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	Hurricane Drunk
							

Rowan Bagley

I’ll name my daughters Cassiopeia and Calliope
give them over to stardust and magnitude
we are all gods.
Filled with the pieces of supernovas crashing
against the shores of a tiny island
let them be
		

whatever they will be

rosemary
stormwater
		Aphrodite’s influence
Lapis lazuli and salt, all bound together with a length of purple string
Let them grow like weeds for weeds are powerful things
hurricanes live within us.
Bake them in the heat of the Caspian Sea and release them
				like doves
to become seafoam and memory.
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	All

the

Things

							

Shilo Niziolek

In all these words, in all these things I’ve said, I can’t be sure I’ve painted
a picture of gratitude—of an unending, biting hope. I feel as though
I have been painting it all along, but I can’t be sure what I am putting
down is what you are picking up.
I like the way that coffee smells in the morning when the fog is low and
the house is quiet. And when I had to give coffee up, I came to enjoy
watching the tea slowly steep from the bag into the water like its own
individual watercolor painting.
There is just about nothing better than warm dog snuggles, fluffy
blankets, wool socks, and a book nearby. It doesn’t even have to be open.
The spine doesn’t even have to be cracked.
When I had my accident nearly eight years ago, it almost killed me. But
afterwards, all I saw around me was how death is equal to life. And life is
just about the best goddamn thing there is out there, even when it is not.
I like to listen to the geese cackling above, and the crows cawing, and the
pigeons hooting, and the twitter birds twittering.
I miraculously do not regret so many things, though I love to talk about
regrets. The word has a nice ring to it. It sounds like regret.
Despite tales of drug abuse, relationships that were not right, or ones
that were altogether devastating, I am still glad I had them. All these
things have made me feel something, feel a lot of things. And after all,
all I want of this life is to feel. Feel deeply. Agonizingly. Pleasurably. I let
all my selves blend together here on the page because that is what I am.
My body is a tapestry. It is not easily confused with a two-dimensional
painting. And honesty can’t come from a half-truth, from an omission,
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from a betrayal.
If I didn’t show both my jagged wounds and those I have inflicted, I
would only be adding to the grand illusion that the world already places
on me by whispering women.
I like dreams to be dark and relentless. I want the ocean to reach into
the sky and pour at my feet. When the man I love says love I want a cozy
feeling in my belly, even though I used to want the man I loved to strike
a dagger through my soul. I want and have wanted all the things at once.
We can’t have all the things. We can’t live on a bridge, but we can walk
across it.
Despite my illness, and the bitterness that often resides right under my
skin, I’m also grateful for what it has taught me, what it continues to
show me about the human capacity for resilience, the fight to live. Who
knows who I’d be if I hadn’t seen, felt, done, died.
I often line up all the things I’ve lost, things I’ve taken, things I’ve had
taken from me. I like to name them. But I also collect the others. The
crow in my backyard, the pigeons that nestle on the top of the powerpole, the way a fern feels soft and prickly, how the sky can be every color
at any time of day, some grand canvas impressed by a cloud, or a wind,
or a sun. If you don’t understand that love and sadness are so closely
linked, that they come from the same spool of thread, then how can you
understand that all of this darkness, this despair, is just barely the tips of
my blinding hope?
If I said, “go forth, and live,” would you step out into the world even if
the rain was pouring?
I’d like to take a moment to bow my head in not-prayer. Silence for
silence’s sake is just another way I make amends.
If you’re quiet enough, you can hear everything. Time will stretch out,
reach for its toes, reach its limbs forward and back.
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Mirror, Self
						

Meagan Jones

Guards Against Oblivion

						

John Moessner

While taking a shower, I thought
of the spider that spun its web
in the corner of the landing on the way
down to the basement. It surprised me
days earlier, the needled legs and thick,
bulbous body waxy with fullness
popping against the beam of my flashlight.
Its web clung to an old door on that landing,
never opened, dead-bolted three times.
I wouldn’t count it in an inventory of doors—
a door never opened is a wall.
The landing is a collection of many things:
a dusty light bulb, some gathered chord,
a roll of matte silver duct tape that should be
in a cracked bin above the garage, all wrapped
together by the fine threads of a spider’s light.
Tiny guards against oblivion, dancing narrowly,
adding another taut line against oblivion’s slight tug:
a thought in the shower, a door to open,
a thread plucked, then tended to.
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My Third July In Luna County

						

