




When Sediments Literary-Arts Journal was first envisioned just under a year ago, the    
purpose was to showcase the little people. Those unknown writers and artists who,   
despite their best efforts, are unsuccessful in finding publication. Rejection letters are 
sometimes hard to swallow. We think we’re good, but we soon discover that we’re not 
quite good enough. There is always someone out there who is just a little bit better. It’s 
time we turn that self-pity party into something optimistic. Even the well-established 
writers and artists with over 200 publications under their belts at one point had the 
same number of rejection letters as those who have never been published. That is . . . 
until now.  
 
Introducing, Newbies! This issue not only features eclectic pieces from talented         
contributors, but for some of these contributors, Newbies is their first publication. To 
them, we would like to say that we are truly grateful to be the magazine that will kick 
start your career into the literary-arts. Sediments is a “newbie” just like you, and we are 
so proud to take part on this journey with you. Good luck on future artistic endeavors, 
fellow newbies, and keep writing, drawing, painting, snapping, and creating such   
beautiful art!   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Happy Reading! 

Nortina Simmons 
Founder, Editor-in-Chief 
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How to pen a failure is a question you may ask — 
   or at least, it may be pondered, an unprinted, unread one; 
this, I will allow, is not the easiest task — 
   but, I will grant you, modestly, ’tis something I have done. 
 
You start with a thought, then apply to it wheels — 
   insert some scrambled eggs & omit all common sense; 
if you seek obscurity, I’ll tell you what appeals — 
   literary allusions with no hint of sapience. 
 
Shakespeare is a start, better yet Boccaccio — 
   take the road to Xanadu, where hipsters have all perished; 
veer suddenly to Pope, & add a footnote just for show (see below) — 
   vaunt your erudition, your career is soon extinguished. 
 
Which reminds me, antediluvian argot is so taboo — 
   especially when it’s orotund & 18th centuryish; 
if you wish the public to wholly ignore you — 
   break out that fustian cant so your manuscript goes squish. 
 
Need I mention, what will doom you is the rhyme — 
   “Corny & outmoded!” scoffeth every editor; 
indent your lines in stanzas, now that is quite the crime — 
   be jovial & metric, that’ll add to your disaster. 
 
Or, courting utmost obloquy, invoke the dreaded word — 
   “Love” it is, & writing that, the critics will turn mean;  
“Sentimental mush!” they’ll chaff, & justice will be swerved — 
   put it in a sonnet &, next stop, the guillotine. 
 
Or, if you have the mettle, inject some punctuation — 
   keep the reader guessing what exactly’s your intention; 
em dashes will annoy ’em; so, too, the semi-colon — 
   &, just for fun, use commas to disgruntle everyone. 
 
Levity, in general, will incur severe abuse — 
   pedagogues are plagued by jokes, they think them most uncouth; 
meter is a no-no, it’s as “cool” as Dr. Seuss — 
   but Clarity is worse, they’ll string you up for it, forsooth. 
 
It’s complicated to predict what gets a REJECT best — 
   too much emotion, not enough; too universal, or abstruse; 
if you feel distressed, I can help (at your behest) — 
   it’s not the line-count, or the style, that, in the end, will cook your goose. 



If you wish to write a poem that will never once get read — 
   follow these instructions & you’re guaranteed a smash: 
have a brain of feathers, and a heart of lead1 — 
   think you know-it-all — & say so with panache. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

___________________ 

1Alexander Pope, The Dunciad.  





I heard Destiny, for the first time that day, through 
the wall. Her voice rose and her mother’s matched course 
and soon they had crescendoed into a screaming match. 
Jake, her brother, sat on the sofa with me, looking over my 
shoulder as I played Grand Theft Auto on his PSP. The  
racket from the kitchen stopped, and I wrote it off as the 
usual nagging from her mother: stop sinning, act right, get 
a job, move out already. It was always the same. Destiny 
stomped out of the kitchen, wiping her face and muttering 
that we had to go and we could come back later to pack our 
stuff. 
 I put down the PSP on the coffee table. “Why?” 
 She looked at me, a little disbelieving at my          
ignorance. “You didn’t hear?” 
 “Hear what?” 

“In the kitchen.” 
“I was playing GTA.” 
She rolled her eyes, then outed the horrible       

revelation that fell into my face like a cinderblock. Her voice 
smoldered from yelling and her eyes were watery yet    
powerful at once. I thought it all a bad joke, a hidden video 
made with the sole purpose of sending it to America’s       
Funniest. They were so clever, so cunning. They suckered my 
rube self into a sick joke and expected to catch my          
reaction on camera. It was all an elaborate set up. Call me 
over. Stage a fight. Submit the video. Win $10,000. I told her 
she was full of it. 
 “Really? How else do you think I look like this?” 
 She lifted her shirt. Bra-less, the bottoms of her 
breasts, laden with her professed maternity, peeked from 
the edge of the pulled-up flannel. Jake didn’t look away, 
and I had time enough to notice both her swollen abdomen 
and his interest in it. Her skin, Nordic and snowy, seemed 
to glow. 
 “I thought you were on a period bloat,” I said. 
 “For four months?” 
 “Or just getting fat.” 
 “Fuck you.” She started crying and dropped her 
shirt. Her mother, who everyone, including me, called 
Moms, plowed through the kitchen door into the living 
room. She glared at me and I looked around the room where 
I had suddenly become the stranger. Jake picked up the PSP 
and moved as far away from me as he could on the sofa. 
 “What’s the meaning of this?” Moms pointed at 

Dest. I stood and went for the door. Thinking that I had to 
get high that instant, I plunged into the blistering sun. 
Moms followed and stood in the doorway, screaming about 
rape charges. I went to my car, driver’s side, and got in to 
look for the one-hitter that I was sure was in there     
somewhere. The search had given them, Jake included, time 
to descend upon my car. I gave up and rolled the engine 
over. As I laid down pedal and shifter, the old Buick’s tires 
bit into the stones of the driveway and she jerked back from 
the apartment complex. Moms loped after, obesely, half-
hearted, for a few paces. The fat rolls of her exposed upper 
arms billowed like canvas sails or strange, hyper-             
dimensional beings that my eyes couldn’t resolve correctly. 
Her mouth moved, raging, and I heard the word rape 
screamed again. I whipped the Buick’s nose around and put 
out for the open road. In the rearview they stood together, a 
bastion of solidarity against the fleeing Buick. I couldn’t 
stop myself from laughing as they grew smaller and smaller 
until I turned the corner for the highway on-ramp. They 
were gone, and with them, my laughter.  
 On the highway, the Buick pulled me along,    
heading to Mick and Taco’s trailer. The day was perfect: hot, 
steamy, and now, full of nothing. I cranked the volume until 
the speakers rattled through the bass line of a 70’s butt-
rock ballad. The window was down and the inrushing air 
blasted my cheeks. It felt good and so did I and to hell with 
everything else. So she was preggo. Rape? I had been    
staying at Moms’ most nights for the past six months. What 
kind of rapist sticks around for six months? I started  
laughing again but that collapsed into a scream buffeted by 
the backwash from the window. Summer had just begun 
and the weather was  gorgeous and the gas tank was full. As 
yet, I was free and wild and open, on my way to get totally 
high.  

 
MICK SAT OUT FRONT OF HIS TRAILER, watching the sky 
with glassed eyes. Knowing Mick, he'd been smoking bowls 
since he rolled off the couch that morning. We tried to slap 
hands but Mick kept missing mine. He laughed with no 
sound and I took a seat on the trailer’s iron steps next to 
him. The laughter died and he said we should go in before 
Taco burned down the trailer.  
 “What’s cooking?”  
 “Burritos.  But  he  ate  so many  ‘shrooms  already 



that maybe we … check on him.” 
 We stood and entered but left the door open. The 
heat inside felt double that of outside, and the sound of 
Taco’s fumbling with utensils and giggling came from the 
kitchen. Mick called to him and he stuck his head into the 
living room. Wild eyed, he dropped an egg beater and  
stumbled toward me. His hug crushed me deep into his 
chest.  
 “Bro,” Taco mumbled, and his legs slackened, 
threatening to pull us onto the floor. I dumped him into his 
recliner and his head lolled back with closed eyes. The    
perpetually ready and multicolored glass bong sat on the 
floor in front of the sofa and, sitting, Mick grabbed it. After 
a huge hit, he passed it to me. I sat, inhaled, and soon our 
smoke and the dim light from the yellowed curtains cast the 
afternoon in a strangely fuzzy illumination. The couch 
sucked at my jeans, drawing me down so that passing the 
bong grew difficult. We pulled one final hit and Mick put the 

bong back on the floor.  
 The time stretched out and we sat for eternity. 
Mick, as if divinely inspired, mumbled something about 
snacks. He rose and went to the kitchen and I, feeling a 
sudden thirst, followed him. The fridge held beers,        
Budweiser, and I took one. The temperature differential  
between the beer and my stomach put a film of sweat on my 
forehead. Mick rummaged in the cupboards, and, taken by a 
sudden desire to tell him my news, I broke it. Ignoring me, 
he found a nearly empty bag of chili cheese flavored Fritos 
and dove into it. I thought I might not have said anything 
aloud so I repeated myself. 
 “Mmm,” he said. “Best thing ever.”  

“Serious?” 
“Yeah, here.” Mick handed me the bag.  
“Oh, right.” I scooped out a pinch of the crumbly 

dregs. The explosion of the spices obliterated the weak hops 
of the beer and the dank aftertaste of the weed. Flying high, 
I asked for a cigarette. Mick took one from the box on the  
counter and gave it to me. He took one for himself and,    
leaning against the counter, we watched the smoke furling 
through the kitchen’s still air. We were halfway through our 
smokes when he turned to me. “Hold up, a rapist?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Heh.” 
 We crushed our finished cigarettes in the sink and 

went back to the living room. Taco had disappeared, and we 
sat on the sofa again. “Maybe we should go find—” 
 “He’ll be back,” Mick said as he picked up the 
bong. He smoked and turned to me. “What are you going to 
do about your thing?”  
 I took several moments to place his words into    
context. “Destiny?” 

“Yeah.” 
“I don’t know. Nothing.” 
“No chance they’ll kill it?” 
“Moms is too God-crazy for that.” 
“What about giving it away,” Mick asked. 
“What do you think?” 
“Whatever. Don’t end up like John.” Smoke 

bloomed from his mouth as he spoke. “I can’t remember the 
last time I saw him.” 
 “Me neither.” I ripped from the bong and sat it on 
the floor again.  

 After some time spent staring at the curtains, Mick 
asked, “What’s the plan for tonight?” 
 I sighed.  
 “Yeah,” Mick said as he turned on the television. 
We watched book reviews on CSPAN as the afternoon 
stretched out. Eventually, Taco stumbled through the front 
door. Looking like he had swum in his clothes, he fell into 
the recliner and stared at us. He said nothing and flinched 
whenever we moved to hit the bong. The program ended, 
and I stood, saying I needed to go. Mick and Taco looked at 
me but said nothing. Outside, the sky had dimmed to     
sunset, and its color, no  longer the carefree afternoon blue, 
was the terrible inflamed red of a god’s eye. In the Buick, I 
spun down the highway and, for some reason, I smiled as I 
headed back to Moms’ and the storm I felt sure was waiting 
there.  
 
THE APARTMENT PARKING LOT SMELLED of cooling     
asphalt and rain-soaked trash. I didn’t bother knocking 
before I opened the door and found Moms, by herself on the 
sofa, right where I had been forever ago. Arms crossed, she 
glared at me.  
 “What do you aim to do?” 
 I didn’t say anything and closed the door, standing 
just in front of it. 
 “You got a baby on the way.” 
 “Yeah.”  My  voice  sounded  like it  came  from the 

Mick rummaged in the cupboards and, taken by a sudden desire to tell him 

my news, I broke it.  



bottom of a dry well. 
 “You got to get a plan for that little one. And a 
job.” 
 “Right.” 
 “I ain’t playing with you.” 

I felt like saying something but all the words were 
eels. 
 “You need to be a man.” She jutted her jaw toward 
me to emphasize the word “man.” I stared at her. I put my 
hand on the doorknob as Destiny came in from the hallway 
and stood at the edge of the sofa. She looked down at Moms, 
appearing for all the world like a lady in waiting to a      
grotesque queen. In the hazy afterglow of the afternoon’s  
debauches, a light shone about her as if she glowed from 
within. Her hair, short, vibrant, and awful in the pink that 
she had chosen as that month’s color. She licked her lips, a 
long and slow movement of the tongue. Something in my 
groin twitched.  
 “What’s your decision,” Moms demanded. 
 I went to Dest and touched her belly. I didn’t need 
any of this, but something in me felt obliged to ride the  
crazy rocket to its end. A stupid, Eagle Scout holdout,   
something washed up from a different lifetime. Honor, or 
integrity, or some other asinine concept that I had managed 
to avoid for as long as I’d been on my own. I couldn’t decide 
which concepts applied, and in the moment I took to study 
the problem, Destiny took my hand and led me back to her 
room. We closed the door.  
 
IT CAME. AT THE HOSPITAL, a nurse had given Dest some 
intravenous drugs that, when I asked what they were, she 
winked and said it was a little something to help her relax. 
Dest fell asleep and remained so through most everything  
until right at the end when the midwife shook her awake 
and told her to push. She grunted a few times and after, 
they put it on her chest. When Destiny saw it, her face 
blanched and she reached out for my hand. I took some  
pictures and, after a while, another nurse took it away 
somewhere. The nurse had told me where and why and 
when I could come visit, smiling all the while like nothing 
was wrong. None of the words she said put themselves   
together in my head and all I could think about was erasing 
the memory of what just happened. Destiny pretended to go 
back to sleep and I wandered into the hallway. A nurse 
stopped me and I lied, saying I was going for Burger King. 
Those were the first words I’d said all day.  
 Despite the lateness of the year, the heat reigned—
fat, opulent, and greasy. I put the windows down in the 

Buick and blasted down the highway toward Taco and 
Mick’s. Mick sat on the sofa and I joined him in silence. 
Mick, obliterated, took longer than usual to recognize me 
and after mumbling a barely audible hello, kept forgetting I 
was there. Taco was gone. Working, Mick said, but it could 
have been anywhere.  Rain had fallen and the swampy smell 
of the outside crept in through the trailer’s open windows.  

“So, is it, you know?” Mick’s head bobbled around 
in slow motion, sweeping the room, and he focused on me. 
The tiny, red-flamed slits of his eyes, awaited my answer. 
 “What?” 
 “Dead?” 
 “Not yet. They said a year at most.” 
 “Anyone ever say what was wrong with it?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 Mick waited for me to continue, but when I didn’t, 
he asked, “You get pics?” 
 I shrugged. 

