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It starts with a cough,  
It feels like   
any other cough,  
until it doesn’t. Until   
organs become like   
undercooked hardboiled  
eggs. Then it starts distancing  
you. The whirr of a zipper  
being pulled – the teeth  
interlocking on your tent  
sound like nails against wood,  
the voices outside sound like  
dirt falling overhead.  
Eventually your family  
is affected. They are transported  
and corralled, their lives  
become math;  
               twenty-four  
               twenty-one  
               thirty 
And finally   
you are alone with the thought  
that you just wanted to make   
a difference and the sensation  
of swallowing pennies. 
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There is a dance 
At SW 33rd, 
The seagulls 
In faded baptismal gowns 
Blink yellow eyes 
Filled with envy 
With cackling ferocity. 
 
Driving out to the dump. Rumbling in the cracked black seat of the blue pick-up. The 
speedometer needle grinding, and swinging jerkily from 90 to 10 to 90 to 10. The scent heavy in 
the January storm. Bitter and moody when the white and grey sheet lifted briefly to settle on its 
smelly soggy dirty bed. 
 
There is a dance 
At the D River, 
The seagulls 
In sand stained wedding gowns 
Stained grey 
Stained white 
Never quite pure. 
 
Above Brownsville, the land sloping away and the trees blanketing the softly slumbering 
Missouri. The black dress, the black umbrella, the white robe. A tear, the false grass laid to 
protect black shoes from mud. The cackling laugh is as out of place as the round white stain on 
the sleeve of the black suit. 
 
