinsky (1917), should have as their animus the rebuking 
of the czar nearest by Cahan in the years just before he wrote the book. 
That czar was William Williams, the twice-appointed Ellis Island Com
missioner (1902-1905, 1909-1914) called “Czar Williams” by those op
posed to the rigor with which he oversaw the Islands immigrant 
screening practices (Cannato 191-286).

It was Czar Williams who early in his second term re-installed (as 
edict/policy, if not as a law) the notorious “money test,” whereby, before 
they could enter the country, the newly arrived had to show themselves 
in possession of $25 cash money—roughly $625 by todays standards— 
as well as a railroad ticket to their destinations (Baylor 76). Though the 
stated point of the test was to prevent entry into the country of LPCs 
(persons likely to become public charges), landed American Jews like 
Cahan understood the death sentence that deportation amounted to for 
their pogrom-fleeing, Eastern European co-religionists, and they resisted 
the edict. Also, they heard in the policy a slur against the motives and 
abilities of all Jews, not just the new arrivals (Cohen 113-14).

It was Czar Williams, too, who, seeking to put teeth in the “poor 
physique” clause of the Immigration Act of 1907, passed down to his 
Ellis Island medical staff a long list of specific, debarring ailments that 
they ought screen for. Under his watch, stiffness of the joints and vari
cose veins were warrants for deportation (Cannato 207). Under his 
watch, too, Jews on Ellis Island felt as unfair liabilities their diminutive 
stature, their frequent emaciation and the infuriating slur of their 
propensity for diseases of the scalp (Birn 296).

In 1910 and again in 1912, Czar Williams brought on to Ellis Island 
the outside help of psychologist/eugenicist Dr. Henry Goddard. The 
doctor s task was to make more scientific the screeners’ weeding out of 
“imbeciles.” Facial irregularities and spasmodic gesturing had long been
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the hallmark indicators of “feeble-mindedness” on Ellis Island. Now 
there were several more giveaways, an inability to make rhymes promi
nent among them (Birn 296). Also, infamously, Goddard brought into 
the screening process as a new cognitive category of exclusion the des
ignation “moron” (Cannato 273). It was a word that he himself had in
vented (Straley). In short order, it became, in the view of the Ellis Island 
medical staff who scrutinized arrivals, a more dangerous category of 
cognitively limited immigrant than had been the category insane, for, 
went the screeners’ thinking, while the landed insane could be depended 
upon to get themselves in trouble on the streets of New York or else
where and thereby get themselves deported, “the moron [would] not 
be recognized and [would] immediately start a line of defectives whose 
progeny, like the brook, [would] go on forever, branching off here in 
an imbecile and there in an epileptic, costing the country millions of 
dollars in court fees and incarceration expenses.” So wrote Howard A. 
Knox, an Ellis Island surgeon in his Journal o f the American Medical As
sociation posting of 1913.

Other of Czar Williams’ guiding mandates included the 1907 Immi
gration Acts “anarchist” and “moral turpitude” exclusions. On the Czars 
Ellis Island, unmarried female arrivals who appeared pregnant were 
asked to account for the pregnancy or demonstrate themselves otherwise 
(Cannato 265). On his Ellis Island, interrogators checked the disem
barked for un-American ideas such as bigamy and radicalism. His think
ing in radicalisms regard came from the President who had first 
appointed him, Theodore Roosevelt. “The anarchist is everywhere,” 
warned Roosevelt in his first message to Congress (qtd. in Sohi 88).