“Come on. I know you did. Let me see.” I showed 
him my phone. He took it and thumbed through the images. 
“Goddamn.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 He put the phone on the sofa between us, picked up 
the bong, and packed the bowl. “I mean.” He paused and 
sucked down a huge hit. Holding his fist to his mouth, he 
sputtered and coughed the smoke into the room. 
“Cinematic.” 
 “Gimme that.” I hit the bong and sat it on the 
floor. We said nothing else and a long time later, Taco came 
back. 
 Mick held my phone out to Taco. “Check this.”  
 Taco said nothing until he finished scrolling, then 
he let out a breathy, “A la chingada.” He took the bong and 
ripped a hit bigger than what Mick and I took. He put the 
bong back and went to the kitchen. I heard him open the 
fridge and he came back with two cans of beer. He held one 
out to me, but I declined. Taco shrugged, sat in his recliner, 
and killed both beers. The afternoon felt gone, flown away 
somewhere, and the urge to leave flooded me. I stood.  
 “I’m out.” 
 Mick, looking up at me, said, “Come by whenever.”  
 “Yeah.” 
 “You could even bring it over here.” 
 “Sure.” 
 Out in the Buick, the seats were hot and sticky. The 
rounded top of the car seat strapped into the backseat  
crested the bottom of my rearview mirror like some rising 
moon. I started her up and headed back to the hospital.  





The sun climbed the rigging of a mackerel sky, 
with me and my daughter following west, 
 
and then the sudden, thick lashed, chestnut eye 
of that poor deer, flashed as we collided. 
 
Busted bumper, her bounding toward the pines— 
clean-limbed, light, and sapling-sound, she vanished.   
 
Stopped on the shoulder, I dreaded what damage 
my own poor dear and her thick-lashed, chestnut eyes 
 
had suffered, struck by their shared innocence 
and that awful force; but her beaming face, 
 
sunflower-broad, was filled by this thrill, 
with her eager as the deer that the day 
 
might move along, and the sun—without 
looking down—should keep to its climbing. 
 



A puddle of rain, 
and a kitten drinking from the road 
I wonder if my thirst 
will drive me to drink the dirty earth 
and kneel for my water   



5:47 and I am awake before you, 
some pale glow casting window pane 
shadows across your body, birds of 
paradise growing and receding 
across the freckled constellation 
of your chest as the sun rises 
without you, rises like me 
on my way from cocoon 
into the frosty violation of morning 
       and denim sliding up thighs. 
Into boots still wet. 
Into sputtering, murky blue retreat. 
Into you whispering,  
“Goodbye?” 







The apples of his cheeks are pink like pansies and 
his lips shine like rosy oyster shells in the midst of his dark 
beard. He closes his eyes as Shana brings handful after 
handful of cloudy, turquoise water out of the thermal bath 
and over his head. He peeks them open to look into hers as 
she slicks his hair back and rub his temples. They have a 
private room—maybe eight feet by eight feet, all swirling 
gray marble and gold faucets—with a tiny window cracked 
open at the top of one wall. Outside, snow falls lightly and 
kids splash and shout from the big communal pool, also 
naturally heated. Their hands sometimes lazily roam about 
underwater, feeling scandalous so close to the public.  
Mostly, though, they just breathe in the steam and feel the 
grit of the minerals in the water and touch one another’s 
slick, hot faces, pinching pansy-pink cheeks and smoothing 
sweating brows. 

As much as she’s tried to train her ear, she still 
can’t tell Eastern European languages apart from one     
another. She has gone through this trip assuming that   
everyone is speaking Czech, but a lot of people are tourists 
and foreigners like them, and he points out her ignorance in 
the airport, hotels, spas: Did you hear that couple speaking 
Hungarian? and, Huh, those taxi drivers were speaking Ukrainian, 
I guess they immigrated because of the war, and sometimes 
even, Our waitress has a thick Bulgarian accent when she speaks 
Czech, I wonder how long she’s been here. It seems impossible 
to her to actually be able to tell the difference between such 
things, but he’s rarely wrong and never about things like 
that. 

They’re so far away from home. There were      
layovers in Heathrow and Frankfurt, gathering passport 
stamps side by side in customs lines—her firsts and his 
millionths. She slept with her head against his shoulder in 
cramped airplane seats. They switched spots and he slept as 
the sun rose and she stared out the window at the          
indistinguishable green masses below, imagining their 
plane passing over countries like the clip-art map shown at 
the front of the cabin. She never, for one second, thought 
they would go this far, that things would get this far. 

He says he needs a break and gets out, wraps a 
white towel around his waist sauna-style and sits on the 
marble ledge running along one wall and leans back. His 
eyes are closed again, so she doesn’t feel shy about hanging 
over the edge of the bath and watching him. Her mind 
shifts to imagining him sitting on a bed instead. The bed 
has a white comforter and a bright brass frame. It’s old and 

squeaks a little when he moves, but that’s okay. The room 
where this bed is located has dark wood floors and a big, 
open window where gauzy, blue curtains—the same light 
shade as the thermal water—blow in the pleasant breeze. A 
hand-stitched quilt—where have I seen it before? She squints, 
trying to remember—is folded neatly at the foot of the bed. 

The bedroom doesn’t exist but she wishes it did. 
It’s where she wants to live, with him. The image is       
random, not rooted in a previous place or experience, but it 
showed up and stuck. The fantasy grows, sometimes      
expands to a living room—this space less crisp, a bit more 
ill-defined than the  bedroom—with charmingly tattered 
furniture, shelves full of their books, abstract paintings on 
the wall, his hands on her future round belly. She’s 
ashamed to imagine that last one, especially, although she’s 
thirty-two and thinks it’s normal to think about it, just 
perhaps not with someone she knows will never want it. 

She stretches out in the bath. There are two      
faucets—one hot, one cold. The cold one leaks slowly and 
steadily, disappearing unnoticed into the steaming water, 
and she reaches out her hand, lets the icy drops hit her 
palm and shudders at the shocking contrast. He’s watching 
her now, and smiling. He takes off the towel and comes 
over, lowers himself into the bath, and pulls her towards 
him to rest back against his chest. She closes her eyes. 
There is a little antechamber connected to the private bath 
where their bags and clothes hang on hooks, and inside his 
bag are two train tickets to Venice, because when he     
mentioned they’d have time after the conference and asked 
her where in Europe she always dreamed of going, that was 
her answer; because he’s the type of person who reserves a 
private bath in Prague in the midst of a work trip and takes 
delight in making your European dream come true, the kind 
who lets you sleep on his shoulder until sunrise and then 
changes seats with you so you can look out the window in 
the daylight, one who can tell the difference between     
imperceptibly disparate Slavic languages on first  listen. He 
is not the kind of person to settle on antique bed springs for 
any real period of time or let his crow’s feet deepen from a 
couch with a pregnant wife.   

She can’t blame him for something she always 
knew. She relaxes against him; the bath is silent except for 
the cold drip from the faucet, and the bedroom—so      
beautiful, it’s a shame it doesn’t exist—will remain empty. 







In a time lacking graces where popular culture 
has turned from class to tactless infantile 
 ego expression 
there must be models, emblems of stability 
and objectivity like the schooldays solar system 
facsimiles turning in plastic orbit that I gazed at 
 in wonder on hot August afternoons. 
 
Nostalgia sinks in, the mind’s return to paradise 
that never was like a sunken Atlantis that even 
the gods have forgotten. 
 
I find them there, 1940s, 50s mockups in black and white, 
primarily now on the internet—the idols of old: 
movie stars and starlets, jazz singers, lounge divinities, 
all 
           moving 
          speaking 
           singing 
                       dancing 
          loving 
 
with a sophisticated holiness that worshipping 
mortals can only find in the cathedral of the mind, 
black pews bound in a box after the great war. 
 
The doppelgangers are there—Norman Rockwell’s 
 wholesomeness, Ozzie and Harriet, Lucy 
 
and Andy, mannequin menagerie of years when all was black  
and white, Christmas ruled the day, families moved 
with style and taste. 
 
But it was media elegance, not the grace 
of trees effortlessly shedding autumn leaves. 
When the channels switched off at midnight, 
the national anthem dwindled away, 
those graces slept as well. 



How come there are 
so many tales told 
of fun-filled good old days 
spent free with friends 
in cobbled city streets  
suburban cul-de-sacs  
wet grass in country fields 
dumpster-diving, tin-can cuts 
dangerous, unsupervised until 
mothers and aunts called them in 
as the street lights came on. 
 
I spent my Summer days reading alone  
in the garden—on the lawn that sloped  
down to the brook  
where I sat on a log  
staring into the sad eyes of my dog 
occasionally playing jump-rope 
with a friend, or listening to 
adult conversation on the terrace 
no need to call me in   
 
Only a generation later 
as a mother of two grown children 
I escaped to the city tennis courts  
found camaraderie and sweat and flow 
playing singles and doubles and singles 
again until we could no longer see the ball 
and the street lights came on. 





The planet's howling. 
It's busting up into water, fire, air and dirt. 
What in the name of Francois Villon 
is going on here? 
I am immersed in the small things 
while, all the while 
the sun's imploding 
some gamma ray is shrieking 
out with him! 
I'm trying to get through to 
a woman who enjoys 
listening to the tinkle 
of tiny bells on her bracelet, 
or sipping tea, or darning socks, 
and the apocalypse is splashing 
hell all over us 
like a giant Jackson Pollock 
flicking his paint on canvas. 
The self is unimportant. 
The stroke of twelve has fallen. 
Doesn't matter whether one 
is measly flesh or cast in bronze. 
Hand on the telephone, I'm fried. 
Pecking out numbers, I'm ashes. 
Confessing my feelings, 
the boiling ocean sweeps me away. 
Awaiting your reply, 
I'm blown out into space. 
Hearing your answer, 
I'm nothing but an abstract poem 
scribbled across the edges of the universe. 
What do your precious cheekbones mean now 
that a mountain has been uprooted? 
What can your day possibly look like, 
if continents are squashed like gloves? 
Meet you at twelve, 
but, I already told you, 
twelve has been and gone, 
has razed and raped and... 
and you wonder, 
but has it reconciled? 
Okay, so I'll meet you at twelve. 
But it's not like St John the Divine 
didn't warn you. 





 They think they have me. They burst into my 
home, warrant in hand. They have me guarded by three very 
nervous uniformed officers as I sit at my kitchen table. 
These men look both terrified and perplexed. They        
scrutinize everything about me from the way I look to the 
way I move, as if they could somehow read my soul. I know 
what they are thinking: “Could this really be the person 
capable of such wickedness? Am I really in the presence of 
unadulterated evil?” With the smallest movement of my 
hand, they twitch, ready to pounce. They can’t help but  
react to the stress. Their eyes are dilated, chests rise and fall 
in rapid shallow successions, and they stand slightly 
hunched, possessing all the tension of a lioness ready to 
defend her young. Two of them are ready to run and the 
other . . . yes, he is a fighter. He’s angry and looking for an 
excuse to discharge his weapon and end it all here. And yet, 
I remain calm. 
 The detectives are searching every corner and  
crevice of my home. They think they will find a smoking 
gun. That’s just silly—I’m too good at this to be so clumsy. 
The only thing that can give me up . . . is me. And I am cool 
as a fall morning. They could throw me into a furnace, melt 
me down, and all they would find is a lump of cold, hard 
steel where my heart should be. So, it matters not what they 
do. I simply will not break. It’s how I do these things in the 
first place. Yes, I admit it, I am evil, and my actions are 
completely reprehensible. I torture people to death with 
complete impunity. I quite like it, actually. It’s almost like 
research at first—waiting, watching, analyzing—finding 
the perfect prey. I like my victims to fight when they     
suddenly realize what is happening. I like them to scream. 
Ideally, they will go through all of the stages: pleading,  
bargaining, and finally threatening. These things are      
requisite for my work to be perfect. Quite unsatisfactorily, 
however, not all victims are created equally, and many are 
not up to such dramatic professions. Some give up way too 
easily. Others are silent-frozen in fear. Finding the good 
ones, the victims that play their parts well, now that is an 
art. And I am the Michelangelo of Malevolence—the Da  
Vinci of Death. Just as the beauty of a flame requires the 
destruction of a match, I also create my works of wonder by 
means of destruction. The souls that perish ever so slowly 
and painfully at my hand ought to feel honored I chose 
them, for I will immortalize them with my gift. Forever 
conjoined they and I will be. They are the canvas upon 

which I . . . inflict my art.  
 As fate would have it, my work will not be        
appropriately valued until after I am gone, just like all of the 
greatest artists. I recognize that. My talents will not be fully 
appreciated or even comprehended for generations. I am 
ahead of my time, and this loathsome society of simpletons 
that I suffer every day is in need of much evolution and  
enlightenment before recognizing my genius. Perhaps in 
their grandchildren’s or great-grandchildren’s day, they 
will attain adequate sophistication to finally honor my   
brilliance. But until such time that I am glorified as the  
Creator of Crisis, the Master of Mayhem that I am, I will be 
feared; I will be respected. 
 As for the dozen or so detectives and officers in my 
home now, they are nitwits. Not one of them is in          
possession of the intelligence necessary to keep pace in this 
game we are playing. They wouldn’t be here now if I hadn’t 
led them here with an anonymous tip. They are            
lightweights, imbeciles. They are more akin to “Keystone 
Cops” than serious detectives. All the same, I’m glad we are 
finally to this stage now. This is where the hunter is      
suddenly the hunted. I am too smart for these miserable  
big-city wannabes. I am out of their league. Wait until they 
present the charges to me: “You are under arrest on the 
charges of fifteen counts of murder.” Oh, I can act          
surprised. I can feign sick and even compel myself to vomit 
when they show me the gory photos of bloody, mutilated 
carcasses. What a worthy show I will put on. What         
incredulity they will see on my face. What pure shock. At 
that very moment, they will be struck with confounding   
self-doubt. They will question their investigation, their 
findings, everything—even their own judgment. Yes, they 
seem so sure of themselves right now, but they will find 
their arrogance shattered into pieces and floating away in 
the rivers of blood I bathed in as I gutted those poor people. 
They feel so safe now that they are about to arrest the    
villain responsible for such unimaginable debauchery. But 
after my performance, they will not feel so safe. They will 
be forced to release me and dismiss the charges. As soon as 
they apologize to me, a distinguished and honored         
Professor, they will rush back to their crime scenes and files 
to find something, anything, to lead them to the devil that 
perpetrated such violence. Oh, I laugh at the thought of the 
detectives scrambling to start over, to find me before I strike 
again. But they will have already found me, and let me go… 



let me go only to become their own personal nightmare. Oh, 
yes. It’s delightful to imagine. I almost cannot stand the 
perfect irony of it! I will find them, where they live, and I 
will wipe out their families first. I can just see it now: they 
will spend hours and days pouring over every minute bit of 
information, anxiously wringing their hands in frustration, 
emotions teeming over to the brink of breakdown. And then 
one day, these mental midgets will come home to self-
medicate with cheap beer and a few hours of mind-numbing 
sitcoms, hoping to forget the awfulness for a while. But  
instead, they will find the very devil they look for has found 
them first. Oh, the horror they will come home to. What 
gore. What a composition of glorious depravity! I mustn’t 
think of their reactions now for I must show no emotion, 
give no clue as they watch me so closely at this moment. I 
must remain here inside myself, hiding deep within the 
darkness of this meat-suit I wear, portraying no reaction, 
no hint of guilt or fear. They look for that; they are trained 
to see it. The best of them can smell it even. But they will 
not see or smell guilt or fear from me. Yes, I killed all those 
people—and many more that they don’t know about yet—
but I have no guilt. How can I if I have no heart? And fear—
ha! Fear is for the weak and feeling. I am strong—the 
strongest. They will never know it was me. At least not until 
I visit them in their grief—perhaps the night of the funerals 
for their families. Oh, yes. That is brilliant! That is . . .  

beautifully poetic. And when I visit them in their grief, they 
will look into my eyes, and they will know that they nearly 
had me once. They will think, “You hideous monster! I had 
known it was you. You were in my grasp, but I let you go? I 
released you, and now you have murdered my family.” And 
then they will expect to die in that selfsame moment. They 
will long for it, but they will not know the deliverance of 
death. No suffering will be assuaged in that moment. For I 
will carve out their eyes with spoons from their own    
kitchens that they cannot see; I will cut out their tongues 
with their own knives that they cannot speak; I will sever 
their digits one by one that they cannot write. I will leave 
them in a dark and silent prison to suffer in the depths of 
darkness alone, unable to see the consoling face of a friend, 
unable to speak or write a word, completely incapable of 
conveying a name—mine—as their tormentor, as the slayer 
of their loved ones. But their ears—I will not harm their 
ears so that when I visit them, I can whisper into them, “It 
is me. It’s our anniversary, and I am here to tell you yet 
again the story of how your family pleaded for their lives; 
how their suffering was so exquisite, they repeatedly      
implored for death to end the pain and horror; how they 
vehemently begged the question, ‘Why? Why are you doing 
this?’ ” I will slowly whisper into the perfect ear of my mute 
and blind friends, “Because… I… caaaaaan.”  