There is a dance  
At Roads End, 
The seagulls in dirty burial gowns 
Lift and laugh 
Where the culvert 
Pours foam into foam. 
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 Maybe it was the gas points that made him loyal. Hector Fritch's favorite supermarket chain had its own gas 
station. They gave him a dime off per gallon for every hundred dollars of business during the month. Yeah, there was that. 
But what he enjoyed most was finding Manager's Specials. It gave him the same satisfaction as spotting change in the 
parking lot of the Credit Union, or bottle deposits along the road to his home. As with those treasures, Fritch's eyes had 
become attuned to the orange flares of the markdown stickers. Days  before their expiration dates, Kroger  marked down 
milk, low-fat yogurts, and various lunchmeats he could use. 
 Fritch stopped at the Kroger  supermarket nearly every day—it was right across from Starbucks. He checked out the 
meat specials on Monday. On Tuesdays and Wednesdays, they slashed the dairy. He shopped in the morning when the place 
was nearly deserted. And he always  bought twelve items or less. Armed with coupons they sent in the mail, he might have 
been the quickest, most economical shopper in the history of packaged food, if it wasn't for the damned automated checkout. 
 The automated checkouts had been installed to get rid of employees, and Fritch understood this. He eased his 
conscience with the clumsy rationalization that he still paid his bills by check and through the mail instead of e-banking. 
That was the same capitalist deal going on, and he had doubtless saved many clerical jobs. Anyway, neither of the Express 
checkouts was manned when the store aisles were deserted. Because Fritch had given in to using the devices, his principal 
complaint became that the machines were always suspicious of his canvas totes. Well, if saving grocery jobs was 
inconvenient, he could at least help save the planet by rejecting plastic. Besides, there was a nickel credit for each bag he 
provided. It added up, except that he couldn't seem, ever, to complete his business without the machine notifying the 
attendant to assist him. This delay was likely to occur, even after he had assured the machine that he was using his own bag. 
So what parameters were the scales going by? Did his sacks weigh too much? What feather-like items could he possibly hide 
in there before putting it on the scale? Would an old receipt provoke scrutiny? Sometimes the "attendant" was over at the 
cigarette kiosk unlocking a carton for another customer. Fritch had to wait then, and not without growing irritation.  
 On a humid Monday in late August, Fritch paused across the street to drink a French press of Komodo Dragon. He 
read a few pages of George Orwell's Down and Out in Paris and London while he sipped the eye-opener. Wow! His baristas 
sure had life easy compared to those plongeurs humping the greasy pots and pans in the bistros after World War I. He poured 
the dregs of his French press into a travel sipper, told the girls see you tomorrow,  then drove across to the Kroger  parking 
lot. He took his heavier green tote off the floor in the back seat. It had been sewn by abused women in Ghana, and he bought it 
at church. At least the automated checkout would recognize its presence. There was one flimsy sack in his stable that didn't 
even register. It added insult to injury when he  had to call the attendant over before getting started. 
 Kroger had their AC jacked up to full force. The frigid air smacked Fritch like an icy towel. Well, that was a good 
thing when you thought about foods approaching their expiration dates. He placed his tote in a sawed-off mini-cart and 
headed for the Reduced  bin at the end of Dairy. 
 It looked like the blueberry Greek yogurts with additives meant to support feminine regularity weren't catching on. 
He picked out a 4-pack. The quart-sized bottles of 2% milk weren't a bargain since he preferred skim. And he didn't trust the 
one carton of cottage cheese because it wasn't Low Fat. Large curd was a deal-breaker anyway. He wheeled around the 
corner where none of the milk in the glass-front case had been stickered yet. "You can run but you can't hide," he mumbled. 
"See you  tomorrow." 
 Fritch pushed on, past the frozen meats. Never anything in there. Great shelf life in there. Now he came to full 
alertness in front of the long bins and shelves of processed meats. Of course, eating a lot of that stuff probably wasn't good for 
him—all the fats and nitrates. But after all, he was almost poor himself, on the pension of a nearly bankrupt auto factory. 
What if it were winter and the economy crashed again? What if inflation took off for some reason? The whole history of homo 
sapiens was one of struggle to find and consume enough protein. Successful, advanced societies were those that were able to 
procure….Anyway, Fritch would have a freezer full. 
 Whoa, now! What have we here?  "Score!" he said aloud. Some pouches of flavored chicken breast, conveniently pre-
cooked and sliced for salads or stir-fry, were adorned with the orange Manager's Special tags. They must have just been 
reduced, too. A Meat Department gal in a maroon smock was just ahead of him, inspecting, stocking, aiming her scanner and 
then the sticker gun. Southwest  flavor. How could Southwest  flavor ever  make it to the expiration date? Teriyaki  or 
Hickory  Smoked,  he could understand, but…Don't ask! He put three in the cart. Two for the freezer. 
 After snagging a bag of salad greens (no rust yet; only slightly wilted) for $.99 (reduced from $2.69) and a couple tins 
of gourmet offal for the cat, Fritch headed for the inevitable confrontation at checkout. Neither of the Express lanes was 
open for the six or seven customers wandering the place at that hour. The two regular checkout lines with clerks present 
were filled by customers with full carts. The one guy with two carts must have been provisioning for a group-home or a Boy 
Scout camp.  
 Fritch dug out his Kroger Card to earn whatever additional discounts and coupons might be in effect, and to 
legitimize those gas points. He chose an empty scanner closest to the attendant's register, just to cut down the walking 
distance when the person had to come help. He placed the tote on the rack and acknowledged the machine's query, tapping 
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the touch-screen. Yes, he was using is own bag. Quite unexpectedly, the transaction continued without the usual call for an 
attendant. He swiped the Kroger card. 
 The automated voice became immediately friendlier, welcoming him as a faithful and regular customer. "Yeah, 
yeah," Fritch grumbled, hanging car keys and barcode cards back into his front pocket. Wouldn't it be nice if the thing could 
read his tone? His skepticism at the anticipated encounter? The voice, however, remained level and accommodating, inviting 
him to scan his first item. 
 He began with the packages of chicken. Now a lanky young man in the blue smock of a checker joined him, peering 
over his left shoulder. 
 "How're ya doing?" Fritch said. He drew the orange-tag barcode over the clean, fish-eye glass of the reader. The 
machine chirped it's approval. The revised price appeared on the screen. 
 "Great," the kid said. "And how are you  this morning?" A ridge of the young man's hair, running down the middle of 
his head, appeared to have been recently trimmed and flattened. Now the sides were growing back in a soft stubble. Condition 
of employment, perhaps? 
 "So far, so good." Fritch swiped another Southwest  chicken. 
 "Yeah, I'm just watchin' to see how this goes. First day on these babies." The kid eyed the monitor on his own mini-
scanner. "They told me the specials  don't scan right sometimes. I already cleared your bag." 
 Fritch sighed. "So that's what happened. It usually flags me." He whisked the yogurts across the glass, then the cat 
food. He looked up and read the attendant's nametag. It was a temporary Trainee badge, written in black Sharpie: Zack. Of 
course. 
 "Isn't that annoying? Bernice warned me. Hope don't nobody bring in their own bags all at once. Late afternoon, she 
told me, we get all backed up." 
 "Nah, that won't be me," Fritch said. "Well, no good deed goes unpunished, right? Ever hear that  one?" 
 "That's cool. That's about perfect. Can I use that?" 
 "OK, by me. I don't think there's a copyright." Fritch held the bag of salad greens in both hands, pulling the plastic 
taut before laying it facedown over the barcode reader. 
 "Ben Franklin or somebody, huh?" Zack chuckled then wandered over to a second shopper who'd appeared. Fritch 
glimpsed him tapping more preemptive codes into his device, smoothing out the process. 
 Fritch touched Finish and Pay, then Cash. "Please insert coins first, before inserting bills," the recorded voice 
reminded him.  
 Here was another irritation that Fritch was often tempted to challenge. What if…? Say, he thought he had enough 
bills, but ran out while still responsible for more balance due. And suppose he must then  resort to a pocketful of change? But 
maybe another time. Better just give the damned thing what it wanted today since the routine seemed to be moving along 
hassle-free. The machine waited for the nine dollars and sixty-five cents, the breath of its internal AC blower sighing low. 
Fritch sensed himself to be in the presence of a certain patient condescension as he dug under the car keys to see what he 
had in his front pocket. 
 It turned out to be quite a fistful, so he might as well unload some of it. He started with nickels, sifting his palm with 
a pinky. Next, there were eight dimes. A hefty collection of quarters followed. He was about to deposit the last one when the 
whole transaction ran off the rails. 
 Though he had deftly deposited every coin but one, Fritch's final aim somehow failed him. His knuckles bumped the 
credit card reader just below the slot. The millimeter of inaccuracy that resulted was enough to stub the quarter wide of the 
mark. It popped up and tumbled like a referee's pre-game flip. He snatched and missed, heard it clatter into the metal sleeve 
protecting the precious credit card cable. He still owed the machine four bucks. 
 He looked around. Sure enough, the kid had abandoned his post to retrieve smokes for the other U-Scan customer. 
Fritch peered into the steel pocket. He could see his quarter there, perfectly lodged between the flat, black bundle of high-
speed filaments and the front of the cabinet. 
 While a wary voice at the back of his mind cautioned him to go ahead and finish with singles, the forefinger of his 
right hand tested the width and depth of his coin's captor. He could get two fingers in, alright, and even wiggle them a bit, but 
his thumb wasn't long enough. Though one finger was touching the pinioned quarter, the two tips could not pinch it. The 
scraping of one nail alone could not seem to dislodge it from behind the cable. 
 "Lose something?" Holding his scanner in the familiar, adolescent present arms of perpetual texting, Zack returned 
his attention to Fritch. 
 "A quarter." 
 "Well, that  blows," the attendant sighed. "Pardon my French." 
 Fritch shrugged. "Forget it. I was thinking worse." He leaned in and examined the hostage coin again. He hadn't 
budged it. "What I need is, like, maybe a tweezers, or…like, some needle-nose pliers." 
 Zack, too, peeked at the quarter. He frowned and hung the scanner console in the front pouch of his smock, 
replacing it with a ring of keys on a lanyard. Then he hesitated, hands on hips. "See, the problem is…" He scratched his former 
mohawk with a free hand. "I don't think the cabinet door will tip up enough to spill it, even if I…And it's stuck." 
 Fritch shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his right hand now on his wallet. "Well, you could just open it 
and get me a different  quarter. I mean, technically…well, you can see  my quarter is in there." 
 "Oh, sure. Sure," Zack nodded. "No question. It's just that…" In frustration, he tried to insert his own longer, bony 
digit into the metal sleeve. "Like I said…well, I'm kinda…what they call a…well, a probationary, actually. I was stocking in 
Dairy before. Midnights. I don't really wanta…I'd need my trainer or the boss to open it." 
 Fritch drew out the wallet. "Really? They'd hold this  against you?" 