How else, then, explain Cahans immigrant rags-to-riches plot save as 
a refutation of Czar Williams’ assumption that immigrants were little 
likely to earn a living in America? Certainly, Cahan’s own biography of
fers little warrant for Levinsky’s trajectory from street peddler to sweat
shop magnate and millionaire. Yes, for sure, Cahan arrived in New York 
(via Philadelphia) with roughly the same cash store as did Levinsky— 
four cents— and, yes, too, he started earning his American living in jobs 
comparable to those of the young David. Cahan rolled cigars in a lower 
East Side cigar factory, and he bound tin in another. However, soon he
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began tutoring English, a language that he himself was still learning, 
and from there he progressed toward his life’s chosen work in the little 
remunerated, intellectual offices of educator and newspaperman (Lip- 
sky). Again, though Cahan, the ardent socialist, actually intervened once 
in a garment workers strike (Marovitz 22), he created a Levinsky who 
gets ahead by hiring scabs. Cahan in his autobiography tells us that he 
himself felt “a duty to help [his] Jewish fellow workers” (412). His Levin- 
sky, on the other hand, felt this way about helping others: “I haven’t 
made the world, nor can I mend it” (The Rise o f David Levinsky \7A). 
As Cahan biographer Seth Lipsky says, “Cahan created in David Levin
sky a literary character . . . who casts a cynical eye on everything for 
which Cahan ostensibly stood” {The Rise o f Abraham Cahan 130).

Again, how better to explain Levinsky’s intellectual self-confidence 
despite his lack of a college education than as an answer to the Czar’s 
imbecile indictment of immigrants? Having exercised his brain as a shtetl 
boy in the rigors of Talmudic study, Levinsky gets to an American night 
school and finds that “the Gentile books are child’s play in comparison 
to the Talmud” (78). So, too, save as yet another answer to the Czar’s 
imbecile charge, how explain that Dickensian earlier moment in Levin- 
sky’s novelesque Lower Manhattan career when he, now a push-cart ped
dler of second-hand hosiery and broken sundries, is out-shouted and 
driven from his street corner by a dim-witted rival? Says Davey of his 
spastic competitor, “He was a veritable engine of imbecile vitality. He 
would make the street ring with deafening shrieks, working his arms 
and head, sputtering and foaming at the mouth like a madman. And he 
produced results” (107).

Once more, how to explain the young Levinsky’s beating up the 
American boys who challenge him to an “American fight” (139), save as 
a response to Czar Williams’ fears of an anemic immigrant gene weak
ening the American stock?

And, lastly, save to foil the Czar’s questionable-allegiance charge, how 
to explain that famed late passage in the novel when the now substantial 
Levinsky and his just-banqueted, summering-in-the-Catskills crowd of 
olraytniks rise to their feet as the band strikes up The Star-Spangled Ban
ner and cheer the flag? “There was the jingle of newly-acquired dollars
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in our applause,” thinks Levinsky. But there was, too, he says, heartfelt 
gratefulness for not feeling “persecuted under this flag,” for having “at 
last. . . found a home” (424). Was this scene written without conscious
ness of Williams’ having scolded at a banquet in 1910 the largely Yid
dish-speaking members of the Hebrew Sheltering and Immigrant Aid 
Society (HSIAS) for harboring among themselves too many immigrants 
who hadn’t learned English, nor “absorbed our American spirit,” nor 
“learned about our American institutions” (qtd. in Cohen 107)? Was it 
written without Cahan’s awareness of Williams’ view, expressed to Roo
sevelt in 1912, “that there are a great many very estimable Jews who 
make the mistake (though unwilling to concede it) of considering the 
interests of their race before those of their country” (qtd. in Cohen 117)? 
No, not likely.

As for the moral turpitude clause, Cahan offers a hero who is a 
philanderer, a prowler, a john, and an all-round sexual schemer. Yes, 
sometimes the best strategy is to spook your enemy with warrant for 
his worry.

To be sure, The Rise o f David Levinsky is also explained by its author’s 
awareness of Howells’ The Rise o f Silas Lap ham and A Hazard o f New 
Fortunes (Marovitz 81). And no doubt, too, as Seth Lipsky has observed, 
Cahan’s rags-to-riches trajectory illustrates better than would a poor 
man’s tale the Faustian tradeoff of soul for mammon that emigration 
from a faith-framed old world to a secular new entails (The Rise o f Abra
ham Cahan 130). Still, be assured of it. Far better than do these expla
nations, Cahan’s wholesale, incensed rejection of the anti-immigrant 
themes that underlay Williams’ Ellis Island reforms explains his 
book. The czar nearest by was in Cahans head as he wrote Levinsky, and 
a czar in the head of a Jew is no minor thing.