I’m the poster child for waterproof mascara 
Swear I’m not narcissistic, only  
Look in the mirror for constant reassurance  
I still exist but  
We all need validation, right? 
 
Throw rocks in the water so my image shatters 
Positive this is the most realistic resemblance of me 
In fragments 
Distortion is my new best friend while 
 
My real friends get nervous ‘cuz 
All I ever write about is Bacardi and suicide but 
Write what you know, right? 
 
I’m not weird, only honest 
 
Don’t lie, I’ve seen the bracelets in excess 
The hollowed out look in girls’ eyes who’ve seen 
Too many hip bones and 
My thighs don’t gap like Jenny’s  
I’ll take my coffee 
“regular?” 
No, black 
Please 
 
Teach me that beauty means more than being  
Aesthetically pleasing and I’ll believe it as much as 
You’ll believe I’m fine and we can just  
Pretend—even for a second that I’m not 
Dying to cut myself on edges of my reflection into 
 
Eight hundred pieces in such vein hopes I’ll 
Carve myself into the cookie cutter version of what 
Beautiful looks like. 
 
We all have skeletons in our closets 
I just prefer to walk around in mine. 





 Silas Horace George II, or Junior as he was     
sometimes known, contorted himself into a chair            
reupholstered with strips of duct tape. He slumped between 
its armrests and said with a nasally grunt, “How do,      
buddy?” After the last telemarketing manager, Steve,     
abruptly stopped showing up for work, I was tasked with             
interviewing. Bob Stone, owner of Debt Masters America, 
deemed my sales figures shitty. So to make it worth his 
while to keep me on the payroll, I was to fill the empty 
desks. 
 In lieu of formal training, I adopted my             
predecessor’s minimalist interviewing style. Employing the 
first-come, first-serve hiring technique. Silas snaked his 
tongue on clapboard teeth peppered with chewing tobacco 
before hitching his upper lip and snorting. As he began to 
bite at his thumb cuticle, I remembered Bob’s advice: don’t 
ever feel the need to ask a professional telemarketer about 
his criminal background. And with that, Silas was hired. 
 
HE DRESSED LIKE A SQUIRREL-NOURISHED, musket  
wielding Hatfield. Or maybe it was the McCoy clan with 
whom he proudly boasted of having deep ancestral roots. 
Regardless, Silas refined his carefully crafted hill-person 
façade with a few distinguished twists. In addition to a 
straw cowboy hat, he wore a collection of pressed French-
cuff dress shirts unbuttoned to reveal tattered denim    
overalls stained with grease and unidentified viscous.   
 Beneath his overalls, Silas was often bare-chested 
save uneven patches of wiry auburn hair. He wore his   
sideburns in equally wiry chops meeting beneath several 
whiskered chins. Silas was never without his signature pearl
-white sunglasses, most aptly described as decadently Elvis. 
“Morning y’all!” he’d harp from the side of his mouth while 
clinching a toothpick. His various accouterment easily fit 
within the company dress code, which expressly forbid t-
shirts featuring cuss words and girly pictures.  
 Silas was reported to have stolen the sunglasses 
from a slight, nineteen-year-old salesman named Asher. A 
timid boy whose angled stoop and deflated shoulders made 
him an easy mark. He remained tightlipped about        
transgressions of his personal property in the face of      
extortion. Silas wrapped a heavy arm around the acne-
dotted yet oddly baritone young man to coerce a lift home 
after his first day of work. Asher, having little tenure     
himself, agreed under the duress of Silas’ ominous decree, 

“We gonna be friends, ain’t we?” 
 And since his very first shift on a rainy afternoon 
in a nearly vacant strip mall housing Debt Masters’        
telemarketing, Silas never drove himself to work, although 
he steadfastly insisted he owned a “cherry rig,” a “prime 
Ford truck.” Nevertheless, he simply appeared at the office 
in the mornings. Then as the final minute approached, Silas 
spied for lingering coworkers over the top of his shades. 
Peering for the lowered guard and physical attributes of 
somebody he could push into service. 
 Nobody ever refused.  
 Silas was a bulbous six-foot-seven, three hundred 
and fifty pounds of volatility. He lumbered like a great    
dinosaur with imprecise movements amongst weary       
telemarketers huddled in narrow aisles between tight  
workstations. His broad gestures were slow and              
encompassed the entire room. His sway of cumbersome 
mass resulted in tipped office plants, scattered desk trays, 
and dazed coworkers.  
 “Sorry, son. Didn’t see ya there, little feller.”   
 We were all little fellers.  
 
AS DESK NEIGHBORS, SILAS AND I developed an intimate 
relationship. He took my change for breakfast Mountain 
Dew and smoked my cigarettes. He also devoured leftovers 
from a small cooler hidden beneath my station when I went 
to the bathroom. In return, I encouraged him to loosen that 
unyielding phlegm-wad lodged deep within his sagging 
chest. His morning ritual of soda, diet pills, and hacking 
over his waste bin went on for hours. It was like working in 
a tuberculosis ward from six to ten. 
 When he wasn’t farmer-blowing snot into the  
carpet, Silas was regaling his incredulous coworkers with 
his life’s exploits—his impoverished upbringing on a     
Tennessee tobacco farm, his father’s inspired sermons in a 
little white chapel, bare-knuckle brawls in dirt alleyways, 
and legendary football conquests. 
 “Take a look here, boys,” he’d say holding out a 
meaty hand the surface-area of a dinner plate. “This here,” 
he pointed, “is the championship ring.”   
 A cursory Google search substantiated his claim 
that the ring was indeed genuine. However, Silas’          
conspicuous absence from online team photos led to much 
speculation. Did he somehow blackmail the ring’s true  
owner?  Claiming,  perhaps,  that he  could supply  photos of 



prostitutes in the athlete’s dorm room? Or had he          
sideswiped a jogger on a secluded backcountry road, eating 
the evidence and taking the ring as a keepsake?       
 “Why can’t we find you anywhere on the roster?”  
 “My brother and I was bangin’ out a couple hotties 
in a motel down in Tuscaloosa.”    
 “Where exactly is Tuscaloosa, Silas?”   
 He lowered Asher’s sunglasses to reveal painfully 
bloodshot eyes. “Down in the dirty South, ya dumb sons a 
bitches.”   
  
WHO WERE WE TO QUESTION Silas? Such brotherly love was 
in fact totally in line with his self-ascribed title, “family 
man and amateur preacher.” He’d recently been so kind, he 
told us, as to relocate his aging parents into his very own 
home. “I let ‘em lives with me now. Papa’s pulpit days is 
spent,” he whispered, kissing a tiny crucifix. 
 “No kidding. You live with your parents.”  
 “Yeah, I lent Pa my truck to see the doctor, so I 
needs a ride home, brother.” And before the hint of an 
agreement, Silas was riding shotgun in my little, rattling 
Toyota. “I also need twenty bucks ‘till payday,” he said,  

filling his lower lip with a caterpillar of tobacco. He spat out 
the window and banged the roof with his hand. “Let’s get a 
move on, little feller.” 
 I drove him to a small middle-class development 
two exits from Debt Masters. Like most of the houses in his 
cul-de-sac, Silas’ was a greyish-yellow ranch. The lawn 
was elaborately decorated. Pointy-hat gnomes and faded 
flamingos accented several edged gardens. The American 
flag was raised from a pole near the mailbox where a      
decorative wheelbarrow-planter held colorful flowers.  
 “Nice house, Silas.” 
 The porch was artificial turf, and there was a  
painted welcome sign in the shape of a trout. “Is that your 
truck there?” I asked, signaling to a large, white Ford 
parked in the conjoining garage. The bumper read, “My kids 
and my money go to the University of Northern Colorado.”   
 “Yup, that’s her.” 
 Silas wiped brown spittle from his chin with the 
back of his hand. He nodded to Ma and Pa, who sat truck-
side in matching plastic chairs. Ma was fanning herself with 
a Hollywood magazine. The Right Reverend Silas Sr.,      
although elderly, was clearly not “a man in need of constant 
treatments.” Nor was he withering away with chronic pain, 
dependent on Silas’ careful touch in his “blessed final          

days.”  
 He stood. “Junior’s home, Ma.”  
 “Okay, everything looks good here,” Silas said,  
refusing to unfold himself from my car. “Let’s get down to 
Crocked before happy hours’ up.” He punched my shoulder. 
“Go, boy!” As I shifted into reverse, Silas’ pappy shook his 
head and slowly returned to his roost.  
 He was probably lamenting my predicament. 
 Silas had developed a reputation in his first weeks 
with the firm for attaching himself to unfortunate dupes for 
days. Asher was lucky to have escaped with the small     
indignity of losing a pair of ridiculous novelty sunglasses. 
Other innocent coworkers trying to do Silas a quick solid 
later awakened in a detox facility, evicted, broke, and     
battered. 
 He ate your food, stretched out sweaters, attempted 
drunken violations of your sister, raided change jars, and 
read private journals aloud after inviting drug dealers over 
to watch the game. There were reports of random fluids 
splattered in bathroom closets and bloodstained towels 
stashed in crawlspaces. These gruesome finds would      
continue for months after a Silas occupation. As I drove to 

the bar I was already concocting my exit strategy.  
 I had to think fast.     
 Silas’ exasperated hosts eventually reached the 
breaking point after days without sleep. Clutching a kitchen 
cleaver and crumpled in the corner of their bedroom praying 
for the tyranny to end. Afraid of reprisal, initial Silas      
extraction tactics were formed as subtle suggestions. 
“Maybe you’d like to check in with your pa at home,      
buddy?” or, “I think I just saw a police cruiser outside.”   
 The starvation method was the next logical step. “I 
can’t go buy anymore rib eyes because my wallet somehow 
caught fire—and where is the dog?” Desperation ultimately 
led to the development of simple ruses. Stupid tricks you’d 
kick yourself for not thinking of in the first place. Childish 
ploys to trick Silas into vacating the smoldering ruins of a 
once tidy condo to make a pilgrimage to a much hyped bar.    
 “Seriously, dude, bitches everywhere.”   
 While Silas was off sneaking tugs from stranger’s 
beers or soliciting women to put their hands in his pockets, 
his ride would quietly disappear. Ditching Silas was a    
dangerous game. He was known to hold a grudge, but I  
didn’t care. The thought of sharing my futon for the    
weekend was terrifying. If I let my guard slip and fell 
asleep,  God only  knew what  he’d  do  to me.  So instead of 

Other innocent coworkers trying to do Silas a quick solid later awakened in a 

detox facility, evicted, broke, and battered. 



driving to Crocked, I suggested another bar.     
 My old manager, Steve, had resurfaced with a text, 
saying he was out for drinks. His disappearance stemmed 
from his latest DUI. Since I figured Silas’ presence was his 
fault for abandoning his post, I decided the two should 
meet. Steve and Asher were laughing over cranberry vodkas 
when we arrived. Their faces grew long. Silas immediately 
attached himself to Asher. His string of recent sales meant 
he could afford drugs, and because Steve had a heavy     
physique sculpted by fifteen years of habitual beer intake. 
Though diminutive when compared to Silas, Steve wasn’t 
one to be pushed around. 
 After watching Silas nick Asher’s cigarettes from 
the table, I excused myself from the party. “Later, guys.”  
 Steve’s expression implored, please no, good god, no.  
 “I’m sorry to bolt, fellas, but I promised to meet 
somebody downtown,” I lied. 
 Steve gave me the finger.   
 An hour later, he slid out the rear patio and hurdled 
the gate while Silas was challenging the bartender to arm-
wrestle. Once safely on the road, he called confirming he’d 
ditched Silas with Asher. “You owe me huge, dick,” he  
complained.  
 I agreed.  
 “Meet me at Crocked." 
  
BY THE TIME I HUNG UP, Silas was already in pursuit.  
Asher took his cue from Steve and left while Silas logged a 
formal complaint with bar management about the subpar 
condom selection in the bathroom vending machine.    
Without a driver, he charged down a dark frontage road. 
Walking for miles through muddy puddles and tearing his 
overalls on a barbed wire fence. Our phones buzzed as he 
called us one after the other, vibrating the beer nuts as if the 
Earth itself were trembling. 
 Eventually, Silas got ahold of Asher. Convincing the 
poor kid to pick him up at a remote gas station, reminding 
him, “I know where you live.” Then Silas called everybody 
in his Debt Masters circle until he reached Justin, aka J-
Dawg. I had invited Justin to join us. He was my second 
hire. A categorically more vigorous interview revealed his 
only crime was a penchant for velour jumpsuits and        
unlaced high-tops. Silas assigned him the nickname MC 
Kim Chi due to his aspiration of becoming a rap impresario 
and because he was half Korean.  
 Having not yet been filled in on the evening’s prior 
events, he picked up his phone without hesitation. “Yeah, 
playa, what up?” He nodded, yeah, yeah. “Yeah, son, we over 
at Crocked, Yo. Come on out, homie.” Looking at Steve and 
me, he nodded. “They’re right here.” 
 “You dick,” Steve said as he handed me a beer. 
“This is your fault.” 
  “Sorry, little fellers.” 