Jeffrey Alfier

I’m still alive. Leaned up against a brake lathe,
rolling Zig Zags. The straw boss
shares papers at our auto shop.
But he’d take my hide if he knew I’d stolen tools.
Lord it’s hot as murder hereabouts.
Fire ants climb my coffee cup.
My lost dog doesn’t know
I ain’t got time to search him out.
By and by I’ll slip out of town
in a Cadillac the owner won’t claim
‘til morning. Take my lover to a bar
down in Cotton City.
She’s on a first-name basis with the devil
and has warrants. Holes up out of town—
never you mind where.
Later in my room she’ll hotplate a batch
of mudfish with muscatel.
I’ll drop her back at Lordsburg Station
where gutterpunks slink between railcars.
They’ll beg a lift somewhere. I’ll flip them off.
Back home I’ll crack a window. Can’t afford A/C.
Wish I could rent some place to cool off.
There’s one motel in town. Some stranger
will touch a face in a rented room.
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When She Goes						

					

—For Tamari
Left today to her mountains,
my favored soul, so I back
to the graves, listening
for her voice, tomorrow. Thirsty
grass grows tall here, uncut
in abandonment, and old stones
engraved with names I can’t read
twist in the sun, their chiseled
faces fading into a new color—
erosion, insect carcass, fungi
all have their handiwork. She
has gone, yes, but left proof
that a forgotten tomb has time
to breeze, a master, to rise
some day from its crumbling.
If she returns, we’ll hold water.
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Timothy B. Dodd

					

Diluvian									

					

Salvatore Difalco

It had rained steadily for more than ten days straight. I don’t
know if it was a record. Probably not. All kinds of records had been
shattered during the last decade. All the shit had hit the fan at once.
“Honey, I’m stepping out for a few hours.”
My partner, Candace, already looked washed out. Don’t know
why she wanted any part of that deluge out there. The metro was down.
Midtown completely flooded. People were getting around in plastic
canoes.
“Bring the big umbrella,” I said.
“You know it’s broken.”
“Buy a new one. Even bigger this time.”
“I’ll manage.”
“Where you going?”
“I need to fill my asthma prescription and do a few other things.
I’ll be back later this afternoon. Check the monitors if you need to know
where I am.”
“I think all this rain has fucked up the smart dust.”
“Really?”
“That’s what I hear.”
The tiny sensors monitoring our existences and processing data
at a molecular level with powerful algorithms had effectively—and
mercifully, in many respects—alleviated us of privacy.
“I’ll message,” she said.
“Only if you want to.”
She smiled. “It would be weird, eh?”
“What would?”
“Being out of touch for a few hours.”
“You mean like when they used to say radio silence.”
Prose | 17