Nor should it be.
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Iron Horse Literary Review, Monkey bicycle. Meridian, New Madrid, The 
Greensboro Review, The South Carolina Review, and other journals. His 
essays about writing have appeared in Poets & Writers, The Writer, and 
Fiction Writers Review. He is currently revising a novel about basketball, 
gay marriage, bad decisions, and brotherhood.

Cody D. Campbell is an adamant reader and writer of science fiction 
and fantasy. He is the recipient of the Raleigh Clare Dickinson Award
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and runs Short Stories for Short Attention Spans, a blog at codydcamp- 
bell.com, where he posts original works of short fiction and poetry as 
well as information about his upcoming science fiction novel, Sanctuary. 
California born, he currently lives in Oregon with his fiance Shelby and 
their plucky Jack Russell mix, Echo. You can follow him on Twitter 
@codycampbell.

Wendy Chin-Tanner is the author of the poetry collection Turn (Sibling 
Rivalry Press, 2014), which was a finalist for the Oregon Book Awards, 
a founding editor at Kin Poetry Journal, and poetry editor at The Nervous 
Breakdown. A  former academic specializing in race, identity, and culture, 
she continues to write and educate on these topics. Some of her essays 
and poems can be found at xojane, Alternet, The Huffington Post, Apogee, 
RHINO Poetry, Denver Quarterly, Vinyl Poetry, The Collagist, and The 
Mays Anthology o f Oxford and Cambridge. Wendy was born and raised 
in New York City and educated at Cambridge University. She is the 
mother of two daughters and the proud daughter of immigrants.

An Edinboro University associate professor of English, John Cussen 
has published academic articles and book chapters in Korean Studies: 
Journal o f the Center for Korean Studies, Review o f Korean Studies, 
JEAL: Journal o f Ethnic American Literature, Southern Humanities Review, 
ANQ: A Quarterly Journal o f Short Articles, Notes and Reviews, Critical 
Insights: Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Religion and the Arts, Interdisciplinary 
Literary Studies, Journal o f Modern Literature, Yeats, The CEA Critic 
Korea, The Journal o f the Modern Fiction Society o f Korea, and other 
places. His book reviews and short essays have appeared in JAS: Journal 
o f Asian Studies, North Dakota Quarterly, World Literature Today, and 
Studies in Twentieth Century Literature, among others.

Cody Deitz is a California native who now resides in Grand Forks, 
North Dakota, where he is a PhD student in English at the University 
of North Dakota. He is a recipient of the Academy of American Poets 
University Prize, and his poetry has been published or is forthcoming 
in various literary journals, including Ellipsis, Literary Orphans, NAILED,
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North Dakota Quarterly, and others. His chapbook, Pressed Against All 
that Nothing, is available from Yak Press.

Vanya Erickson is a veteran writing and performing arts teacher who 
has spent her life helping children stand up and be counted. She bears 
witness to the transformative power of words on a daily basis. Her work 
has appeared in Oxford Magazine, Gulf Stream Literary M agazine, The 
Evening Street Review, Sweet: A  Literary Confection, The Storyteller Mag
azine, North Dakota Quarterly; and in the book Magic o f Memoir.

John Fawell is Professor of Humanities in the College of General Studies 
at Boston University. He writes widely on literature, art, and film. His 
latest book is The Essence o f Chaplin.