"It's just that…No, it's not like that…well, totally. They just like it if you can solve problems. And this should be 
simple. Should  be." 
 With the heel of his hand, the kid bumped the cabinet above the protective pocket where the cable emerged to plug 
into the card-reader. Then he tried to wiggle the cable, which turned out to be quite rigid. "Crap," he muttered after looking in 
again.  
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 "Listen," Fritch said, pulling singles from the wallet. "Why don't I just go ahead and…" 
 "Hey, though! You know what?" Zack laughed, pointing at the purchase screen. "I never gave you your bag-credit!" 
 Fritch studied the running total. There was, as of yet, no bag-credit showing. "You cleared it through though, right?" 
 "Yup. I enabled the machine, but I didn't give you your credit. Ooops, my bad! But, now see. I can balance this out!" 
The kid took up his scanner once more and began to tap. 
 "But it's only the one bag." Fritch saw the twenty-five cent credit appear on the screen. 
 "Yeah, so it's like…it's a minor miracle." The boy darted a glance toward the Customer Service counter and the 
Manager's Office behind it. "No worries. I don't think Bernice'll figure it out when she comes in." 
 The machine murmured like a starving epicure as it pulled in Fritch's first dollar. "OK, well…Hope you don't get in 
any trouble." 
 The kid bit down lightly on his lower lip. Again, he looked over at Customer Service, but no one seemed to be 
monitoring his performance. An Assistant Manager printed a money order while its recipient waited. "I think we're good, sir. 
It's all good. Solved my first complication. When Bernice gets that quarter loose, I'll put it in and…I wonder if they'll chew me 
about an overage." 
 Fritch took his receipt, noted the addition of gas-points, then dropped it into the tote. The kid made a tour of 
inspection, tugging the first bags open from each bundle at the six machines. 
 "…and thank you for shopping with us," the U-Scan told Fritch as he scooped out the fresh change it had dropped. He 
headed for the entrance, waiting for the thing to say, And don't let the door hit you in the ass on the way out. 
 That never happened, but Fritch thought it would be cool. If it were his  store, customers might expect a U-Scan to 
say something like that. They might even enjoy a good dialogue of cursing with an inanimate object—cathartic stuff they'd 
never tell a manager. Or even Zack. 
  Fritch plunked the tote into the cargo space of his hatchback. Then he remembered that he wanted to get his hair 
trimmed. He should have done that first. He knotted up the handles of the tote, but that wouldn't keep the cool in for long. 
Items nearing expiration had to be treated differently. He put on his shades and checked his hair in the rearview. He raked a 
few strands behind his ears. Tomorrow would probably be soon enough. Those yogurts had to go home. 
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“’Tis not content so soon to be alone.”  —John Keats 1795-1817 
 
 
He was never swaddled in his own skin 
nor swimming in the adipose tissue 
beneath, white and undulating within, 
microscopic beauty no one knew, 
 
an abstract painting hidden too deep. He 
wasn’t cocooned in folds of flesh, mottled 
by bed sores, their shadows he’d never see 
cast on his sheets, intaglio that held 
 
no relief. He hadn’t walked nor gotten 
out of bed for years, rolled over alone. 
He hadn’t left his left side, had forgotten 
when his then was—the day his heart, flesh, bones 
 
were crushed by agony like leaden clouds: 
John Keitz’s body his heaviest shroud. 
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She peeks through the blinds  
as her husband dips a hose 
in the blue plastic pool,  
across the yard from their daughters, 
motionless in their red power wheels, 
towels draping their shoulders, 
waiting for word that the water is ready. 
 
He lights a cigarette, 
grips it between his yellowed teeth,  
grins and waves at the neighbor mowing  
an adjacent, square plot of suburbia, 
his dog stirring the contents 
of the pool with his legs,  
lapping it up as he moves. 
 
Inside, she wrangles brown bottles 
from his one-man-party, 
in the game room, office,  
bathroom, and kitchen, 
until the sound of bag on bag 
chimes in the trash bin. 
 
While their girls splash in the water,  
he unwraps the foil  
from a Bartles and Jaymes, 
downs it in one, sets the bottle 
on the trunk of his car,  
and pulls another from the fridge, 
 
in denial of threats incarnate  
living in the manila folders 
on the kitchen counter 
next to the calendar  
with weeks ticked off in red, 
two days before the words— 
divorce final.  
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 He had come here to get away. From what? In a nutshell, he’d come because a colleague had pulled him to one side in 
the corridor two weeks prior and told him that his wife was having an affair. I suppose some men might have gone to see the 
man in question and given him a bloody nose. And some men might have given their wife a bloody nose too. But that wasn’t 
Raymond’s way. Raymond’s way was to withdraw — withdraw and consider before doing anything he might regret later. So 
here he was, in a remote cottage on a small hill overlooking trees and meadows and the big white house below. The cottage 
had a cosy lounge with comfortable sofas, a well-stocked bookcase, a desk for writing, and an easel for painting. There was 
also a small galley kitchen filled with pots, pans and utensils, and a bedroom with a high iron bed and a comfortable mattress. 
He’d told his wife he needed a break and he would be back in a couple of days. And she hadn’t seemed to mind. Off you go, 
she’d said. I’ll be fine, she’d smiled.  