Candace frowned. “I guess.”
“I’m comfortable with it,” I said.
“Really? You mean, you won’t worry?”
She had me there. Though upon reflection I wondered what she
meant by worry. Would I worry for her safety? Or would I worry she was
up to no good?
While privacy eradication had the predictable benefit of laying
bare an entire strain of mendacious and corrupt behaviour, including
everything from sneaking around, lying, cheating, stealing, grifting,
embezzling, blackmailing and so on, people had not stopped committing
crimes, even petty ones. But they could no longer get away with them.
Criminal investigations had become a thing of the past.
That said, violent crimes were on the rise. What with climatic
and economic upheavals, people were on edge, or losing it altogether.
The violent offender islands in the Pacific were bursting at the seams and
breaking budgets. Some authorities cynically prayed a tsunami would
level them. In the meantime, they had air-lifted out all security staff,
letting the prisoners manage and police themselves, and had already
made the islands a “smart dust-free zone,” guaranteeing zero external
surveillance and no repercussions for criminal acts committed on the
islands.
“Just be safe,” I said, kissing her on the cheek as she exited.
“Love you.”
“Love you.”
Truth was, we had no secrets between us. All our closets
had been emptied of skeletons as it were. The smart dust and 24/7
surveillance made monitoring your partner when you were apart
simple and de rigueur. I checked the broadcast wall screen and the
weather reports indicated no lessening of the rain in the immediate
future. Authorities encouraged people in low lying sectors to seek
higher ground, though what that entailed exactly, given the smart dust
malfunction, proved to be a logistical nightmare.
I wondered what would happen if the rain persisted. Would
micro-surveillance and data collection cease altogether? How would
that impinge our lives and our relationships with one another? What
if I started having a heart attack, for instance? Would I have to call for
an ambulance myself, or get myself to a hospital? It was worrying, to
say the least. I thought about being surveillance-free—that is to say,
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free of quantification—and the very idea filled me with dread. If every
piece of data of every moment wasn’t recorded, what would become of
that moment? How would I be able to memorialize it except through
memory, which is a weak and often unreliable data storage system?
People of the past had been obsessed with the idea of personal freedom.
It was puzzling. Humans are nothing if not social beings. It flew in the
face of solidarity and trust not to be an open book.
“Nothing to hide, nothing to lose,” was a mantra bandied about
in the early days, after the global Reset. Candace used to repeat the
phrase whenever she caught me fibbing. I did not consider fibbing or
telling a white lie a great sin or crime, though some in the Collective
would have argued that fibbing and white lies were the termites that
weakened from within the larger edifice of truth. That was probably true.
So no one was watching over me: perhaps for the first time since
the Reset. I performed a little dance in the middle of my living room,
flipping the bird to unseeing sensors. How novel! How exhilarating!
This was what privacy felt like. Admittedly it was exciting. I continued
dancing about foolishly, whirling and twirling, flailing my arms,
laughing, until I winded myself. I sat down on the sofa. That was fun.
And yet, the moment would be lost forever. My brief blast of physical
virtuosity had gone unrecorded.
The doorbell gonged. On temporary leave from my position as a
tax auditor, I wasn’t expecting anyone, but looked forward to seeing who
it could be. No one ever came to visit unannounced and untracked.
When I checked the peep-scan, the visual presented a bearded
man of dark countenance, but offered no identifying information.
“What do you want?” I said into the mic.
The bearded man stared into the camera but said nothing.
“I’ll ask you one more time and then I’m calling security. What
do you want?”
The man turned away from the camera. I was going to hit
the panic button. A private security firm—Black Dove—handled
disturbances in our sector. Its operatives were usually quick and often
lethally efficient. People who lost their shit weren’t given much of an
opportunity to correct it or make amends. That was the harsh reality of
the 22nd century. You fuck up, you die, pretty much.
With the smart dust kaput, I could not expect an automatic
dispatch if the man proved to be maleficent. Bearded men were rare,
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and from my experience out of touch with contemporaneity. More
importantly, all the rain had made some people erratic, unhinged, as
though water had shorted out their mental and moral circuits.
“I’m calling security,” I said.
The man looked into the camera again and shook his head.
“They won’t come,” he said.
“Wanna bet?”
“They won’t come. A riot’s broken out in the adjacent sector.”
“A riot?”
“People have lost it. Let me in. My boy needs help.”
I hit the panic button but nothing happened. The red light
didn’t come on; nor the alarm. Likely something to do with the smart
dust. Damn. It had to happen now? And this bearded dude, what the
hell was he going on about, a boy? What boy?
“What boy?” I said.
“My son. He’s right here. He can’t stand. His legs...”
The guy’s voice faded and he disappeared from view.
I killed the peep-scan and retreated to my bedroom. I opened
the closet and removed from it a stun rod from my military days. I was
good with the stun rod. I’d won a merit award during rod training and
had successfully used it for riot control during the uprisings. It couldn’t
kill someone unless you applied it for more than a few minutes. But it
could drop anyone cold with a touch.
I heard banging and yelling. I returned to the peep-scan.
“Hey,” I said. “Stop whatever you’re doing. Just stop it.”
“I need help.”
“Yeah, you said. Explain the problem with your boy.”
The man spoke but turned his face away from the camera again
and I couldn’t make out his words. I squeezed the handle of my stun rod.
“Let us in,” the man beseeched, looking into the camera with
tortured eyes.
I considered helping him, even though a gut feeling told me
he was not to be trusted. Nevertheless, armed with my stun rod, I
went down to the foyer and unlocked the front door. I hesitated before
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opening it. I listened intently but could only hear the rain drumming
down.
I opened the door. The bearded man stood there, but not with
one boy. A gang of teenage boys surrounded him, all wearing the latest
in impermeable reflective unitights and sneering with open nostrils.