  
STREET NOISE ENVELOPED THE BAR when the double doors 
were thrown open minutes later. Darkened by a shadow cast 
by either a pre-diabetic yeti, or the foul smelling, sweat-
lathered Silas. “Oh shit,” Steve said taking cover. Silas 
rushed us, swatting haphazardly with hammering fists. 
Finding safety behind an adjacent table, Steve yelled, “Go 
away, asshole!” Blood dripped from Silas’ pulpy mitt from 
where he’d destroyed an ashtray and pulverized my        
cellphone. Asher took the opportunity to flee. 
 “What are you doing?” I screamed.  
 Silas curled his whiskered lip and snorted before 
emptying the sole surviving beer. Normally, this is the time 
when bouncers are dispatched, but the man in a black t-
shirt checking IDs atop a stool seemed to regard our       
situation as handled. “What the hell, Sasquatch?” Steve  
demanded. Silas slapped him across his ashen face and 
knocked his gelled hair akimbo. The retort of the shot gave 
little incentive for the bouncer to intervene save a diffident, 
“I don’t want to call the cops…” 
 Steve gingerly examined his wounded cheek with 
trembling fingers, which curled into an indignant fist. The 
big man winced at darting jabs like a horse covered in biting 
gnats. The impact created little more than a blink before 
Steve was swallowed in the loose flesh of Silas’ indomitable 
arms, then dragged like a petulant child to the door.   
 Before Silas could affect enough inertia to land a 
bludgeoning fist, I seized his arm. He quickly wrapped me 
in it. Steve, trapped in the other arm, slapped and swatted at 
Silas’ gut overhang. We struggled to free ourselves. I even 
bit, but my teeth imparted little damage through his     
overalls. He was taking us both out for “a little lesson in            
respectability.” We tipped the mint jar off the hostess stand 
and knocked down a sign advertising all-you-can-eat 
wings.  
 Resisting was no use.  
 We spilled out the front in a tangled mass. Pungent 
sweat dampened my face, and I became dizzy. 
 Not like this, I thought.   
 The details of my death became eerily coherent 
amid the suffocation stars as my head was squelched into 
Silas’ exposed underarm hair. I figured his heart would  
explode from the exertion. Then he’d collapse like a        
redwood tree shattering onto the pavement. Steve might 
survive despite internal bleeding after having his abdomen 
crushed, but I was screwed into place. My neck would snap 
on impact. I would be unable to move as Silas’ ample breast 
caused my asphyxiation. 
 They’d roll the fat fuck over and find me dead. 
Covered in vomit and smelling like the bus station        
bathroom.  
 As my end came nearer, Silas loosed a bellowing 
moan.  “Ahhh,  man!”  he  cried. “Why  do  you fellers ditch 



me?” Tears were streaming over his cheeks as he implored. 
“Tell me why?” He released me to affix a two-arm hug on 
Steve. “I love you guys,” he wailed as he cradled Steve, who, 
for the second time that evening, gave me the finger. 
 “It’s ok, big guy,” Steve consoled.  
 Silas ratcheted his smothering embrace around his 
unlikely confidant. “I need to get home, buddy.”  
 “We’ll figure it out, Silas,” Steve assured. 
 The two shook hands. 
 Silas cupped his new friend’s shoulder, then missed 

the curb as he stumbled into the parking lot. Jingling     
Steve’s car keys, he laughed in his nondescript, colloquial, 
redneck howl. “Later, little fellers.” Beeping the rusty, little 
Nissan’s single functioning taillight, he located the first car 
I’d ever seen him drive, but surly not, I assumed, the first 
one he’d operated without the benefit of insurance. With his 
head touching the dimpled roof, Silas revved the vibrating 
heap to a gurgle, filled his lip with tobacco, and drove away.  
 Steve sighed. “I lost my license anyways.” 







Trudging along the abandoned highway 
In my father’s old, beat-up Toyota 
As the soft hum of the radio 
Caresses my weary ears. 
I listen to Frank Sinatra croon 
Fly Me to the Moon, 
Remembering how Grandpa Herb 
Used to sing me this same song 
So many lifetimes ago, 
Rocking me quietly in his wooden chair 
Until I fell asleep in the safety of his lap. 
Now the song seems to be mocking me, 
Poisoning my very soul, 
And I try my best to tune it out— 
Perhaps forever. 
In the vacant seat beside me, 
I notice TIME magazine flipped open 
To an article whose bold headline reads, 
“Beyond Death: The Science of the Afterlife.” 
I stifle a sickening laugh. 
How fucking appropriate. 
Too bad I’m a skeptic 
Who doesn’t believe in life after death. 
To me, neither heaven nor hell exists, 
And especially not God. 
Because if that were the case, 
I wouldn’t be stuck in this goddamned Toyota, 
Heading off to my dead grandpa’s funeral, 
While my father weeps silently from the front seat 
And I pretend not to notice. 



     Set free from ghosts of another time,  
the permission of language, 
trembling with audacious voice, 
 
each word, a bravura: 
  
     Speeding through Arizona darkness, 
she grips the steering wheel and  
stares out the car window. 
  
     An old Indian, stooped under  
the weight of a blanket  
draped over his shoulder,  
appears and walks beside her car.  
 
     Then he is no longer there. 
 
     She finds none of this surprising. 
 
     Full moon, bullet hole   
in clear night sky, 
 
now visible in the narrow crevice    
between mountain peaks,  
she descends into the desert valley. 
 
     Reaching for what few coherent words 
of ancient context remain, 
 
she begins to speak. 





Picasso lived this painting of tears, blue 
as the humid depths of the abyss, and full of pity.  
           —Apollinaire 
 
 
His child’s hands 
Keep curling, merging 
Moment and myth, husband,  
Esposa, bowed, barefoot,  
Shy-eyes beggaring nothing 
(Nothing like the maimed 
At Guernica, blind men, 
Sad acrobats, tumblers,  
Breasts nailed to nudes,  
Guitars the shapes of women,  
Tontos y locos), crude blues, 
Blueboy savior blessing all 
Before the tide of washed blue sea, 
Before duende struck, 
Before the scripture, “Pablo Picasso,” 
Título, LA TRAGEDIA,  
Lugar, Barcelona, España, 
That summer surréaliste, 1903. 



How pure is the sugar? 
refine 
Sugar 
 
the only thing  
that should  
come to mind 
is the slave trade 
 
refuge, promise 
burn 
families 
 
baby alligator bait 
poetry masters  
steeped wrong, suffocate 
“you’re like a rose” 
 
You look like  
one 
of  
us 
 
captured in ships 
blond yawn 
whites eat alligator 
you are what you 
 
savagery, only  
thing  
changed 
is 
 
boat now metal 
Saccharum officinarum 
brown not down 
open veins value added  





I saw him every day at the train station smoking a 
cigarette. He sat on the floor wearing that winter coat, white 
faux fur around his neck and thick gray covering the rest of 
him. I waited for the train every day after night classes. He 
smoked a single cigarette, took it out of his mouth and 
snuffed it out under his boot. Always the same habit as if it 
were a part of his daily routine. 

I never saw his face and didn't bother to try. His 
hands, when I was close enough to see, were hard, though. 
They were working hands, coarse from manual labor. I 
wondered what he did for a living. He didn't seem to mind 
getting dirty since he was on the floor and his jeans were 
faded. 

The train station was always empty. Except for the 
two of us. I used to be scared. My mom would yell at me for 
coming home late, but the late classes made it easier to 
work. I explained this every night when she called me as I 
waited for my train. I don't know how many times I had to 
repeat myself before she understood that this was my only 
option if I wanted to move out. 

The one time she had thoroughly upset me, she had 
complained about my taking last year off, and I hung up on 
her. We needed the money, and quite frankly, it was more 
for her benefit than anything else. 

I turned my phone down to vibrate and shoved it 
into my coat pocket when a shuffle of feet suddenly came 
from my left. I glanced at him as the wind blew and pulled 
my scarf up over my head. That's when I saw how tall he 
was. His hood fell off as the wind blew harder. He was older, 
his face stern and chiseled, almost. At least, that was how I 
thought you would describe someone who was really   
strong-looking. He was broad shouldered; I could tell that 
much from his coat. 

I looked up at the notifier, the board they installed 
a year or two ago to tell us when the train would be coming. 
Another ten minutes before the two train would arrive. It 
might have been cold, but it would be another good night. I 
looked back at him and smiled. He still wasn't looking at 
me. I frowned and turned around to the entrance. 

On the other side of us, by the turnstiles, four men 
were coming into the station. I watched closely and saw the 
alcohol bottles in their hands. Just what I needed tonight. I 
rolled my eyes and looked back toward the tracks. 

I wasn't worried. I'd never been harassed before. I 
wasn't thought of as pretty, or hot, or anything like that. I 

was just some Hispanic girl from the Bronx who went home 
late from school. Plus, I looked angry whenever I walked 
alone despite actually being calm. I was just plain old me—
shoulder-length brown hair, brown eyes, and sun-bronzed 
skin. I walked in jeans and bundled up in a big, overbearing 
black coat just to protect myself from the cold. I didn't care 
what people said. I might have been born in the winter, but 
I was no winter baby. 

As the wind blew and the cold bit at my nose, I 
began to smell the reek of alcohol. It was getting stronger 
by the second. I looked over, and those four guys were    
staring at me.  

I looked away quickly, but the damage had already 
been done. 

Mierda. Shit.  
“Hey, mami!” one of the men cried out.  
I shoved my hand into my coat pocket, holding 

onto the Swiss army knife my Padrino's fiancé had given 
me.  

Not tonight, please.  
I breathed heavily as their catcalls got louder. They 

never got any closer, but it didn't stop me from worrying. 
“Hey, mami! ¿Quieres jugar con un hombre real?” 
I scoffed at the bad pickup line. Play with a real 

man? Funny. I glanced at the man standing a couple feet 
away from me. Compared to them, he was the only real man 
I could see. The stranger I saw every day, the older man who 
silently accompanied me, finally looked at me. 

I felt the heat rise in my face. I was twenty-five 
years old, staring at a complete stranger. I had no idea who 
he was or what he did for a living. For all I knew, he was 
homeless! What was wrong with me? 

I stared out to the train tracks, and was pulled  
suddenly by my right arm. I cried out as one of the drunk 
guys pulled me closer to him. 

“Ugh.” I turned my face away from the smell of 
beer. It even came from his skin. 

“Hey, mami. ¿Por qué no me responde, eh?” He 
was strong despite looking so thin. His body shook from the 
cold, and with only a hoodie on, I wasn't surprised. 

“Please, let go.” I pulled my arm away and     
stumbled back. I tried to pretend not to understand, hoping 
he would be one of those guys who wanted a 'real Hispanic 
woman'   and  not   some  girl  who  was  raised  on  English 



mostly. “I don't know what you're saying. Please leave me 
alone.” 

I tried to walk toward my stranger. He continued to 
stare back at us. He might have been an older man, but a 
single man who had nothing to do with some random girl 
versus four drunk guys wouldn't do anything. He didn't 
want to get involved. He wouldn’t help me. 

I stood in my new space. A few feet away from me, 
he stood there staring.  

My heart was pounding. I could feel myself     
shaking. 

Of all the days to get harassed by jerks with drinking 
problems. I'm exhausted. Couldn't it have been another day? 

I looked back at the notifier. Only two minutes to 
go. 

“Can you understand me now?” 
I turned toward the drunkard, and he pushed to the 

ground. I fell, but I didn’t hit the station floor. Instead, I 
leaned against something firm, something heavy, soft,   
almost. I looked up into the face of the stranger who shared 
the train station with me every night. Just as the train was 
beginning to pull in. Behind us, I heard the four men  
laughing as he grabbed me by my shoulders and pulled me 
to my feet. 

My heart pounding, I could barely get the words 
out before the guy who harassed me started yelling. I     
covered my head, fearing they would throw something else 
at me. Instead, I was shoved into the train right before the 
doors closed. I slammed backward into a pole, no one 
around in the train car to catch me. I ran to the doors as 
they closed, but the train had already begun moving. 

I was afraid to go back to that station. I didn't have 
any classes for three days, and going back to my           
apartment—lying in bed—just seemed like the safest thing 
to do. I locked myself away, taking off from work too. Much 
to the dismay of my mother. I eventually went back; there 
was no real way to avoid it. I was nervous. A couple of days 
had passed since I'd been to the station. My classes ended at 

ten-thirty, and when I got to the station, finally, it was 
eleven. 

I swiped my MetroCard at the turnstile and walked 
toward my usual spot. 

He sat on the bench this time. His hood down, and 
I could see a scar running down his left eye. He wasn't 
blind, though. He had bandages on his hands and on his left 
cheek. He had the same white and gray faux fur coat on, 
with dark jeans—brand new by the look of it. His hair was 
black, with gray dispersed throughout. I stared at him. He 
was okay. 

I kept staring, and he looked down, almost 
ashamed. I didn't think he would’ve helped me. I doubted 
anyone I met on the street, and this complete stranger   
actually came to my rescue. How was I supposed to say 
thank you? How was I supposed to even say hello after 
something like that? 

“You want to sit down?” 
“Huh?” I looked up from the floor and saw him 

staring back at me. His eyes were hazel. I felt the heat rise 
to my face, and I suddenly bowed from the waist down, my 
hat flying off my head. “Thank you for the other day.” 

I stood back up, quickly realizing how dumb I 
looked. He dug through his pocket and pulled out a pack of 
cigarettes, his smoke for the night. He patted the seat next 
to him. “Twenty minutes until the next train.” He smiled 
kindly. “Keep me company until then.” 

I hesitated for a moment, unsure of what to do. 
“Are you sure?” 

He grinned. “Am I sure that I want a pretty girl to 
sit next to me?” 

I sat beside him, blushing. He snuffed out his   
cigarette on the armrest of the bench quickly, smiling at me 
with those eyes. He scratched his head, wincing in pain. I 
kept trying to come up with something to say as I sat beside 
him, something that would break the silence. But we just 
sat there, stealing glances, unsure of what to say or do. 





He tells me 
in the middle of the night 
that he hates his body. 
That he arrives home 
at one A.M. 
from the gym 
a sodden wreck 
because he was trying  
to rid himself 
of stretch marks. 
Hate hisses from his lips 
like a new Medusa, 
and when he shifts his gaze to me, 
paralysis sets in. 
 
He tells me 
in the middle of the night 
that it's nobody's choice  
but his own— 
that he is immune 
to the whispers 
of perfection 
pouring down from billboards— 
Hercules, Achilles,  
all sculpted 
and manipulated 
like marble— 
and yet 
he uses the word hate 
like a blade 
to slice off parts of himself 
that do not fit the ideal. 
 
He tells me 
in the middle of the night 
that he is no hero, 
that heroes do not worry 
about adipose tissue, 
about being less than, 
about their weight at all. 
I tell him  
heroes worry 
if they are strong enough, 
if they are brave enough, 
and that the best ones 
all have scars. 
In his eyes, 
I keep seeing him presenting me 



with a gift  
of a bathroom scale  
like some kind of charity, 
like erasing all imperfection 
is heroic, 
like if he can hate himself 
into a new body, 
so can I. 
I fear that he will never lift me, 
never sweep me off my feet 
just to kiss me— 
I fear that somehow,  
this makes all the difference. 
I am no sibyl, 
but I foresee Cetus 
rising from the waves 
I thought I had calmed, 
because his idea of beauty 
chains me to a cliff 
like fodder for this monster. 
 
He tells me 
in the middle of the night 
that he could never do that, 
because I am beautiful, 
because he loves the curve 
of my stomach,  
the weight 
that defies gravity 
with the arch of my back. 
He parrots 
the compliments 
I have always given him. 
I whisper 
that I am not Andromeda, 
and he is not Perseus, 
and we are not held 
to the same standard. 
 
I wonder 
when the day will come 
that he will leave me 
because I do not need saving. 
 
I wonder 
when the day will come 
that he realizes 
he’s the one bound by chains. 





“Take it from me, someday we'll all be free.” 
         —Donny Hathaway 
 
His words coil, 
rise, strike. 
Centuries-old demon 
breaks  
bread at my table. 
 
I want to split maple, 
create a cavern, shutter  
our fragile, mending world 
from his. 
Instead, I walk away. 
  
You remain, 
in a place well past familiar. 
Steadying your swelling throat, 
you light a verbal footpath  
down his crooked alley. 
 
Perhaps all we have  
is a corner of this world, 
a place to pause, share 
a meal, breathe Coltrane, 
re-member a story. 
 