The next morning, he awoke to the sound of the river flowing past the front entrance of the main house some twenty 
feet below and away from where he’d slept.  He washed, dressed, drank tea; fried bacon with eggs. As he ate, he listened to the 
early morning news on the radio. Andy Murray had made it to his second Wimbledon final, and a union leader and a politician 
were locking horns over something Raymond didn’t much care about. He switched off the radio and inserted a CD into the 
player. The opening bars of Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture  filled the small lounge. Stepping out onto the terrace at the back of 
the cottage, he placed several items into a small blue rucksack: a bottle of water, a notebook, a pair of binoculars, and a well-
thumbed copy of Somerset Maugham short stories. He pocketed his mobile too in the hope that he’d get a signal while out 
walking. He would call his wife.  

The narrow road leading to Warriors’ Bridge was silent but for the river and the call of wild birds. Three hundred 
yards further on, Raymond came to the bridge itself. Passing by a high cottage wall on the crossroads, he smiled at the sign 
that had been fixed there:  

MORGAN PARKING ONLY. ALL OTHERS WILL BE CRUSHED. 
An Audi estate was parked beneath the sign. Across the car’s windshield, it read: HM COASTGUARD. Raymond 

wondered if the coastguard’s name was Morgan. A short while later, he came to a turning and a sign that read, ‘footpath.’ The 
path was narrow, the ground dank and black and in near darkness, shrouded by the oaks that grew on either side of it. The 
smell of rot and decay hung low in the air. He stopped to look at a herd of young cattle. Across the field from the cattle, he 
could see a timber framed menagerie and hear a bird, probably a tame jackdaw, calling across the field to where he stood. 
‘Come on! Come on! Come on!’  

From time to time, a river would appear alongside the pathway then veer off only to reappear a short while later. 
Raymond decided he would call his wife. He would ask her outright if it were true about the man in her office. If she denied the 
affair, he would believe her and the matter would be forgotten. Raymond had loved his wife from the moment he’d set eyes on 
her twenty years ago. She hadn’t been so enthusiastic. She’d tried to tell Raymond that she was too young for a serious 
relationship, but he could be surprisingly persuasive when he wanted to be. And so, he’d pushed and cajoled her. Then one 
morning, she’d come to him and told him she was pregnant. He was shocked and elated. She was terrified. Terrified of what 
her parents might say and terrified at the prospect of spending the rest of her life with a man like Raymond. A short while 
later, they married. The baby had been born and the marriage had survived — but the child hadn’t.  
 The path opened out and the trees fell away to reveal a great sloping landscape that pitched and rolled along on 
either side. Wildflowers grew in abundance: tiny purple flowers with pale hearts at their centre, rich yellow flowers, blue and 
pink flowers, and every once in a while, the heady aroma of wild honeysuckle filled the air. There were ferns too, with broad, 
flat delicate leaves, and nettles tall as a man. And then there were the Foxgloves, his wife’s favourites, growing in great 
clusters.  

Raymond left the path and walked over to the riverbank. The river was narrow here, no more than ten feet across, 
and shallow, about a foot deep at its centre. He watched as the water rippled over the rocks, gurgling on its way towards the 
sea. Beautiful as it was, Raymond couldn’t help but feel hopeless.  

He came to a second signpost. This one read: COAST PATH HARTLAND POINT 1M. He wondered where his wife was. 
He reached into his pocket and took out his phone. To his surprise, he found he had a two bar signal. He shucked his rucksack 
and sat on a mound of rough grass. He called her number, and on the ninth ring, she answered.  
 ‘Hi honey?’ he began. ‘How goes it?’  
 ‘How goes what?’ She sounded bored. ‘Where are you?’  
 ‘I’m on my way to Hartland Point.’  

He waited for a reply, but he could tell she’d placed her hand over the receiver, was speaking to someone. He heard 
her laugh, and then, ‘I’ll call you back,’ she said.  
 ‘Who’s that with you, honey?’ 

‘Shan’t be too long,’ she said.  
And he imagined all sorts of terrible things when she said that.  

 ‘I’ll call you in a tick,’ she said, and then she was gone.  
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He sat for a while on the warm grass, staring at the phone in his hand. Unthinkable images filled his mind — his wife 
and her lover naked and alone, with him here, in the middle of nowhere. Powerless. And the two of them laughing at him, 
making love in his bed. He tried to distract himself — to think of anything but his wife. The 1812 Overture  popped into his 
head. Why did he love it so much? Maybe it was the drama — all that banging and crashing, the booming of the heavy guns. 
He thought about Tchaikovsky. He wondered if listening to Tchaikovsky meant he was pretentious. He understood that other 
people liked Tchaikovsky, and he understood that they weren’t being pretentious, but was he? Did he have the right to like 
Tchaikovsky? He hadn’t liked him initially. So why continue listening? And why squirm whenever his wife caught him 
listening to the Overture on full volume? Sometimes, he reasoned, persevering with something, even something a person 
doesn’t at first like, wasn’t such a bad thing. After all, he’d persevered with cigars, and now he enjoyed nothing better — once 
in a blue moon. 

Glancing down at his phone, he saw, to his distress, that the two bar signal had disappeared. He tried standing on a 
nearby rock and holding his phone aloft in his attempt to find the signal again, but the signal failed to materialise. Anxious, 
Raymond headed off toward Hartland Point in the hope that his signal might return, and with it, his wife. 

A half-mile later, and Raymond had just about managed to bring his emotions under control again. He told himself 
he was being foolish, paranoid. In any case, there was nothing he could do at the moment. It was best to try to enjoy the walk, 
find a place where his phone had a signal and call her. All would be well, he told himself.  