Jeff Fearnsides fiction has appeared in many literary journals and an
thologies, including The Pinch, Rosebud, Crab Orchard Review, Every
where Stories: Short Fiction from a Small Planet (Press 53), and— most 
recently—Story, Fourteen Hills, Pacific Review, and Valparaiso Fiction Re
view. National awards for his work include a Grand Prize in the Santa 
Fe Writers Project Literary Awards Program, and he is the recipient of a 
2015 Individual Artist Fellowship award from the Oregon Arts Com
mission. His short-story collection Making Love While Levitating Three 
Feet in the Air, and Other Stories o f Flight, a finalist for the New Rivers 
Press MVP Award and the Permafrost Book Prize in Fiction, is published 
by the Stephen F. Austin State University Press.

Jennie Frost is a queer, non-binary poet from Maryville, Tennessee. They 
are an MFA candidate at the University of Mississippi. Their poetry has 
appeared or is forthcoming in Border Crossing, Kudzu, Glass Mountain, 
Indicia, Stirring, and more. They are a dedicated member of the LGBTQ+ 
community and a human rights activist focusing on sexual assault preven
tion. Frosts poetry ranges from general discomfort to slutty/sad.

Jesslyn Gillespie graduated summa cum laude from Oregon State Hon
ors College in 2016 with a degree in English and creative writing. She
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currently resides in Bend, Oregon, where she spends her days hiking, 
painting, and putting the finishing touches on her first novel.

Rob Hardy is the first Poet Laureate of Northfield, Minnesota. His po
etry and prose have appeared in North Dakota Quarterly, New England 
Review, Ploughshares, New Letters, Rattle, West Branch, Pleiades, and other 
literary and scholarly journals. He is the author of Domestication: Col
lected Poems 1996-2016(Shipwreckt Books/Up On Big Rock Poetry se
ries), Aeschylus, The Oresteia: An Adaptaion (Hero Now Theatre), and 
editor of Bede, Selections from the Historia Ecclesiastica for the Dickinson 
College Commentaries series.

Su Hwang was awarded the 2016-17 Minnesota Emerging Writers Grant 
from the Loft Literary Center and the Coffee House Press In The 
Stacks Fellowship at Dickinson House in Belgium. Born in Seoul, South 
Korea, she grew up in New York then moved to San Francisco before 
transplanting to the Twin Cities to attend the University of Minnesota, 
where she received her MFA in Poetry. She is also the recipient of the 
Michael Dennis Browne Fellowship in Poetry, the Academy of American 
Poets James Wright Prize, and her first poetry collection was a finalist for 
the 2017 Lena-Miles Wever Todd Book Prize with Pleiades Press. Her 
poems have appeared in Ninth Letter, Anomaly (formerly Drunken 
Boat), Tinderb ox Poetry Journal, Prairie Gold: An Anthology o f the American 
Heartland, Poets.org, and elsewhere. Su currently lives in Minneapolis.

Michael Kleber-Diggs is a poet and essayist. He is a past Fellow with 
the Givens Foundation for African-American Literature and a former 
winner of the Loft: Literary Center’s Mentor Series in Poetry. In addition 
to working in the legal department for a large transportation company, 
Michael teaches poetry in Minnesota prisons through the Minnesota 
Prison Writing Workshop and writes literary criticism for the Minneapo
lis Star Tribune. His work has appeared in literary journals like Paper 
Darts and Water-Stone Review, on radio stations, in buses and light rail 
cars, on coffee sleeves, in anthologies, and online. Michael is husband 
to Karen Kleber-Diggs, a horticulturist who makes art with flowers.
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They live in Saint Paul, Minnesota, with their sixteen-year-old daughter, 
an accomplished dancer.

M. Mack is a genderqueer poet, editor, and fiber artist in Virginia. Ze 
is the author of Theater o f Parts (Sundress Publications, 2016) and the 
chapbooks, Mine (Big Lucks Books, 2017), Imaginary Kansas (dancing 
girl press, 2015), and Traveling (Hyacinth Girl Press, 2015). Mack is a 
founding co-editor of Gazing Grain Press.