A jagged corner  
our mothers raised 
from a golden myth, 
worked until it bore  
almonds, figs, and children’s 
 
songs, Sunday lessons  
and freedom marches, 
blessings 
before dinner, prayers 
for the dying. 
 
And iris: 
amethyst hands reaching  
skyward,  
balancing on fragile reeds, 
throbbing the blues. 







Bruce Whiting twirled his wedding band around his 
finger, thinking about comments from the chat room:  
Sometimes a guy just needs to get it out of his system. One and 
done. It’s normal. He smirked. He couldn’t write an        
anonymous query and leave it in cyberspace, yet here he 
was. He continued to twirl his ring, a nervous habit his wife 
found endearing. It was the smallest male-sized ring the 
jewelry store sold. The sales woman had asked if he wanted 
to look at women’s bands, said men did it all the time. He 
told her no, clenching his fist to hide his long, slender    
fingers. 
 “What can I get you?” the bartender asked. He had 
been doing prep work—cutting lemons and limes, spooning 
out cherries and olives and cocktail onions—and hadn’t  
noticed Bruce sitting quietly at Minneapolis’s Grand Hotel 
bar.   
 “A good scotch. An expensive scotch,” Bruce said, 
thinking of his wife sitting on their bed back in Ohio,   
probably checking her temperature to see if she was       
ovulating.   
 The bartender looked over Bruce’s business attire 
and nodded. “A pre-celebratory scotch coming up.” He 
reached up three shelves and grabbed Macallan 25. He 
poured it neat and slid it forward. Bruce had never had an 
expensive scotch, but he’d always been curious about the 
difference in taste compared to a Glenlivit or a Dewars. It 
tasted the same at first. Then its smoothness pushed down 
his throat, warming him, offering no biting aftertaste. The 
bartender acknowledged the pleasant surprise on Bruce’s 
face with a thumbs-up. He took another sip. It was just as 
smooth and powerful. He had assumed overpriced scotch 
was just a status thing, a way to show a portfolio without 
exchanging routing numbers, a pricey pretention, but it was 
so much more.  
 “Want to see a menu?” the bartender asked a bit 
later.  
 “I’m waiting for someone, but I’ll take one more of 
these.” Bruce tapped the glass, getting comfortable on the 
barstool. It was white leather with a hollow space in the 
middle of the back, just big enough to fit a fist through it. 
As the bartender turned to pour the drink, Bruce unfolded a 
newspaper clipping from his suit pocket. Let Chad Fix You 
was in bold next to the picture of a shirtless, blonde man. A 
trail of hair under his belly button—where the photo was 
cropped—pointed towards his crotch. His chin dipped, 

showing a strong, angular jaw, accentuating his cheekbones. 
Bruce slid the ad back into his pocket and looked around as 
if he were a spy waiting for his mark.   
 After the last negative pregnancy test, his wife had 
cried and cried and told him life wouldn’t make sense  
without a baby. The very next day, he called Chad from the 
ad. He answered after five rings. His voice was low and 
hoarse, like he was just waking up. He coughed up phlegm 
before asking for Bruce’s name. “Todd,” Bruce said. Todd 
was an office intern. Once at Karaoke happy hour, Todd 
sang “Sex Bomb” by Tom Jones. His playful, pelvic thrusts 
and his white-toothed, full-lipped smile endangered Bruce’s 
practiced reticence as Todd’s hips rotated and bated him. 
Bruce wanted to throw Todd down on the small stage,  
obliterating all social civility, growl in his ear, and rage  
behind him until he found an aggressive calm. “So what do 
you like?” Chad asked. Bruce didn’t know how to answer. 
He’d only kissed a man once, and he found it more haunting 
than pleasurable. After a long silence, Chad answered for 
him.  
 The bartender put another Macallan 25 in front of 
him.   
 “How much is it?” 
 “Does it matter?” 
 “I guess not,” Bruce said, taking a sip. “Mind if I 
close out? If my friend doesn’t show, this will be my last 
drink.” He looked at the entrance.   
 The bartender left the bill in an empty shot glass. 
The Macallans were fifty bucks each. Bruce slid six twenties 
under the shot glass and moved across the room to a couch 
that faced the doorway. He twirled his wedding band as a 
group of attractive twenty-somethings on the opposite end 
of the room laughed and hollered and laughed some more. 
They appeared too young to be in a place with these prices: 
Family money? Credit card debt? Trust funds? Bruce 
guessed. He shifted his weight. Something in the couch 
seemed to be sticking in his back. Above him, an             
androgynous face with donkey-like ears protruding through 
curly, sculpted hair stared at him. If he left now, he could 
still catch a flight back home. Karen would hug him and 
light scented candles and put on sexy lingerie. She’d kiss his 
neck. She’d do that thing he liked to get him to  perform as 
if he were some sort of machine only she knew how to   
operate.  
 “Todd, yeah?”  



 Chad stood before Bruce. He was much shorter than 
Bruce imagined. Maybe 5’8’’ with cowboy boots. Bruce was 
6’2’’ without shoes. Chad hadn’t shaved in a few days. His 
facial hair matched his salt and pepper chest hair that 
popped from under his wrinkled, black V-neck. His hair was 
dark, not blonde at all, with bad highlights. He must have 
been in his early forties. He rubbed his chin as he looked 
around the bar. Stubble scraped against his knuckles.   
 “You’re Todd, yeah? No one else is wearing a solid 
red tie.” He gave two violent sniffs. Bruce said nothing, and 
Chad took his silence as an admission. “I’m Chad. You drink 
beer? Yeah?”   
 Chad’s jeans were faded, but not a stylish faded, 
more of a “these are the only jeans I own” faded. A back 
pocket was missing. His legs looked tight and muscular in 
his compact form. A brown belt clashed with the black tee 
but matched his leather cowboy boots. His arms were    
slender, like wire, no mass, but toned from his natural  
musculature, which was easy to see as he reached towards 
the bar. Why wasn’t he wearing a coat? After all, it was late 
December. He held his fingers up like a peace sign and was 
given two pints. Chad put a dark lager in front of Bruce and 
took a gulp from his glass. 
 “Barkeep says that you closed your tab, so that’ll be 
twenty bucks, yeah?” 
 He sat down across from Bruce and smiled like one 
might do to be polite on public transportation. Bruce twirled 
his wedding band and said that he only had a fifty. Chad 
smirked and told him to consider it a down payment.   
 “You’re a big one,” Chad said. He waved his hand 
dramatically in front of Bruce like a magician before the big 
reveal. “Let me guess. You played football. Star athlete. 
Yeah? Testosterone fueled existence kinda trapped you into 
thinking you’re something that you’re not? That it? Yeah?” 
 “You try to psychoanalyze all your…” Bruce 
stopped himself before he said clients and looked at the 
green exit sign on the other side of the room.    
 Chad smiled. His teeth were sharp and yellowish. 
“I see all kinds,” Chad said, crossing his leg, showing the 
heel of his boot to be three inches. “This is why I picked my 
slogan. Part of you is broken. I will fix that part. Guar-un-
teed!” He flashed a grin. 
 Bruce tried not to think about how many times 
Chad had done this. “So, um, Chad, tell me something about 
yourself.” Bruce took a sip of his beer and winced. It wasn’t 
something he would’ve ordered.   
 Chad balanced his elbows on his open legs, the 
foam of his beer hugging the rim. “Does it matter?” 
 “Sure,” Bruce said, knowing it didn’t. “Sure it 
does.” 
 Chad laughed and put his beer down. “Okay, big 
boy. Here goes.” He clapped, rolled up his sleeves and  
leaned forward, never losing eye contact with Bruce. "I’m a 

college dropout, even though I had an academic scholarship 
to Central Michigan. Go Chippewas! My dad has a patent on 
a piece of the artificial heart. My mom taught Sunday Bible 
study. My brother was killed in Iraq—first war, not the  
second—I prefer McDonald’s coffee to any a café in Paris, 
and my favorite movie is The Fox and the Hound.” 
 “Is any of that true?” Bruce said. 
 Chad slapped his thigh then brought his hands  
together with one loud clap.   
 “Got me a mom and a pop. They could have done 
those things. And my brother could be dead in Iraq. Haven’t 
talked to any of them in decades. They were Republicans.” 
 “Really?” 
 “Nope. Just talked to my mom this morning. She’s 
raising money for Hilary Clinton. Plus, sometimes she needs 
help with the New York Times crossword puzzle. I’m good 
with words.” Chad sipped his beer, never taking his eyes off 
of Bruce, never blinking. “What is it you do wearing a suit 
like that? Wait! Wait-a-sec-wait-a-sec-wait-a-sec. Let me 
guess. A lawyer. Private sector. I’m guessing…probate.” 
 “I’m an efficiency expert. I help companies run 
more smoothly.” 
 “You fire people. I can dig it.” He smiled proudly as 
he poured the rest of his beer down his throat. He headed to 
the bar. He did a shot of something and came back with a 
fresh beer. His snout stuck in the foam as he slurped.    
 “What’s her name?” he asked, eyes on Bruce’s  
fingers twirling his wedding band.   
 “L-Lucille.” 
 Chad clapped his hands and brought his right hand 
to his mouth as if he were holding a microphone. “You 
picked a fine time to leave me, Lucille. With four hungry 
children and a crop in the field.” Chad stood and continued 
to belt out a terrible version of Kenny Rogers’ song as if he’d 
been waiting for his cue. The bartender looked over and, 
after seeing that Chad was the friend Bruce had been    
waiting for, smiled. Bruce sank down in his seat. He felt the 
patrons’ judgmental stares, waiting for him to exhibit all 
those clichés portrayed in a terrible  network sitcom—which 
wasn’t any different than the guessing stares of suburbia—
or as Bruce had read it referred to in the chat room—a 
dormant wasps nest.     
 “You suck,” someone yelled.  
 “You know I do,” Chad yelled back, winking at 
Bruce. “God damn!  I love me some Kenny Rogers. So, how 
long you been married, Toddy?” 
 Bruce twirled his ring. Chad moved over and sat 
down next to him. He snorted as he adjusted himself. Bruce 
couldn’t help but notice the bulge in his pants, thinking it 
had to be a sock or some prop.   
 “I love her,” Bruce said. “That’s all you need to 
know.” 
 Chad smiled. The bar  buzzed  with the rhythm of a  



static radio. Then the twenty-somethings shared a guttural 
laugh. Chad smirked in their direction and raised his glass. 
“To the mysteries of the night.” He chugged what was left 
of Bruce’s beer and took the empty glasses to the bar. He 
came back with shots. “Since when did Southern Comfort 
ever let anyone down?” He said and took the shot. Bruce 
followed his lead, wanting to cough after swallowing,    
feeling a burn in his throat as water crept into his eyes. 
 “Did you get a room?” Chad asked. 
 Bruce nodded as if a policeman just asked him if he 
knew how fast he was going.   
 “Tell me.” 
 “324.” 
 “Go there. Order a bottle of wine or champagne or 
whatever. I do it all.” He winked and made a “click-click” 
sound with his mouth before disappearing as quickly as he 
appeared. Bruce stood and was eye to eye with the donkey-
eared bust. The face seemed angular now, sharp in its    
features, and he could’ve sworn, just before he moved    
towards the exit, that its eyes moved, opening even wider, 
followed by a wink.       
 

 AFTER ORDERING ROOM SERVICE, Bruce sat on a 
light blue loveseat facing the gas fireplace in the living 
room of the suite. The coffee table had a gold finish with 
carvings along its legs. It looked like an artifact from a time 
when its precision was requested by a king, but here, now, 
it was just a gaudy addition to an overpriced hotel room 
ready to witness an act of prostitution.     
 Suddenly, his suit felt heavy, as if it were one of 
those lead vests they strapped on you at the dentist before  
x-rays. Sucking on the peppermint he’d found on his     
pillow, he stripped to his boxer-briefs. He studied himself 
in the full-length, oak-trimmed mirror. Weird patches of 
hair sprouted all over, as if his testosterone dispersed      
unevenly, colonizing in random spots: his back, his    
shoulders, the back part of his upper left arm. His nipples 
were a bright pink and too large for his chest. His arms and 
legs hadn’t filled out with the rest of him over time, making 
them look scrawny, as if they were on the wrong body. 
Maybe a good winter tan would fix everything. He’d   
schedule something when he got home. He put on the white 
terrycloth complimentary robe. It smelled like a hospital. 
Suddenly, he slipped off his white boxer-briefs and tossed 
them on top of his suit, which he had placed carefully over 
the brown leather couch.   

 He looked down to the street where people were 
walking and talking and panhandling and passing out flyers 
and fighting traffic. He wondered if anyone could see him 
standing in front of a lighted window at night. Back home, 
Bruce had set a telescope in the bedroom that had been  
designated as the nursery. Karen didn’t go in there after 
they lost the baby; she refused. A few decorations still    
lingered on the walls, making it look abandoned.        
Sometimes, at night, after Karen’s sadness had forced her to 
sleep, Bruce slipped into the nursery and watched the 
neighbor—some college kid—live his life.   
 Room service brought a bottle of Shiraz. Bruce 
opened it to let it breathe. He tried not to think about Chad. 
He read the headlines of the Columbus Dispatch on his 
phone: new red light camera at another intersection, house 
in Dublin burnt down—foul play suspected—a woman 
robbed in the Short North at knife point, gas prices soared 
to a record high, the 670 exchange construction behind 
schedule, Columbus school district being investigated for 
student attendance tampering. They were all recycled or   
on-going stories. The weather did say there was a winter 
storm front approaching, a possibility of six to eight inches. 