The ground ahead dipped then rose up in front of him. And there, on breasting the steep incline, he saw the 
coastline. Leaving the pathway, he picked his way across the grass until he found himself looking down into an immense inlet 
where the river emptied into the sea. The freshwater spilled out over the edge of the black cliff and dropped a full forty metres 
onto the rocks below. Once there, it ran horizontally across water-worn rocks for twenty or so metres before falling into the 
sea. The noise was impressive.  

Raymond took his phone from his pocket — still no signal — and so he began taking photographs, and it was only 
then that he spotted the slight figure of a young woman perched on a narrow ledge a few metres below the lip of the waterfall. 
She was soaked from head to foot and was staring intently down at the rocks, her narrow frame perilously close to the edge. 
She must have climbed down and gotten stuck, he thought. Much later, he would remember how the familiar urge to 
withdraw had come over him then, but as he turned to leave, a less familiar impulse made him stop, and before he had time to 
think about what he was going to do, he called out. 

‘Hey!’  
The young woman stared up at him then back to where the water met the rocks below. Raymond scrambled across 

the grass until he found himself no more than fifteen feet from where she stood. Dropping onto all fours, he slid down onto the 
ledge above her. ‘Hey!’ he shouted again. ‘Hey!’  She looked up at him, but this time she didn’t look away immediately. 

‘I’m Ray.’ he said. ‘I’m Raymond. My name is Raymond.’  
The young woman didn’t answer. 
‘Stay there, I’m going to climb down to you.’  
The surface was slippery, but he was determined to reach her. ‘Here I come,’ he said. He lowered himself down, the 

physical effort and his own fear making his legs feel as if they might give way at any moment. The ledge was barely big 
enough for them both to stand on. Sliding the last part of the way on his backside, he came to rest with a jolt next to her. Still, 
she didn’t respond. ‘I’m Raymond,’ he repeated. ‘What - what are you doing down here?’ He had the urge to make a joke — he 
usually made jokes in times of crisis.  

She was shivering. He wondered how long she’d been here. Unsure of what to do next, he touched her on the 
shoulder. She shied away, but it did have the desired effect, and she turned to face him. Her eyes were dark brown, and in 
happier times, would have been beautiful. Now all he could see in them was desperation. Down here, so close to the fall, the 
noise was louder, and so he had to raise his voice. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘why don’t we go up top and have a chat? I’ll buy coffee if 
you like.’ The words sounded ridiculous, and he wondered for a moment if she’d think he was trying to chat her up. An old fool 
like him, chatting her up on a narrow ledge underneath a raging waterfall.  ‘I mean —’ he began.  
 ‘Go away.’ She said.   
 ‘I just want to —’ He didn’t know how to finish the sentence. ‘Maybe you could tell me what the matter is.’   

She said nothing.  
‘Listen, I know what it’s like. I’m having problems myself.’ He hesitated, hoping she might speak, but she didn’t.  
‘It’s my wife,’ he said. ‘She’s having an affair.’   
He sensed that she was listening now. ‘I know who the guy is. I know his name and where he lives. I suppose I ought 

to go to his house and give him what for.’   
 Water dripped from her face, from her nose, from her hair.  

‘The thing is, I’d rather not know,’ he hesitated. ‘Not really. I’d much sooner they just got on with it, and then, when 
she’s had enough, she could come back home, to me.’ Raymond wondered how much the young woman could hear above the 
sound of the fall, but she had heard him and she turned and saw him, properly, for the first time.   

‘I’d kill her,’ she said.  
 ‘Would you?’ Raymond laughed, embarrassed.  
 ‘I’d kill them both,’ she said.  
 ‘Why don’t we go up top and talk this through?’ He tried to smile. ‘You could do with getting out of those wet things.’ 
She shot him a look. Raymond pushed on. ‘I bet you could do with a hot drink. A coffee.’ 
 ‘I don’t drink coffee,’ she said.  
 ‘Tea then. How about a cup of tea?’  
 ‘I don’t drink hot drinks.’ 
 ‘Okay, well, what do you like?’  
 ‘Coke.’ She said. He felt he was losing her again. She said something else, but it was carried away with the rushing of 
the water.  
 ‘What was that?’ he said.  
 She didn’t reply. His wife’s face popped into his head. When he got back to the top, he was going straight home. He  
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was going to sort this mess out. He’d tell her how much he loved her. He’d tell this other guy to back off. It would be fine. He’d 
make her see. It would all be fine. ‘Come on, what have you got to lose?’ he said to the young woman. ‘Let’s go back up, huh?’  

There was a change in her expression, and Raymond felt he was finally getting through to her. ‘You go first,’ he said, 
and he inched out onto the ledge so that she could inch past him on the inside. He felt the edge of his heels go out over the 
ledge. She looked nervously at him, as if afraid he might do something terrible to her. Right there. Under the waterfall. What 
the hell had happened to her, he thought.  

She moved slowly past him, her head down—their bodies unavoidably touching. With a bit of luck, he would be able 
to help her make it up to the next level, and from there, onto safe ground.  

And then his phone vibrated in his pocket; he could barely hear the familiar ringtone above the noise of the fall. The 
young woman must have heard it too because she gave him a quizzical look. Raymond said, ’It’ll be my wife,’ and he made to 
answer it, but he stopped midway as the young woman suddenly shifted forward, wrapping her arms and her body around his 
torso.  

‘Don’t answer it,’ she said pressing her face hard against his chest. 
The phone continued to vibrate. The young woman clung to him. Carefully, he placed a hand on her shoulder. The 

waterfall rushed by close to them. Raymond hesitated for the briefest moment.  
 ‘I ought to just —’ he said, and he lifted the phone from his pocket. He could see that it was his wife calling. ‘It won’t 
take a moment —’ he said, but the young woman didn’t hear.   