W. Scott Olsen’s most recent book is A Moment with Strangers (NDSU 
Press, 2017).

McKenzie Ross is a former Utahan and a self-declared Oregonian. She 
is currently finishing three Honors Bachelors degrees at Oregon State 
University in English, Womens Studies, and International Studies with 
a minor in French. Because she is motivated solely by material gain, she 
hopes to pursue a PhD in English to continue studying queer theory 
and literature.

Neil Schmitzs recent work includes an essay on Gertrude Steins 
“notwithstanding” in Sharon Kirschs collection, Primary Stein, and the 
Mark Twain section in the new Cambridge History o f American Civil War 
Literature. He is a professor of American Literature (retired) at 
SUNY/Buffalo.

William Stobb is the author of five poetry collections, including the 
National Poetry Series selection, Nervous Systems (Penguin Books). A 
graduate of the University of North Dakota creative writing program, 
Stobb now works as Associate Professor of English at the University of 
Wisconsin-La Crosse, and as Associate Editor of the St. Paul-based lit
erary magazine Conduit.

Yukiko Tominaga is a first-generation immigrant from Japan. She has 
worked as an associate editor for the “Voice of Witness” oral history 
project, Lavil: Life, Love, and Death in Port-au-Prince. Her work has ap-
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peared in Chicago Quarterly Review, Passages North, Kyoto Journal, and 
Oxford Magazine.

Derek Updegraff is the author of the fiction collection Butchers 
Tale and Other Stories (2016) and the poetry/translation collection Paint
ings that Look Like Things (2018), both published by Stephen F. Austin 
State University Press. His fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in Car
olina Quarterly, Southampton Review, the minnesota review, Cut Bank, 
and Tikkun, among others. He currently lives and teaches in Riverside, 
California.

Jessica Walsh is the author of two collections, How to Break My 
Neck (originally published in 2015; to be re-issued by Black Magic 
Media in 2018) and Banished (forthcoming, Red Paint Hill). Her work 
has appeared in journals including Tinder box, White Stag, Whale Road 
Review, and more. She has been nominated for Best of the Net, the Push
cart Prize, Bettering the Net, and Best New Poets. She took up archery 
last year and is enthusiastically bad at it, so be careful.

Brian Walter’s previous work has appeared in (among others) Boulevard, 
Southern Quarterly, CineAction, and Dragon Poet Review. His book, The 
Guestroom Novelist: A Donald Harington Miscellany, is expected from the 
University of Arkansas Press in 2018.

C. R. E. (Chris) Wells is an artist who lives in central Ohio. His debut 
novel, White Kitty, was published by Flaming Giblet Press in 2009. He 
shares visual art and poetry regularly on his blog at faintpress.tumblr.com.
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Editors’ Notes

For Volume 84.3/4 of N D Q  Fiction Editor Gilad Elbom has collected 
an impressive and diverse group of short stories, and a novella, for your 
reading enjoyment. Included is fiction “based on a true story,” growing 
out of an interest in science fiction, a rewrite of a fairy tale, and a ten- 
page story that is one, perfectly grammatical, sentence.

Amongst the fiction in this volume are a sprinkling of thoughtful es
says and witty and poignant poems. For a few examples: Shawn Boyds 
far-reaching and impressive review essay— “Could the Left Relieve Cap
italism’s Afflictions?”— looks at the standoff at the Dakota Access 
Pipeline in North Dakota in the context of recent books that challenge 
capitalism. W. Scott Olsens article “On Nostalgia” takes us on a road 
trip with gorgeous images and makes us think about the reciprocal effects 
of past and future. In “Collaborative Learning,” John Fawell casts a crit
ical eye on the widely popular teaching method.

Poetry Editor Heidi Czerwiec decided to solicit work from “the amazing 
and talented poets Eve met in just the past year, many of them in Min
neapolis.” M. Mack makes collages out of cable shopping network sales 
pitches. Su Hwangs work explores where the marvelous and mundane 
meet and blur briefly. Jessica Walsh and Wendy Chin-Tanner both play 
with language in contrasting ways—the first, surreal, and the second, spare. 
And Jennie Frosts genderqueer Peter Pan poems are full of desire and pain.