He wondered if it would delay his flight.  
 The knock was playful like it was a code they’d 
created long ago. Bruce looked into the mirror one last time 
and ran his hands through his hair. Before answering the 
door, he retied the robe with a double loop and cinched it 
tight.   
 Bubble gum popped as Chad’s jaw tore away at it. 
He smiled as he passed Bruce, reeking of cigarette smoke 
and Hubba-Bubba. His arms were red. He dropped a brown 
bag on the bed and scanned the room.  
 “I’m impressed, Toddy. You live good.” 
 “What’s in the bag?” 
 “Props,” he said, and blew a bubble. It exploded 
over his face. He peeled it off like it was some sort of skin, 
then dangled it over his mouth, his tongue flicking it as it 
entered. He clapped his hands together as he looked over 
the décor of the room.   
 “Things certainly seem to be inevitable, so, time 
for the rules, yeah?” Chad said.  “Rule number one: I’ll fuck 
you in the ass, but you can’t fuck me in the ass. The       
opposite goes for licking it. Ooo. Wine.” He poured himself 
a glass, swirled it, then sniffed it as if he were Prince     
William dressed as Urban Cowboy. He licked his lips,    
grinning  like  he’d just  solved a puzzle. “Like  the  faintest 

but here, now, it was just a gaudy addition to an overpriced hotel room ready 

to witness an act of prostitution. 



hint of blueberry in there, yeah?” Chad reached for Bruce, 
but Bruce circled around the coffee table, asking if they 
could just talk for a bit. Chad eyed Bruce’s suit folded over 
the light blue love seat in the corner. He picked up Bruce’s 
balled-up underwear and inspected the tag. 
 “I’m a Hanes man too.” He checked his watch. 
“Talk? Sure, sure, we can talk for a bit.” 
 “Where are you from?” Bruce asked. 
 “Where do you want me to be from?” Chad said, 
pulling back the red satin draperies. He waved like he was 
part of a parade. He turned around and took a sip of wine. 
“Usually, you guys have a thing, something you’ve already 
figured out for me.” He cupped his mouth like he was    
telling a secret. “Actually makes things easier,” he       
whispered. “Cancels out all that middle school nervous shit, 
yeah? So. Todd. Toddy. Mr. Todd. Where do you want me to 
be from?” 
 “I don’t know.”    
 Chad laughed as he rubbed his crotch. Bruce was 
worried it itched him.   
 “Listen, sweetheart, you’re not my only            
appointment tonight. I mean, you’re really cute and all, but 
Chad’s got regulars to attend to, so, can we expedite this 
transaction, please? Then we can get you back home to   
Lucille, and you can take your kid to his soccer game, or 
whatever it is you do in suburbia, yeah?” 
 Chad set the wine glass on the table beside the 
couch, but it wasn’t balanced, and it tumbled onto the suit. 
The dark red bled into the wool and splattered over Bruce’s 
white JoS A. Bank dress shirt.   
 “My suit!” Bruce brushed past Chad. He held up the 
suit to inspect the damage. Furious, he began to pat it down 
with the bottom of his robe, turning it red as well.   
 “It’s just a suit, bro.”   
 Chad’s indifference stirred something in Bruce. He 
charged past Chad, trying not to notice the firmness of his 
body. He came back with a wet towel. 
 “Pat it, Toddy. Just pat it. Rubbing it will just make 
it worse.” 
 “What do you know?” he said, aware of the       
dramatic tension in his voice. 
 “Here,” Chad said, putting his hand over Bruce’s. 
“Just pat it.” His calloused, hairy hand brought Bruce’s  
aggressive movement to a rhythmic bounce. His fingers 
were big for his size, much stronger and thicker than 
Bruce’s. He probably couldn’t even get Bruce’s wedding 
band on the pinky. Bruce turned, smelling Hubba-Bubba 
and menthol. Chad’s cracked lips were surprisingly soft.   
 “What’s wrong? Wasn’t that nice?” Chad asked, his 
voice higher now, softer. 
 “Sure. Yeah. I guess.” Bruce refilled both wine 
glasses. “You hot?” He went to the thermostat. He could feel 
Chad approaching from behind. Something hit the floor.  

Chad’s arms wrapped around Bruce’s torso, just like Karen’s 
did in the morning when he made her breakfast. Bruce 
walked forward, just within reach. 
 “Is this your game? Playing hard to get? I like it. 
It’s innocent, yeah? Don’t get a lot of you. Usually 
someone’s balls deep by now.”   
 Bruce laughed. It sounded forced, but it wasn’t. 
“I’ve never done this before.”   
 “You’re a fag, yeah?” 
 “I don’t know.” 
 “You have sex with women?” 
 “Only my wife.” 
 “Maybe you’re bi. Maybe you’re just a modern  
renaissance man. My little Shakesqueer.” Chad stepped 
closer to Bruce. “Listen,” Chad said, “if it helps, I ain’t no 
butt pirate. Not really. Always preferred women. Get as 
lonely as I get, you learn to love everybody, and physical 
love is the most real love there is.” He laughed then drank 
his wine like a beer. “Toddy, let’s just do a test. Just a little 
testy-test. Yeah?”  
 “Okay.” For some reason, Bruce thought of his first 
grade teacher holding his hand, leading him out to recess.   
 Chad put Bruce’s hand on his bare chest. His hair 
moved between Bruce’s fingers. It was soft. He guided 
Bruce’s hand down, past his belt, over the teeth of his    
zipper. He cupped it under his crotch and Bruce massaged 
him. He felt him under the jeans. He was big. Bigger than 
Bruce. Chad’s hand wrapped around Bruce’s wrist, guiding 
him down. A new understanding swelled inside him, ready 
to burst. 
 
 BRUCE WIPED THE FOG from the bathroom mirror. 
Crows’ feet still surrounded his blue eyes. A dimple still in 
his chin. His jaw still square. His eyebrows still bushy and 
dark. His hairline the same as it was at eighteen.   
 Chad was gone. The only evidence he had been 
there was the brown bag, but there was nothing in it. He 
winced at the ruffling sound of the bag as he rolled it up and 
put it in the trashcan. He traded his towel for flannel      
pajama bottoms and pulled the sheets on the bed back. He 
grabbed his cell phone, but assumed Karen was asleep, and 
put the phone on the nightstand. He spun his wedding band 
as he lay on his right facing the wall. Pings of ice hit the 
window. He listened to it scrape the glass, making a    
splintering sound, as if the window would crack. He thought 
about comments in the chat room then looked at the 
loveseat where he had been with Chad only an hour ago. He 
got the same feeling he got when he watched an old home 
movie, but he didn’t remember acting the scene. He turned 
away from the loveseat. Ice continued to skip against the 
window. He clenched his left fist and closed his eyes and 
imagined the promised snowfall and how, when he returned 
home, everything would be blanketed in white.  





They were so hopeful 
They had powerful rallies 
They had every poor Southern Redneck 
And even a portion of brain dead minorities 
Cheering them on 
They had them fooled 
 
Then Texas went blue 
This wave of azure swept over the nation 
And they all cowered from the brightness 
 
We realized… 
That turning out to vote 
Was all that was needed to turn them to dust 
 
They died there 
Faces frozen in surprise and fear 
Like they realized God is indeed a man 
 
But one that likes wearing dresses… 



Did the ant  
 think that she too  
needed an escape route?  
 Watching her circle  
the ceiling of the tent  
 clawed feet clinging  
upside-down traveling under  
 the domed  
roof balancing over pole 
 protrusions. Loosing  
her grip falling to 
 the tent floor antennae  
smelling for damp  
 soil the yellow nylon  
fabric foreign   
 to her touch.  
Did she sense danger? 
  The air dense 
body heat and breath  
 shaking the 
tent walls almost dislodging  
 her while cries  
of surrender siren.  
 Junipers shading  
her black silhouette  
 losing then finding her  
next to the tent seam  
 her petiole squeezing through  
a tiny rip, her abdomen following 
 just barely making it  
to the other side. 





Nai Nai started boiling everything after Ye Ye 
stopped eating pears. 

The doctor said pears cooled the body down inside. 
Brought it back to equilibrium. Ever since Ye Ye got sick a 
few years ago, Nai Nai made them eat anything that slowed 
things down.  

Then one afternoon, Ye Ye bit into a pear and cried 
out in pain. 

“What is it?” 
“It’s too hard, it hurts my teeth.” 
“Okay, give it here,” she said evenly, as if it were 

as mundane as a lid that needed a stronger twist. She cut 
the pear into small wedges and boiled it for fifteen minutes. 
They stood at the kitchen table spooning slippery pear slices 
into their mouths. Ye Ye slurped them down and didn’t 
complain anymore. After that, she started boiling everything 
they ate.   

Ye Ye and Nai Nai live in an apartment in     
Changchun, the capital city of Jilin Province in China. Nai 
Nai is almost 88, but her face doesn’t show it. Her skin is 
still as white as it was when she was in grade school. She 
tells people it’s because she eats well and does mind       
exercises every morning. 

Ye Ye is only a few years older than her. A few 
months ago, Ye Ye started getting stomachaches. So Nai Nai 
put together a strict diet that followed recommendations 
from the health and cooking program on CCTV2 every 
morning. The show comes on just after breakfast, before Nai 
Nai’s morning walk.  

Nai Nai follows a strict schedule. Every morning, 
she rises at seven and makes purple yams, chopped turnips, 
spinach, and chopped cabbage—all boiled. A porridge with 
nine different types of beans and oats. Three dates, soaked 
overnight, in each bowl of porridge. (Must peel the skin off 
the dates to avoid indigestion later.) Sticky sweet dough bun 
with red bean filling. Two man tou, steamed buns. A dollop 
of salty cashew paste. A spoonful of salty preserved peanuts 
to pair with the porridge. A little ramekin of dajiang,      
fermented soybean paste. Cold fresh cucumbers cut into thin 

matchsticks and mixed with soy sauce, dajiang, salt, and 
vinegar. (Nai Nai never eats too much of this dish because 
cucumbers are a cold food and not good for the body.) 
Whatever meat had been left over from the night before—
sometimes stewed fish, sometimes a piece of pork belly, 
sometimes slivers of cold cut beef. An egg for her and Ye Ye. 
He eats his egg steamed instead of boiled, and mixes it with 
soy sauce and scallions.  
 They eat in silence. Nai Nai concentrates hard when 
she eats because she has to watch Ye Ye to make sure he 
doesn’t take too much of one thing or too little of another. 
She knows how much he likes those cucumbers.  
 Vitamins and medicine after breakfast. Fish oil. A 
few tablets her doctor prescribed that she doesn’t           
understand. She watches Ye Ye take his too, handing the 
bottles over to him one by one from the colorful collection 
by the window ledge. Sometimes she has to stop him from 
taking two by accident.  
 “It’s eight o’clock at night over there.” Ye Ye    
always says when they finish eating. “Do you think he will 
call today?”  
 
YE YE AND NAI NAI HAVE THREE CHILDREN. The eldest is a 
girl named Hua. She is a principal at the local high school 
and lives in the same neighborhood as Ye Ye and Nai Nai. 
She comes over often to help cook or play cards. Nai Nai 
thinks Hua makes things too salty, so she only ever asks her 
daughter for help if they need extra hands for dumplings. 
Hua has one daughter, recently married, who lives in    
Tianjin. 

Their second child is also a girl, Hong. She lives in 
Australia and has two children. Hong married a man named 
Yang when she was very young. He got a job doing liaison 
work in Australia shortly afterwards and took Hong with 
him—and that’s where she’s been ever since.  

Then, a few years ago, Hong found emails between 
him and a woman in Shanghai. She confronted him one 
time only, and Yang stopped going to China on business 
trips. But now, Nai Nai hears from the older granddaughter 
that he has been in China for the past two months. 



It agitates Nai Nai too much to think about Hong, 
which is why she tries not to do it often. Too many sad 
thoughts will sicken her heart and poison her sleep. She 
can’t afford it at her age.  

Still, in those moments when she allows herself to 
remember her most beautiful child—that slender face, those 
mischievous, foxy eyes—she hurts for her daughter. She 
could have been a movie star or a model. Her daughter, the 
sad housewife now, all alone in Australia with two children 
she cannot abandon.  
 But at least Australia is closer to China than   
America. That’s where Nai Nai’s third child lives; their only 
son, Lin. He finally came after months of Nai Nai         
whispering “boyboyboyboyboy” in those last few moments 
before sleep.  

She and Ye Ye put everything into him. He was the 
carrier of their family name. Their two girls would go on to 
marry men with different surnames, and Ye Ye and Nai 
Nai’s grandchildren would never be Xu’s again. But Lin 
would perpetuate the Xu name—his wife would be a Xu, and 
his child too.  
 Lin was a rambunctious toddler. He liked to play 
pranks. One afternoon when Ye Ye was sleeping with his 
mouth open, Lin unzipped his pants and urinated into his 
father’s mouth, laughing when Ye Ye woke up choking.  

Lin was always getting into trouble somewhere, 
hanging onto the back of school buses or getting bitten by 
dogs. But as he grew, he became a scholarly, handsome 
young man with a straight back and good manners. He   
didn’t know how to smile, which Nai Nai liked to tease him 
for—you were always telling jokes when you were younger!  
 Lin lives in America now, a place called “Texas,” or 
“Duh-kuh-sahs” to Nai Nai and Ye Ye. He met a fellow  
student named May while studying at Changchun           
University. They married and had one daughter. May was 
then offered an international student visa to complete her 
graduate studies at the University of Mississippi. She left 
her two-year-old daughter and Lin in China.  

Nai Nai had been convinced that his wife was going 
to go to America to marry a white man and never come back 
for her family. She watched Lin taking care of their    
daughter, and she felt a pain in her heart. Then a year later, 
May called to urge Lin to also apply to the University so that 
they could be together and start a life in America for their 
daughter. She had not run off with another man after all. 
Instead, she was one of the top students in her class. She 

had a one-bedroom apartment. She sent Lin back money 
every month. 
 So he applied. He was accepted. He left his    
daughter Yao with Ye Ye and Nai Nai. Yao was three years 
old.  

That was when Nai Nai doubted her son for the 
first time. What was he running away from? Why couldn’t 
he just stay in China?  

She and Ye Ye raised his daughter Yao for the next 
two years. Nai Nai was almost 60. She always worried 
something would happen to the child, so she gave Yao    
preventative Chinese medicines and made her wear three 
sweaters before going outside to play. She didn’t want Lin to 
think she was neglecting his child. 

Yao was bright and curious, with a streak of the 
same giddy troublemaking that burned so brightly in Lin. 
She was a kind child, a natural storyteller. Nai Nai watched 
her playing by herself. She was so often lonely.   
 What would happen when Yao started growing up? 
What would happen when it was no longer enough to just 
have parents who said pretty words to her on the phone? Nai 
Nai was very sad for the child.  
 
WHEN YAO WAS FIVE, LIN CALLED, asking to speak with 
her. She came running to Nai Nai afterwards, her eyes alight 
and darting. “I’m going to America! I’m going to see the    
squirrels! I’m going to see the sky!”  

Nai Nai smiled and picked up the receiver Yao had 
dropped. 
 “Ma—” It was Lin. He sounded cautious. “Did you 
hear?” 
 “Mm,” she said in her economical way. “Yao is 
going to America.” 
 “We can finally support her,” her son said. “We 
have a two-bedroom apartment now. May has a job after 
graduation.” 
 “That’s very good. I am glad Yao will finally have 
her parents. A child should not grow up without her       
parents.”  
 A pause. “May and I would like to thank you and 
Ba for taking care of her. We can never repay you—” 
 “There is nothing to thank,” she said. “You are my 
only son. We would do anything for you.” 
 
“DID HE SAY HE WILL CALL TODAY?” Ye Ye asks. 
 It is ten o’clock, time for their morning walk. Nai 
Nai puts on her  hat and  slips into her white  sneakers.  She  



walks fast and breathes through her nose. That’s how the 
doctors on TV say to do it—the best way for your body to 
absorb the exercise.  
 “He said he would. He knows to always call before 
lunch. Put on your coat, it’s cold outside.” 

They had gone to visit Lin and his family once in 
America in 1999—a place called Oxford, Mississippi or “Mee
-shee-shee-pee,” in cobbled-together Chinese. America 
was bright and quiet compared to their neighborhood in 
China. Everyone said hello to each other with their pastel-
colored caps and big shorts. Kids ran around and had too 
many toys. 

Lin didn’t have a job. Nai Nai couldn’t understand 
why. Didn’t her son graduate at the top of his class? Didn’t 
he manage to come all the way over and study at an    
American university—something that not many Chinese 
were able to do? Shouldn’t he, as the man of his household 
and her only son, be the one going to work every day      
instead of clicking on the computer and preparing his 
daughter’s lunches? 
 The daughter baffled Nai Nai as well. Yao had been 
a tiny, happy thing, all bare shoulders and toothless grin. 
She had worn mismatched hair clips to tame her bowl cut. 
She had been—even Nai Nai had to admit in her keen   
pragmatism—cute.  
 Now, Yao was fat. Her shoulders were rounded and 
hunched. Her teeth were there, but Nai Nai rarely saw them, 
for the child barely smiled those days. She was all anger and 
sullen and shrieking, but why? She had such a happy life in 
America. She had a TV. She had a piano and violin, and   
different teachers for each. She had school friends who were 
all blond and tall and wore tight shirts. She had all the food 
she could want. Nai Nai couldn’t figure out why she was so 
nasty all the time. Why she stomped from room to room as 
if the world had wronged her in some way. She was mean to 
her father, who was too afraid to say anything, and cold to 
her mother.  