‘Hello Raymond? What’s that noise?’ 
 The young woman took a step away from him, and fixing her eyes onto Raymond’s, she made to step off the ledge. He 
dropped the phone; it bounced and split on the ledge, spun out, and was gone into the falling water. Raymond grabbed the 
young woman, and his fingertips caught and held the thin fabric of her top. And so they remained, each of their lives 
delicately balanced above the black rocks, their strangers’ eyes locked.  
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lstn listn listen. Before the nineteen seventeen small town taverns 
and their grimy liquor fronted mirrors, Shhhhh, through the big headed 
little fox’s impenetrable gaze before the thirst and before the quenching 
Mid Spring early May. Memory’s cold eye fixed on the flow of love’s 
skin under her waist around and above her thighs. Hands grasping oh— 
“You have no idea.” Warm eye kissing and straddled innocence 
Light falling elemental into trees like water moving over toes and grass 
and ankles and flooding wood fence lawns. “I feel so safe with you like this,” 
I said. But you, fox, baby fox, who knew our passage like a boat hugging 
the riverbank, it probably drove you back to your cool den 
and warm soft red family, lost pathways to made beds 
You left yourself behind for the earth sighing itself out into 
the cornfield expanse of sunset. I let myself through the door 
and started drinking, remembering you as the first run of whiskey came down 
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turning the woman into battery 
snap a clamp  
on her funny metal hat  
on her ankle. whisper Shackle,  
and she remembers her name, 
you shaved her head 
you shaved her leg 
 
you turn on the lights and she glows. 
 
they said she was the child that never grew 
up, seeing spirits and ghosts 
in every crack 
of woods, by the road 
killing her father seven times over, 
killing the seven johns who picked up 
from the bed of their trucks 
        one ripped up her asshole, 
        poured rubbing alcohol 
        into her upside down, 
        shook her like a cocktail, 
poured rubbing alcohol down her nose, 
mouth, right-side up— make her sputter 
like a sparkler. 
 
the sentence was: 
                 turn the woman into battery 
                 into light 
                 into  that 
                 power. 
 
                 electricity to read after dark. 
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 She claims she used to watch him die three, maybe four times a day. I believe her. Studying a rise and fall of the 
chest until, sometimes, motion ceased and he turned blue, she’d hold her breath. Ten seconds. Twenty. Three physicians 
offered one opinion. Periodic breathing, they labeled it, or central sleep apnea. Nothing obstructive, so probably not much to 
worry about. That was then. 
 Selecting the leather chair, she fumbles now with her designer handbag to pull out the latest iteration of 
smartphone. She might be switching settings to silent mode or checking for messages. I don’t ask. The phone slides back into 
the purse as she tickles the hem of a pencil skirt then tugs some fabric a millimeter down a leg, silky and lean for the mother 
of a thirty-year-old, plus two teenagers. 
 “The Saturday paper reported a man who killed his wife and children.” Her breath catches before a lengthy 
exhalation down a country lane. A stroll of remembrance. “Then himself. With a gun. Did you see?” 
 I nod once, catching the staccato cadence, and wait. 
 “On the front page. Out of nowhere.”  
 She leans my way as if about to thump sense into the desk but does not touch it, dialing down the usual in-your-face 
theatrics. Black hair spills and is tossed back as a swimmer might after a dip. Tangle-free treatment with salon product 
guaranteed to glow.  
 “All the relatives and neighbors said the same about how he was the last person on the planet who could do such a 
thing. An upscale rural community with five acres of property and a good job. Money. Can you imagine? Not a problem. Do 
you see?” 
 “I see.” 
 “My memories.” 
 “How’s that?” 
 “As a girl listening to adults spout advice, I used to have this temptation in the back of my mind. I don’t know where 
it came from, but I couldn’t stop it. I could see myself getting right in the person’s face and saying the most abrasive thing out 
loud no matter what. I didn’t care. Cut to the quick.” A hint of color blooms on cheeks, the afterglow of spent rocket fuel.  
 I offer something noncommittal. “When you were a young person.” 
 She sits back and re-straightens the hem that did not ask for adjustment the first time. “Well no, not exactly.” 
 My eyebrow is uplifted. 
 “I still feel the urge. But the point is, I don’t do it. Speak my mind or respond rudely to people, I mean, even if I don’t 
like what they’re talking about and think it ignorant. I hold back as any mature person does.” 
 An invocation of restraint for good reason. I do not say it but remember visiting an exhibition of impressionist 
masterworks hung along a museum wall. A patron remains motionless while studying a Degas. The painting is blues and 
yellows, and the woman is dressed in a tailored outfit much like the one my visitor wears today. A multicolored scarf drapes 
neck and shoulders. I stand behind this art lover and feel my arm move forward of its own accord, and in imagination I see the 
hand—my own, yet somehow not my hand—reach out to grasp her scarf as if she were a familiar, then tug. Pull it, revealing 
ivory shoulders.  
 “Everyone feels the urge,” I say.  
 “Do they?” Her question sounds more like disagreement. 
 “Everybody at one time or another imagines acting on impulse. As a kid, when the family went to a movie theatre 
downtown or an auditorium, the circus say, my dad always took us up to the balcony. Front row if possible. Even if the 
orchestra section was half-empty, he thought we had better views from balcony seats. I hated it.” 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 “I was terrified by an image boiling in my head of going over the edge. I could feel myself trying to brace back but 
leaning forward instead as if captive to some force pulling me over the brink. I could feel the physical draw. To this day I 
won’t go near a balcony.” 
 I decide that’s enough said, because two things are obvious. The conversation is not about some milquetoast family 
guy from a semi-bucolic neighborhood who murders his wife and children out of the blue. What Shirley is saying is not about 
Shirley’s imagined inclination to restraint. It is about someone else.  
 I picture him. A pika cheeking buttercups, roly-poly kid in red footie pajamas on Christmas morning flinging 
wrapping paper around the room. The two families are gathered once again at our parents’ house. My daughter is a few years 
older than my sister-in-law’s first child. Shirley spends too much of the day monitoring her son, picking up, making sure he 
behaves and answers questions from the grandparents and does not eat too many Christmas cookies, which she has baked 
and set out. One. You can have one, she tells the boy. Not two. Leave him alone, I recall thinking; give him some space. If he 
eats a cookie too many, he’ll upchuck, but she can’t stop. It’s like that sometimes with a first child. It’s like that when a baby 
scares the daylights out of you with periodic breathing or central sleep apnea and you think he’s going to die. 
 I try a different tack, skirting advice. “Neuroscientists know about brain centers that stop individuals from doing 