N D Q s  Future

After he had been editing the North Dakota Quarterly for five years, 
Robert Lewis wrote an article discussing the pains and joys of editing a 
university journal. His conclusion was that it was something that a per
son might like to do for some time, if money were not a problem. Ah, 
there’s the rub, as Hamlet said.

Money worries for journals such as A®Qare nearly ubiquitous. Will 
an increase in subscription rates bring in needed revenue or chase away 
subscribers? Would a grant be worth the time invested? What will hap-
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pen as print costs continue to rise? Most such journals eke out an exis
tence with volunteer help, sometimes borrowed space, frequently on the 
verge of collapse.

In February 2016, amidst wide-spread budget woes and cuts across 
the state, the college defunded NDQ, a blow not unexpected but still a 
blow, the biggest part of which was losing our very part time adminis
trative assistant, Paula Cox. In ten hours a week she kept track of our 
subscriptions, deposited checks, and helped get out renewal letters. 
Without salaries and without the tiny printing budget from the college, 
ND Q ) future appeared bleak.

But donors and friends and departments stepped forward. As we were 
getting ready to print the McGrath special issue (named by Best Ameri
can Essays as a notable issue), long-time contributing editor Fred White- 
head offered $2,500 if the college would match it. The college declined, 
but Lisa Lewis agreed, and the UND English department offered funds 
to pay to print the next issue, the Transnational issue. Poetry Editor 
Heidi Czerwiec, Fiction Editor Gilad Elbom, and Art Editor Lucy Ganje 
continued to donate their expertise and energies to develop wonderful 
authors and material for issues.

When it appeared that we might be reaching the end of our proverbial 
rope, Bill Caraher put together a plan to continue. Bill has been a ND Q  
Faculty and Digital Editor and has been largely responsible for the website 
for two years in addition to evaluating manuscripts, guest editing, and writ
ing articles. (He also, singlehandedly, boxed up the thousands of past issues 
in the storeroom.) Bill will become editor and publisher in January 2018.

Tbe group of university professors who, in 1911, put together the 
first issues of what was then known as the Quarterly Journal, would 
hardly recognize the N D Q  today, and it may be that five years from now 
we will hardly recognize N D Q  as it then exists. My hope is that it exists 
in some form and that you 11 continue to support and enjoy the Quar
terly for many years to come. I leave N D Q  to pursue my own creative 
endeavors. It is in good hands.

Kate Sweney 
Managing Editor
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When our beloved colleague and longtime N D Q  editor Bob Lewis died 
in 2013 and I was asked to step in as faculty editor, I was blissfully un
aware of the complex labors ahead. The last several years have been chal
lenging, illuminating, and deeply rewarding. I want to thank everyone 
who has chipped in to handle the workload, including fellow faculty co
editor Bill Caraher, who will now take the project forward into digital 
and print fusion with a new editorial team and some great ideas. Warm 
thanks to our other faculty editors, the N D Q  Advisory Board, to the 
UND English Department for support in ways visible and often unsung. 
A special note of thanks to our colleague Shawn Boyd who devoted 
countless volunteer hours to editing, graphics, and production work on 
recent issues, stepping in at a critical time of transition. Thanks also to 
our dedicated student interns, and to Paula Cox, who can organize any
thing and any space in no time at all. But most important, I want to 
thank the longtime Managing Editor of N D Q , Kate Sweney, for her 
long labor over the past fifteen years to make this journal a consistently 
thoughtful voice in the American literary scene. Unknown to most of 
our readers, Kate has donated her time and talents to N D Q  for over 
eighteen months, slacking in her labors not a nanosecond after we lost 
our funding for her position. I know I speak for everyone on the project 
when I offer our gratitude, respect, and warmest good wishes as she 
heads off with more time for her many other creative projects. Thank 
you Kate. And for the record, Bob is waving to you too.

Sharon Carson 
Faculty Editor
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