Nai Nai had gone to America with one purpose in 
mind, one conversation to have. Tell Lin to come back to 
China. There was never a good time for it, so she cautiously 
broached the subject one night when Lin brought them more 
comforters for bed. Lin was quiet at first, then started    
listing reasons why he could not go back, not yet. Then Ye 
Ye countered him, growing louder and more agitated until 
May came in and whispered, “Let’s talk about this later. Yao 
has school the next day and I have to be up early for work.” 

 Ye Ye, without even turning to her, said, “I am 
talking to my son. What makes you think you have anything 
to say?” 
 Before anyone could respond—Nai Nai watched to 
see if Lin would dare—the door burst open, and Yao rushed 
in with her finger pointed at Ye Ye.  
 “Don’t you dare talk to my mom like that!” She 
said it first in English, then over and over again in Chinese. 
Her face was furious, and her mouth was terrible, and her 
outstretched finger looked like a weapon. Nai Nai couldn’t 
help but wonder why they even called her their           
granddaughter anymore.  
 
“DID HE CALL? CHECK THE ANSWERING MACHINE.” 

“No.” 
 “Xiao Hou will be here soon, I need to tell her what 
to cook for the day. I bet Lin will call after lunch, he knows 
not to call before lunch.”  
 They have a bao mu—a nurse—named Xiao Hou 
who comes around every afternoon to make lunch and clean 
the apartment. She bikes over from across the city where 
she spends the rest of her day tending to an old man who 
can’t get out of bed.  
 Xiao Hou is in her early forties—a little bit younger 
than Lin, and her hands shake. But she is a good worker—
she nods when Nai Nai tells her which vegetables to cook 
and the exact portions needed to avoid leftovers. She knows 
their tastes now (in the beginning, Nai Nai had to stand over 
her and monitor exactly how much salt to put into the  
dishes). Xiao Hou isn’t smart, but she is a good listener. So 
Nai Nai pours all of her stories—life lessons, views on the 
state of China, her concerns with her children—into her.  
 Nai Nai doesn’t like to tell people they have a bao 
mu, and she won’t let Xiao Hou come on as a full-time in-
home nurse. It was humiliating, like admitting, my children 
don’t care about me enough to actually care for me. They would 
rather part with their money and pay for a stranger to do it. 
It was like her children had turned their backs on her. 

When Lin was born and as he grew, her friends had 
crowed with jealousy. “You have a son who can take care of 
you when you get older! Now you won’t have to worry about 
anything. That’s what every mother would want, a strong 
son. How lucky you are!” 
 She didn’t have a son because she wanted someone 
to take care of her when she was old. She wanted a son  
because men have an easier life. But now that she is old and 
Ye Ye  keeps  getting  sick, she is  afraid. What if  something 



happens to her or Ye Ye? Who would take care of whom? She 
is too old now to do these things alone.  
 
“DO YOU THINK HE WILL CALL?” Ye Ye asks again after 
lunch. It’s almost time for their afternoon nap. 
 “If he is going to call, he will call after three. He 
knows we sleep from one to three.” 
 “Hm,” Ye Ye says. “Are we eating yucca root     
tonight?” 
 “Yes. I’m boiling them longer tonight because you 
said they hurt your teeth last time.” 
 “Hm.” He grabs the little radio and wanders off to 
the guest bedroom. These days, he can’t fall asleep without 
listening to something. Nai Nai can’t stand the crackling 
sound of the afternoon talk show hosts, so she sleeps in the 
main bedroom with the doors closed.  
 
A FEW YEARS AGO, HUA had stopped speaking to her for 
two weeks. She was angry with Nai Nai, with her siblings, 
with China, for being left with the responsibility of taking 
care of her parents. Hua didn’t come around the apartment 
during that time, she was so full of hatred and ugliness. 
 “Why does it have to be me?” She had roared on 
the phone when Nai Nai pleaded. “Hong is in Australia, Lin 
is in America, and I am here, having to take care of you! 
What about me, what about the places I want to go? I can do 
it too, why them and not me?” 
 It made Nai Nai’s heart sick. She lay awake at night 
thinking, None of my children want me. I have given my life to 
them, and none of them will give me a few years to take care of me 
until I die. I want to die, if this is what it is. What have I done to 
deserve this?  

It was only here, in these dark, quiet spaces, that 
Nai Nai cried. 
 Then the feud blew over, and Hua apologized. She 
promised her parents she would be there for them, that they 
would get rid of the bao mu. But then Hua’s daughter got 
pregnant, and Nai Nai couldn’t ask her to stay in       
Changchun. Not when she had her own daughter to take 
care of now. So the bao mu stayed, and Nai Nai spent her 
days wondering if her children loved them at all.  
 Sometimes she thought about asking Hong to come 
back. But even as she thought it, she knew it would be no 
good. Hong was a shell of her old self—all she could do was 
wait for her husband in Australia, always waiting, always 
asking.  

 So it is just Lin left. He is an engineer at a       
technology company now, and his wife May is a college  
professor of computer science. Their daughter Yao—she 
goes by “Alice” now—graduated at the top of her class and 
is working in Houston, Texas. Lin and May own two houses, 
something Nai Nai can’t even fathom. They sound like they 
have a good life over there. They have really done it.  
 
“WHEN HE CALLS, I AM GOING TO ASK HIM,” she says to 
Ye Ye later as they eat boiled pears. Dinner is in a few hours, 
and she doesn’t like to think about these things after     
dinner. 
 Ye Ye is still blinking off the sleep from his eyes. 
“Maybe we should wait a little longer.” 
 “What good will waiting do?” She mushes the pear 
in her mouth, not really chewing since her teeth have  
started hurting too. “You have to have another surgery 
soon. It’s getting colder outside. I can’t go down to the 
market because I panic and there are too many stairs.”  
 Ye Ye doesn’t say anything, just sighs and eats  
another pear slice. 
 “He is our son,” she said firmly. “We are his    
parents. That’s just how it is.”  
 
THE VERY LAST TIME SHE TALKED to Lin about coming 
back had been a year ago. She brought it up gently, citing 
the fight with Hua as the last straw. She had no one else she 
could turn to.  
 “So you are asking me to move back now?” he had 
asked. “You know I just got this job here. We are having a 
good life. You are saying I should give this up now and come 
back and find a job in China that’s close to you and Ba?” 

He didn’t mean it in an accusatory way, just simply 
stating the facts. She knew that. She didn’t say much. It 
hurt to hear it repeated back to her so callously, as if she 
were a burden. But yes. That’s what she wanted. 
 
“HE DID NOT CALL TODAY.” Ye Ye says. 

She and Ye Ye start preparing for bed at eight. They 
get tired earlier and earlier now, even with an afternoon 
nap. First washing their feet in a pastel green basin, then 
drinking hot water and making more for the thermos. Nai 
Nai checks to make sure the dates are soaking for breakfast.  

 “No,” Nai Nai says. “He will call tomorrow.” 





The last migration made 
husks of us. Our bodies align with science books 
no one can read. We track 
our bloodlines but still lose species. Whole 
generations born with gray mouths and bruise-blue 
throats naked of feathers. 
                    I remember my oldest 
brother, volcano-figure. In this memory 
he still has hands. When first I saw 
this place, all the redwoods trembled, the night 
rolled itself free like a tumbling mat. 
And where have the gymnasts gone, their medals 
of Paleolithic gold? 
 
Someone hits the reset button, convinced 
hollow-boned bodies will save us 
from crashing. 
                  My brother said the best part of the old world 
was a song he could no longer remember. As he tried to say its name,  
his eyes dulled and he flew from me. 
 
By the end of the day, 
even I will have forgotten me.  



It’s always sparkling, wet, the cobblestone trailing 
around downtown, and in my memories it’s always  
night, during a season that can only be described 
 
as Half Summer, because autumn doesn’t hold weight 
here. Rain and blue clouds against blue sky, street 
lamps, heat rising, breath. We walk to the top of Lion’s 
 
Bridge just to see the blinking lights reflected in the bay, 
to see what it’s like to have something beneath us. 
Late sailboats and manatees drift in the salt bath, 
 
moonlight morphs their gray calm heads into floating  
Spanish bodies lost to St. Augustine’s namesake: matanzas.  
The breeze isn’t enough to chill to the veins, but listen  
 
for Fate’s whispers, Warnings always come too late.  
The towns people brag because they have the oldest haunted  
places in America, complete with splintering steel bars  
 
and walls, sharp palm fronds, blue orbs. Once, I was walking  
through all the cemeteries around town and skipping over Tolomato 
tribe plinths, a red orb drifted, a dandelion seed to my mouth, 
 
it floated bitterly and cold in my throat. Early in the morning  
the cobblestone begins to dry and the ghosts come out, grasp  
on to sunbeams. They pass out pamphlets about their macabre 
 
Parables of dying. Most of the tales conclude: tell your 
heart to be cautious of a lover trying to tame you in that 
flowing quill-on-parchment script, but no one’s listening 
 
to the omens in St. Augustine anymore. Late at night, try 
to test an orange wrapped in magnolia leaves for honesty 
over Mai Tai’s and it will roll right into the ocean,  
 
it just doesn’t care for light, nothing does, except maybe  
the jellyfish jumping red tide to stick in the sand…Even they  
aren’t alive, and like the ghosts, don’t have tongues to speak. 





The villagers never spoke of the isle that lay in the 
large river. It was out of their view and out of their     
nightmares. When the isle’s caretaker never came back, no 
one in the village questioned his disappearance. The absence 
of his rickety boat in their muddy harbor held no           
condolence, only whispered fearful thoughts.  
 A consensus was met within the village council, 
and they sent a letter to the caretaker’s only relative, a son, 
Juan. He had long since abandoned their humble village for 
the sinful metropolis on the other side of the mountains. 
Weeks passed with no answer. Then one day while the sun 
was high, Juan arrived in the rare sight of a car. It had been 
painted red by the dust and dirt spat up by the tires on the 
twisting jungle roads.  
 The caretaker’s son wore an expensive suit and 
shined shoes that looked quite out of place amid the   
homemade rags of the villagers. Half-naked children stood 
in clusters watching him like a mythical trapped animal. 
Juan ignored their dark, skinny faces dotted with black eyes. 
The adults too watched him from a distance, halting their 
weary routines for the outsider’s approach.   
 He had forgotten how much he hated the muggy 
air. It made him feel slimy, and his clothes weighed heavily 
against him. He patted a woven cloth against his face. As he 
replaced the handkerchief in his pocket, a steady hand  
rested on his shoulder. It was the very old Shaman in his 
royal rags of woven color. His old hand remained on Juan’s 
shoulder, and he began to walk with him. With every step, 
his necklace of white bones jingled and clanked. His     
darkened skin had been consumed by age, leaving crevasses 
where wisdom hid.    
 Juan. Said the Shaman in his wrinkled voice. The 
cities share in darkness. Do not turn your back on the spirits of the 
earth.  
 Juan had not spoken his father’s language since he 
was a boy. It sounded rusty and thick. On his tongue, it 
sounded old-fashioned and foreign. He had the refined  
language of civilized city men.  
 The earth is alive. The earth thrives below our feet. Said 
the Shaman. His hand weighed on Juan’s shoulders. That 
which cannot be explained cannot be ignored.  
 Juan shook his groomed head at the Shaman’s  
disproval. All around him, the black eyes were staring at the 
scene like the city children stare at their television screens. 
They mirrored their Shaman’s faith in the supernatural. 

They were full of warning, but Juan knew those warnings 
were useless and unsupported.  
 Your beliefs are nonsense. Superstitions, and false     
impressions. Juan said to the Shaman. His outsider’s accent 
was obvious even to his own ears. The way of the earth is   
science. Physics command the way, not your spirits.  
 The Shaman took his hand from Juan’s shoulders 
and shook his old head. His solid eyes were painless       
pinpricks that pierced into Juan’s soul. He felt                
uncomfortable within the Shaman’s gaze, like his entire 
being had been violated. Juan scoffed and laughed at their 
simple third-world fears, hiding his own disquiet.  
 I will retrieve my father’s body. I need a boat. Juan said 
to the Shaman.  
 It is too dangerous. Said a woman who hurried to 
Juan’s side. She grabbed his arm with the grip of a         
disapproving grandmother.    
 You too will be lost forever. A terrified child shouted.  
 You will never come back. Said a hoarse man, rapping 
a cane on the ground. 
 You speak nonsense! Juan shouted to silence them. 
He was tired of their constant fear in the nonexistent. He 
died of old age, eaten by alligators, bitten by a snake, fell asleep 
and drowned. There were many reasons for a man to not return. 
  Why? Asked the Shaman. His dark eyes bore into 
him.  
 He is my father. Juan said. He did not know the 
words in their language for his explanation. Though he had 
not seen his father since he had left this drab place, he still 
felt a biological obligation to make certain his father rested 
in a proper grave. He would want his son to do the same for 
him. 
 An old woman whose white hair seeped like dying 
vines from underneath her faded yellow headscarf, wobbled 
to Juan. One of her eyes was dark and alert, the other gray 
and dead. Her arms jingled and chimed with an assortment 
of bangles. 
 If you go, you will need supplies. Said the old woman. 
Dulce, nine velas, new muñeco. Do this and you might come back.  
 Her voice was an emery board, thick. Her words 
were foreign to him. This the old woman must have known, 
for she took his arm into hers and pulled him into the 
hushed  market.  Juan tried to break  her grip, but she had a 



force not proportioned to her size and age. She led him 
through the smoky and crammed market of wooden stalls to 
a candy counter, where a man was reading a cloth bound 
book. 
 The old woman talked quickly with the vender, and 
he laid an imported bag of chocolate sweets on the counter. 
She nudged Juan, who paid, though disgruntled. He would 
rather be rid of her than fight her over a few measly coins. 
It was the same at a candle stand, where she made him buy 
nine white candles. They stopped a third time at a doll  
maker’s stand, who was painting intricate eyes on a head 
without a body. On the shelves was an odd assortment of 
limbs, heads, wigs, and paints. Eyes slept in a jar waiting 
within the shelf of unfinished girls, each waiting their turn 
to come alive.  
 That one. The old woman said. She was pointing 
upward to a black-haired doll in a red dress. She will like that 
one.  
 She? She who? Juan asked. But the old woman didn’t 
answer.  
 He was once again being led along the market’s 
narrow streets. He left a longing to stop at a popular counter 

that smelt of warm cerveza and unwashed bodies. But the 
old woman’s grip was too strong. And what if he smelt like 
them afterward? 
 There was a boat waiting for him at the haphazard 
dock. The Shaman stood beside it with a grim face. Juan 
almost laughed, but held it in. It was the most pitiful little 
boat he had ever seen. The hideous muddy waters of the 
river splashed up against it. The old woman placed the   
candy, candles, and the doll into the boat’s bow with gentle 
hands.  
 Juan rowed away from the village. The Shaman’s 
dark eyes, full of misery, grew smaller and smaller. The old 
woman had disappeared from among the crowd; however, 
Juan wasn’t that concerned about her. He could feel the  
beginning of a bruise on his arm.  
 The river grew wider and wider. The water was 
deep and murky and splashed up with each row in a nasty 
brownish green. Birds were chanting in the trees, and    
insects that inhabited the jungle made their incalculable 
presence known. All these sounds were soothing and      
reminded Juan just how many thousands of creatures were 
still undiscovered in these dense and wild areas of land.  
 Like the civilized and educated man he was, Juan 
tried to rationalize the woman’s odd behavior. He finally 