certain things, inappropriate behaviors. They’ve identified parts of the frontal lobe, but if those areas are disrupted, maybe 
through injury or chemical intervention, then inhibitory connections can be shut down.” I look at Shirley’s adversarial lips.  
 “Why are you saying this?” She is about to unsnap her purse and dig but reconsiders, as if she has misplaced the 
accusatory tone. This is your fault. You started it.  Maybe I did. 
 I shrug and continue. “Something called disinhibition. If the frontal lobe is dysfunctional, an individual sometimes 
can’t stop himself from acting out in a certain way. From saying or doing something inappropriate, perhaps in a repetitive 
manner. A perseveration deficit.” 
 She shakes the hair that reacts beautifully thanks to a product worth every penny. “He’s better off in the Yaak, if 
that’s where he is.” 
 Fewer chances to run amuck, she means, claiming conviction falsely, for the fact is that in her every gesture and 
statement are mixed feelings. As in everyone.  
 “Might be true.” I agree, though we do not know his whereabouts these days.  
 The toddler scampering through wrapping paper and allowed one sugar cookie grows up. Develops a personality. 
One day I see it: his Internet page, not so much through snooping as by chance. An investment client asks me to correspond 
through the social network, Facebook, which I have never had an interest in exploring. Never having viewed a single 
Facebook page, I nonetheless agree to the client’s request and decide to give it a go. What can it hurt? I sign up and am 
instantly sent messages suggesting “friends,” including some younger family members whose pages I scan as part of my 
experiment, thinking what can it hurt? Not much, with trivia everywhere until I encounter my nephew’s page and read what 
he has written about the stupidity of federally funded programs, and the excellent NRA, and idiot left-wing politicians. 
Rather than a rainbow of suffering families in America, he envisions a Black Sea of welfare recipients churning the waters of 
corruption, fat and lazy, every one. His language is less poetic, racist, vulgar. Big NRA supporter. Then I see the image he has 
posted. A photograph. I call my brother who asks me what the devil am I doing looking at the kid’s Facebook page; what 
business is it of mine? And maybe my brother has a point, and possibly he has seen his son’s photograph as well. He remarks 
that Shirley looks online occasionally, but he doesn’t admit to seeing the picture himself. After a certain age, you stop 
monitoring the cookies. 
 Shirley is right, I believe, about a man who kills his wife and kids out of the blue despite an instinct for survival. She 
is upset. She is ungrounded and has a right to be. Or my example of a child terrified of free fall. Maybe a million people 
consider shooting or jumping or slashing every day, or every hour for that matter—who knows how often? For a thousand 
different reasons. Paranoia or fried nerves or disinhibition. Crossed wires or drugs. What are the chances a person will act out 
and do the unspeakable sooner or later? Miniscule, taken individually. 
 I have been a pussycat to Shirley’s panther, so I reverse rolls and tell her. “You are right about the man who killed 
his family and then himself with a gun. The neighbors are right. His relatives are right. The shooter is right.” 
 Shirley’s glare would melt metal, yet a blink suggests some circuit of conscience sputters behind the baby blues as 
conduit to history and the fraying membrane of intentions.  
 “The shooter is right? A man who slaughters his wife and children is right? That’s a grotesque thing to suggest! 
Just—”  
 My sister-in-law clutches her handbag as if preparing to sweep her pencil skirt and lovely locks out of my office. 
Instead, she cocks her head to something like the strains of Liszt’s Malediction then stares at scarlet fingernails while 
thinking, I surmise, about her seven-bedroom, five-bathroom house kept immaculate year-round for a son who will visit no 
more and a husband whose enthusiasm for her flesh—despite impeccable hair and gym-toned triceps and Retin-A 
treatments—diminished a decade ago, and knowing that the manicures and bedrooms and bathrooms and wiry limbs are 
indulgences—no, thin compensations—for hope and love gone sour. We are through the looking glass as I half-see, half-
dream her—us—at a chic restaurant where she refuses to be seated by the staff  because she must first wash her hair that is 
mis-styled into spit curls. She must do it now. At once. A restaurant where a customer can only be right, and a waiter asks me 
for our drink order. She pretends to massage and rinse as if this is the only place on earth to do so. In public, at a restaurant. 
Anywhere but at home, the unraveled architecture that is no home now. Father, brother, sister, mother not her relatives 
anymore, nor husband, nor children. She pauses at the threshold of a house that was her residence and wonders whether she 
can enter once more. Her life and the rumble of a sun failing to rise or the progress of a river gone dry, aromas of an empty 
kitchen and thoughts of caressing hands withdrawn. 
 My arm goes up, palm forward into a silent semaphore meaning: Let me explain. 
 

*** 
 

 On my nephew’s Facebook page, following a tirade about progressive psychopaths, and the entitlement society, and 
violations of the Second Amendment is a photograph. It is a snapshot of Shirley’s son holding a gun. The weapon is pointed 
into the camera lens. My nephew, my brother’s son, Shirley’s boy, the one who suffered from periodic breathing as an infant, 
or central sleep apnea—not so much a “boy” now because he is thirty years of age—and who is unmarried, unemployed, and 
angry, is aiming a gun at the lens, which is to say at the viewer. On his face is the shadow of something I interpret as 
subhuman tinted with equal parts satisfaction and metastasized rage, an emotional landscape without a sugar cookie in 
sight. 
 I am stunned by the photo and bring it to my brother’s attention. He talks to Shirley. Parents respond first with 
denial but then confront their son. Dad and son argue. Son disappears into regions unknown, the Yaak, an acquaintance of 
my nephew suggests. We think it possible because he talked to his friends about such a place, though I need to Google the 
term to see where it is, what it means. Amusement park or insane asylum for fanatics? Likely both. 

 Shirley knows all this. She has lived it. She sees the headlines and is not innocent. She is intelligent and well read, 
though in my opinion, inclined to self-indulgence. In my opinion because I am not a clinician or man of science, just an uncle 
and brother-in-law. 

 What she does not know is what she cannot know. She understands that the shooter in the newspaper committed a 
horrifying act. She is right. The neighbors and relatives are undoubtedly right in their expressed opinions that the shooter 
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seemed to be the type of person who would never do such a thing. For all the neighbors know. For all the relatives know. The 
problem is that they are all right, and they are also wrong because the neighbor, the husband, the good father did such a 
thing. 
 What does it feel like to be wrong when you don’t know you are wrong? I keep asking myself this question. What is 
the inscape for a shooter who is so horrifyingly wrong yet does not know he is delusional or engaged in irreversible self-
deception to the point of annihilation? It feels like being right. How does it feel when a person perceives life as hopeless and is 
convinced of that final truth? It feels like being one-hundred percent correct. I say some of these things to Shirley, not all. 
 What does it feel like to be that person’s mother? To be Shirley at this moment? Her fingers flutter as if they do not 
belong to anyone. Three framed photographs sit atop my desk. One of my wife and children, a second of my parents taken 
during a wedding anniversary celebration. Shirley picks up the third and holds it inches from her face. It is the photo of her, 
my brother, and their oldest son taken last Fourth of July. Shirley stands while extending the photograph in my direction and 
then slams the picture, glass-side down, on the top of my desk, shattering the glass. She almost totters off her stilettos, and I 
feel my hand going out, but only in imagination. She straightens, and the hair bounces back with every strand in place. She 
whispers through tears of a failed past catching up.  
 “You think he’s damaged.”  
 Psychologically, she means, if firing electronic bullets is predictive of worse to come. But I am no soothsayer and 
cannot know that. What she really means is: You think all this is my fault,  but I didn’t say that. 
 What does it feel like to despise minorities or embrace them, to support or oppose abortion rights or women’s rights 
or worker’s rights or gay rights or any other political position? It feels right. To love guns? Right. To detest guns and 
everything they represent? Right again. To love and fear a son? 
 What are the chances of one person pulling a trigger, given the gene pool of a million people with as many urges and 
invented reasons bolstered with a perfect storm of alleles together with inhibition switched to the off position? Pick a number: 
say one in a million in a land of hundreds of millions. Spin the roulette wheel. 
 I think about what she has said and feel myself falling off the edge of a railing while Shirley, somewhere within 
herself, is poised eternally at the front door of her house, dark inside, wondering if she might enter and, if so, what she will 
find. The children gone off somewhere and echoes of a marriage; the odor of decaying expectation; dead calm rather than the 
commotion of a family with kids and parents rushing to keep up with life. Now only a faucet drips or window blind clicks 
somewhere down a hall; otherwise, nothing today or tomorrow or next month, the house a maze of unlit chambers, dusty 
crevices, uninviting, cold, and—like Shirley—on standby for something to happen that might happen today or tomorrow or 
next month. Or never.  
 Her shoulders drop an inch as a tentacle of doubt twists her mouth. “He’s better off there,” Shirley repeats, meaning 
her cookie monster who used to tear through the living room in footie pajamas and now aims a high-powered weapon between 
the eyes of “friends” in cyberspace. Better off where people go feral. For now. Better there, as if we know where “there” is. 
 Or maybe she means we are better off. 
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I 
 
Ephesus or Jerusalem two worlds 
where they say Assumption delivered me 
into the divine arms of the father 
and the son. Yet, this dark place embraces 
me as a shroud, dim, dank, Solomon’s 
sheol. Votives are offered at many feasts 
where I am worshipped as mother to the 
tomb. Plain Nazarene girl, how did holy  
charges make of a mother, virgin, queen 
of heaven, this dreadful burden I must 
bear—receptacle of god’s unknown flesh, 
ground under a desert knuckle, burning 
bush singeing beyond centuries’ horizons? 
 
II 
 
I am not the first. Mortal women’s wombs 
have long been claimed by gods indifferent 
to purchase without coin. This land has birthed 
their dripping waters from women’s mute cries, 
legs bloody and spread expelling divine 
seed since the time when gods walked the earth or 
retired to unchanging heaven. Vessel 
maidens, urn pots, papyrus upon which 
blind disciples that followed stitched man’s plea 
into the bones, blood, eternal flowing 
stream—chalice, cauldron, goblet our 
open sex. This determined fate: Consort 
of many, mother to all, woman to none. 
 
III 
 
Artemis is step-sister unwillingly 
usurped. Her hand-me-downs became fashions 
shining as brightly as fool’s gold lusted 
after by a blind magpie—my garment 
skin of gods and hallowed specters. 
This silenced the drums, the naked frenzies 
of fertility unbridled, brought the 
sun to my brow, Madonna crowned with light. 
I, mere woman, never sought destruction 
of ancient breasts. This false metempsychosis 
a bitter root covering tree, rock and stream. 
Better to have remained eating baked fare, 
not the wine turned to blood, dead flesh to bread. 
 
IV 
 
Egypt’s queen with husband and child also 
preceded my incarnation. Borrowed 
Madonna in painting and sculpture, the 
marvelous haloed infant, world savior, 
not knowing I would flee Calvary’s hill, 

turn my back upon the unfulfilled promise 
of the tomb while anonymous scribes 
wrote the script of centuries, their tale 
that of unrequited men, not the woman’s song. 
This dark place will not know heaven’s fable. 
Men’s upturned faces shall see only bare rock. 
This my annunciation: I did not 
mean to bring into the world this terrible sorrow.  
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