came to the conclusion that she, like many old people in the 
city, had succumbed to the memory loss. She had thought 
that she was somewhere else and he was someone else. That 
was it, Juan assured himself.  
 He rowed for some time. His arms were aching and 
his legs were already sore. Trees loomed on either side of 
the river, leaning inward as if threatening to swallow    
trespassers. The tunnel of scattered sunlight between the 
rustling leaves faded slowly into late afternoon. In all the 
wild brush, anything could be lurking, Juan worried.       
Animals thrived at night, like venomous snakes and the big 
cats.  
 Juan gripped the handle of the row tighter as a 
great rustling came from the distant brush. It was hidden in 
the shade of the trees, in the thick shadows of the jungle. 
He hesitated his hands, not wanting to draw attention to 
himself. Then, two yellow eyes poked out from the brush, 
from the dark head of a large feline.  
 Juan scoffed at the villager’s uncivilized fears as he 
began to row again. There was nothing on this world that 
science could not explain.  
 It was not long after the big cat that the          

monstrosity that was the island came into view. Thin trees 
grew at odd angles, their branches yawning in every       
direction. They sprang into the water like thick dead snakes. 
Brush and weeds had grown so tall, they had begun to   
double over and die. The wind rippled through the isle,  
waving the leaves and weeds. The water flowed straight past 
this obstacle, like it wasn’t even there.  
 Juan spotted the tiny dock that made the villagers’ 
look foolproof. As his little boat bumped into the shanty 
dock, he noticed the sound. There was none. The birds had 
stopped singing. The insects has ceased their claims. Only 
the water that lapped the shore and the slight rustling of the 
isle greens made any sound.   
 The isle was a horrible place. Within the weeds, 
hundreds of years of superstition had marred the possible 
beauty of the landscape. Dolls had been nailed to tree 
trunks, their heads staked to the ground, strung between 
branches on twine, and left to decay on the earth. Old and 
weathered, the mutilated dolls’ surfaces had eroded away. 
Some were complete, while others were still melting. The 
tilted sun hit the topmost twine and made the dead dolls’ 
eyes glisten. Missing eyes were replaced with ugly flesh 
colored sockets. The dolls were still, like dead little bodies 
mummified and left to waste.  

Dolls had been nailed to tree trunks, their heads staked to the ground, strung 

between branches on twine, and left to decay on the earth.  



 Without realizing it, Juan stepped out of his boat 
and onto the shore. Dirt and sand crunched under his feet 
and stuck to his shiny leather shoes. The island was so   
quiet, like a nightmare when no one could speak, or scream, 
or even whisper. It was disorienting, Juan twisting his neck 
to see the horror in its entirety. It was a madman’s lair from 
Hollywood; it couldn’t be a real place. No sane person would 
have succumbed to such foolish fallacies. And yet, his father 
had spent his life caring for this atrocious place.  
 Some of the dolls looked newer than others. Those 
up high were decaying off the twine, their once peachy flesh 
now a deadened gray and black. A few closer to the shore 
looked untouched by the weather or time. One doll sat 
amidst a crude semicircle of burned down candles, little 
black wick stubs laying in a hardened pool of white wax. 
Close to the doll was a pile of sticky, moldy mush he      
assumed to be the candy.   
 Juan laughed at the ridiculousness. It felt        
wonderful in his chest, a relief floating out and away 
through his throat. He patted himself, surprised at the   
tension he’d built up. He presumed it was the boat ride. If 
only he had stopped for a cerveza, or two.  
 In a sudden wisp of good humor, he arranged his 
doll and candles in an identical fashion and dumped the 
candy on the ground. Mimicking a priest, he took his own 
trusted lighter from his pocket and lit each candle,      
mumbling drivel words under his breath. With pretentious 
hands, he mumbled erratically as he made nonsensical hand 
motions over his odd little altar just as the priests did over 
their odd little altars.  
 He stood up to admire his work. He laughed and 
left his little altar to search for his father’s body. A narrow 
path drew away from the dock, and he hadn’t taken but 
three cautious steps onto it when a horrid smell permeated 
his senses. It stung his nose, his throat, everything the air 
touched inside him. His eyes watered, tearing down his face. 
He stumbled down the path wiping his eyes with his 
sleeves. He tripped, falling flat on his front.  
 Juan sat up on his knees. In front of him, the path 
veered to the right where a shack, or shed, had turned the 
color of ash. The roof leaned precariously to one side, the 
wooden walls brittle and splintering. Vines grew all around 
it and hugged it tight. The smell was intolerable. Juan 
thought, and then knew, it was the missing corpse of his 
father. He must have died in the shack. Juan had never 
smelt death before, and he was not ashamed of it.  
 The door was bent awkwardly into its frame. There 
was no handle or knob, only the slab of wood and the     
indention where a handle might have once been. Juan 
pushed, and pulled at the edges, but the door did not budge. 
Juan hunched, and with one mighty blow of his shoulder, he 
burst the door open. It fell inward, causing a small quake to 
run through the entire shack. He stumbled inside, but there 

was no dead father.  
 Hundreds of dolls. Nailed to the walls. Nailed with 
rusty iron to the rotting support beams and floor. They grew 
through cracks and hung like ugly weeds. They stared    
forward like beggars, starving children, tiny little peasants 
begging for rescue from their miserable lives. Insects made 
homes inside their empty skulls. An empty eye had become 
a home for an ugly, black spider. Mold grew on their skin 
and in their hair. They were still, and would be, until they 
rotted away.  
 He lurched on the shack’s floor. He pushed himself 
out and landed with a hollow thump in the weeds. Pulling 
himself from the ground, he glanced back inside the shack. 
What a horrific sight indeed, but there was definitely no 
dead man inside. If his father hadn’t been there, where had 
he gone?  
 A sudden splash rattled him. He jumped. A gasp 
escaped his mouth. He cursed and peered around the shack. 
The water was closer than he thought. It lapped up against a 
tree that shared the same endless vine as the gray shack.  
 It was a fish. Just a fish. Fish. Completely rational. Juan 
reasoned with his thumping heart. He decided to leave, body 
or no body. He would tell them the body was beyond      
removal. He would not contribute to their traditions of 
earthy revenge and spirits.  
 The path to the boat felt longer than before. Juan 
was almost to the shore when he heard the splashing. He 
laughed, but he was nervous. It was a feverish splash, like a 
fish caught in a net. The wind blew through the trees. All 
the leaves rustled together, echoing thousands of tiny  
whispers, tiny high voices, like the dolls themselves were 
spirited.  
 Explainable by physics or not, Juan did not like this 
island. He didn’t like it at all. For a moment, the red dress 
doll he’d brought moved. He didn’t laugh. He stared at it, 
the glass eyes frozen in time. He dared it to move, dared it 
to challenge the ways of the world, of science. The left eye 
of the doll fell closed, as if deliberate after his dare.  
 Juan heard the sound that came from his mouth, 
something between a moan of disgust and shock.  
 Ridiculous! Nonsense! He told himself. Gravity.     
Newton’s law of something. Over and over. But it didn’t stop 
his heart from hammering in his chest. So loud it pushed in 
his ears. Loud was the wind, the voices, louder, louder, 
LOUDER. 
 He couldn’t take any more of this silliness. He 
crossed the shore at a hurried pace to his tiny boat. He 
would paddle away from this godforsaken land as quickly as 
possible. But something was closer to his boat than he. In 
the water, splashing, was a dark shadow below the water’s 
surface. He stopped short, and in his speed, he stumbled. 
Onto the sandy dirt he fell, and it gathered on his suit’s fine 
fabric.  



 He did not delay himself to curse the dirt. For a 
small, delicate hand surfaced and clawed at the shore. It fell,    
defeated, back beneath the water. A second hand, the other’s 
twin, reached for anything. It too fell back below. The 
splashing enraged. He watched this unreality from the   
danger of his proximity. The doll-like limbs, bleached of 
color and life, dug lines into the dirt.  
 Its doll-perfect hand clamped onto a rock stuck 
into the dirt. It was followed by its symmetrical sister. Out 
of the water it came, sudden, deliberate, aimless, it rose. 
Together they pulled, and it began to crawl onto the shore, 
heaving itself upwards. A black head, flat with water, 
birthed from the murk. Dark hair surrounded a hellishly 
white face with wide black eyes. It sucked in a ragged breath 
of warm air. Gasping, it crawled toward him. The dry 
ground was pulled onto its slimy body, dirt became muddy 
splotches.  
 A cry, shriller than the wind could ever make, 
thrashed the air. He covered his ears with shaking hands. 
The shrill cry became hoarse and desperate, the empty black 
eyes set upon him. Juan became aware of his reality and this 
horrific thing, and his entire body jerked upward. He ran; he 
didn’t know where, but he ran. Away from it. With every 
step, his already exhausted body grew weaker. He dashed 
through the brush, and thorns tagged his skin and snagged 
at his clothes.  
 His legs gave up first, and he fell. His breath     
escaped faster than he could draw it back. Suddenly, there 
was no ground, only water. It rushed over him too quickly 
and pulled him down. His chest was burning; his lungs were 
aching for air. The water swirled over his face. The light of 
the late day faded on the water’s other side. He reached out 
for the sun and felt his hand breach the water’s surface. 

When he cried out to the sun, water rushed into his mouth.  
 Panic. It was the only thing he felt. He had to get 
back up or he would die. He thrashed in the water, trying to 
push himself up. It fought him and tried his limbs with  
unnatural force. It pulled him down, down. There was no 
bottom, no end. Just as his lungs were about to burst and 
kill him, he broke through the water’s frail surface, and it 
shattered like glass.  
 He was on the other side of the island. There was 
no shore, but a steep drop off made of dead tree roots. He 
climbed back up and collapsed onto the island floor. His wet 
suit was ruined. His father remained missing. When his 
breath caught him, Juan sat up and looked back into the 
murky waters. The water sighed away, leaving the smooth 
shine of the sun to stare back at him.   
 He crossed the isle to the dock where the boat 
waited with inhuman patience. He pushed it out and tossed 
himself inside. He dared not look behind him as he paddled 
back to the village. Still, he did not know what he would tell 
the villagers yet he suspected the Shaman would see his face 
and already know the answer.  
 Juan thought back to his city, where even grown 
men in suits like him, with proper education and civilized 
tongues, searched for refuge in hallowed halls underneath 
steeples and bells and statues of virgin women. He had seen 
them cross themselves at tragic events or to terrible words 
spoken in public, like humans were not capable of dealing 
with human actions. Juan sighed as he rowed with sore 
muscles. He thought, for a moment, not all was explainable 
by reasonable things, by human minds.  
 The island of the dolls was behind him, forever, 
where it would stay.  





Silver songbird with diamond stare 
leashed to my neck 
flies feverish circles in front 
of rooftop eyes  
and lands in the furrow  
of your clavicle into my cupped palm nest.   
 
The slight give of flesh  
beneath your fingers chalky  
from the rock face,  
sharp and sculpted  
as feathers worn by war chiefs  
who return from raw plains, 
the sugared song of the sparrow 
forgotten. 
I whistle for you  
when your lids close.   
 
When you’re at the door, keys in hand,  
I crawl to you and on bruised knees 
wrap that rope around my throat 
one last time. 



Balsam boughs, weighed down with snow,  
swing slowly in the breeze as we descend 
the mountain’s steeper north face. Swaying,  
they slough off clumps in powdery clouds  
that shimmer in the opal light. 
 
The road is wet and black but for the few  
patches of snow scraped to a dirty shine  
by a plow, and lumps of frozen azure ooze 
from the cliffs above. A blue jay screams 
at something deeper in the woods. 
 
The valley draws closer, honing memories; 
the sun finds its face on the tin roofs of homes  
and on the train tracks that parallel  
the white band of river lost under ice. 
Sunlight fails; our feet crunch the shoveled walk. 
 
The cold and the blue seek to sharpen 
everything the snow would make soft, 
and, at the door, we’re caught in between— 
our silent, frozen breath blending, suspended,  
rising to crown us both with ragged halos. 





In the unlikely event of an emergency, the exits are 
located to the front and rear of the theatre. 

Should this unlikely emergency enter from the 
front or rear, there are also exits to the left and right. In the 
almost impossible event we are surrounded from the 
ground, the escape hatches in the roof will open. Please 
climb the dropped ropes as swiftly as possible. Do not pause 
to assist the weak. You will be directed by the designated 
officials to a safer locale once you reach the top. 

Although we assure you of the low likelihood of 
such an occurrence, nevertheless, if the safer locale is     
infiltrated, the designated officials will hand you off to the 
capable hands of our highly-trained Danger Escort squad, 
who will lead you to the theatre’s Emergency Escape Tunnel 
system. 

In the preposterous event that the tunnels have 
been discovered and are swarming with the hypothetical 
threat, or have had a bomb planted inside them, or have 
been filled with gas, or have simply collapsed, we ask that 
you do not panic. If, for any unforeseeable reason, the    
Escort squad has fallen during your escape, do not pause to 
help or assist them in any way. Their vows amounted to a 
contractual obligation. 

In the completely hypothetical event your Escort 
team has been eliminated on the way out, do not continue 
down the tunnels. Assume they are unsafe. Instead, search 
for the Emergency Latch. All patrons over six feet tall have 
the Access Combination on their tickets. Whichever among 
you is able to locate the Latch first will be able to punch in 
the code, and once you hear a small “pop,” pull on the Latch 
once, firmly. Make sure to announce your actions, so the 

others have a chance to brace themselves for the thirty-foot 
drop into the sewers. 

Although the chances are very low that there will 
ever be an event in which the hatch must be pulled, do keep 
in mind the proper procedure for falling—arms tucked in 
close to your sides, legs together, knees bent. The landing 
surface is soft enough to prevent any major breaks, as   
sewage usually is, but remember: Keep Pin Straight, Later 
Death Date. Men have died from failing to remember this. 

While this entire list of events is profoundly      
improbable and unlikely to occur, under such circumstances, 
we urge you to move toward the light. Once in the sewage 
system, do not trust the Rat Folk. Their promises are as 
sweet and false as childhood fancies. Trust each other and 
follow the light. If you detect the smell of baking bread 
above the cloyingly putrid stench of human decay, you are 
nearing the bakery on State Street. They are allies, as well 
as valuable sponsors. 

In the unlikely event that we must resort to these 
methods, keep in mind that, should the State Street bakery 
be occupied by the hostiles, you must not panic: the    
weapons arsenal is accessible from the trapdoor located  
directly under the oven marked “out of order.” Many of the 
hostiles have a weak spot in their armor at the base of the 
neck. It is most easily identified below the small dachshund 
typically etched on the back of their helmets. Aim for that 
spot before you fire. Do not leave the bakery once it is 
cleared. There are enough rations there to support you until 
the authorities arrive to get you out. We repeat: do not leave 
the bakery. 
 Thank you, and enjoy the show.  
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