“What do you want?” I asked, showing the stun rod.
The bearded man smiled. “This isn’t what you think,” he said.
“That is to say, we aren’t going to hurt you, nothing like that. Relax with
the stun rod. Those damn things hurt. Look man, with the smart dust
out of commission we thought we might see what we can steal or loot,
however you wish to put it.”
“You mean, you want to rob me?” I said, astonished he would
state his mission so straightforwardly. “Why me? And what if I resist?”
The bearded man glanced at the boys who murmured and
tittered under breath. None were individually imposing, but there must
have been eight or nine of them and their youth and energy trumped
me, even with my stun rod. I considered taking out the bearded man
immediately, severing the head as it were, but something wild in the
boys’ eyes told me this would have only triggered them.
“So you understand?” said the bearded man.
“I do. But I don’t like it.”
“You have insurance, right?”
“I do,” I admitted, but everyone had insurance.
“Bing bang,” said the bearded man, swiping his hands together.
“Once we clean house—and it’s a real nice place, let me say, real nice—
you file a security report and the insurance company will fix you up
posthaste. Meanwhile we walk away with the loot and no one’s the wiser.
With zero evidence, how would they pursue—let alone convict—us?”
I glanced at the boys, who all blurred together like a school of
silver fishes.
“I’ll be able to identify you,” I said.
“Would you now?”
I looked at the boys; some were smiling faintly, some frowning. I
could smell their testosterone in the damp air.
“What do you want?” I asked.
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“Just your valuables. Things we can carry on our persons. We
took public transit here. We’re taking it back to our sector.”
“Public transit?” I said with surprise.
“The light transit trains are still running. And with the smart
dust out, no worries about surveillance, route tracking and so forth. We
can get away with this.”
The boys began to stir. I couldn’t tell one from the other. They
were all gangly and fractious. I could feel their restlessness mounting.
The rain continued coming down. The canvas entrance canopy shielded
them for the most part. But everything was wet.
“Tell them to take off their shoes,” I said.
“Seriously?”
“My partner will kill me if there’s a mess.”
“Boys, do as the man says, and take off your shoes. And proceed
in an orderly fashion. Remember, only portable valuables.”
I watched as they filed into my house. I still held the stun rod in
my hand, but with no surveillance and thus no enforcement it seemed
pointless to use it. I couldn’t take them all on. And if I tried? Let’s say I
stunned them all; I’d have had to spend an inordinate amount of time
stunning them repeatedly until they were dead. I just didn’t have the
wherewithal.
“Don’t break anything!” I warned, but one of them had already
knocked over Candace’s cut-glass curio and all its delicate knickknacks.
I would have thought they’d see some value in those porcelain odds and
ends she had collected over the years, but no. She’d be devastated.
They went for the jewels, of course, pilfering Candace’s gold and
silver necklaces, broaches, rings, and bracelets. Someone tore into my
personal closet and helped himself to six pairs of rare vintage Jordans.
I almost started weeping. When a second thief relieved me of the
remaining four pairs, I did weep.
“Hey,” said the bearded man, who had a bunch of my finest
shirts and ties draped across his arm. “Don’t take it so hard. Everyone
loses everything in the end. That’s just the way it goes.”
“But my Jordans?”
“Hey, that’s one of the few pre-Reset things still coveted by
youths. Take it for what it is. You’re sharing a piece of history with the
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next generation.”
One of these morons took all of Candace’s lingerie, including a
rubber suit she’d wear on occasion when adopting a dominatrix persona.
The bastard even took her paddle.
It went on for, I don’t know, twenty minutes? I mean, how much
stuff could they have hauled away without a truck or whatnot?
The his-and-her golf clubs went, and I did not lament their loss
as I was a mediocre golfer. Candace relished having her way with me on
the greens, and then liked to goad me for days afterwards. Surprisingly,
someone took our robotic sanitation unit, Maurice. That was a mistake,
I believed, as Maurice, temperamental at the best of times, would have
certainly made anyone who wound up with him regret it.
As the laden fellows departed, the bearded man reached out his
hand free of shirts and offered it to me. I shook it.
“This has been strange,” I admitted.
“And bloodless,” he said. “That’s the beauty. And remember, after
you file a complaint with the police, report it to the insurance company.
And forget me. Forget what I look like, forget the sound of my voice.
Just forget this happened the way it did.”
He departed. I locked up after him and stood there in my foyer,
uncertain of what to do next. True, I felt a little excited, as though I had
been a part of the heist—albeit a minor one. Nevertheless, having lived
a rather sanitary life, a little danger aroused me. But the point made was
a simple one: the thieves—and they were more anarchists than thieves—
would get away with the crime. When was the last time someone got
away with a crime? Before the Reset, of course. Crimes were still being
committed, as already explained, but no one ever got away with them.
When Candace got home, she looked bronzed.
“Did you go to a tanning salon?” I asked.
“That foyer is a muddy mess,” she said, glancing around the
living room and spotting her toppled curio. “What the hell happened
here? Did you have company?”
“I had no company,” I said. “Not really.”
“Not really?”
“Um, it’s a long story.”
“Maurice!” Candace shouted. “Maurice!” She thinned her eyes at
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me. “Where the hell is Maurice?”
I shrugged. How could I explain without coming off as
deranged?
“Did something happen to Maurice?”
“Why are you tanned?”
“Tell me what happened to Maurice.”
“They came and they took—they stole Maurice.”
“Who is they?”
“This bearded guy and these—does it matter? The smart dust has
been down all day. You didn’t even text me, did you?”
“You didn’t text me.”
“I was busy.”
“So was I.”
“Busy getting a friggin’ tan. What’s that all about? You look
ridiculous. It’s raining like hell, the smart dust is off, people are rioting,
and you look like you just came back from Florida. What other lies have
you told me?”
“I didn’t lie about it. I just didn’t mention it.”
“What else don’t I know about you? You were gone for what, five
hours? You weren’t getting tanned for five hours.”
Candace stomped off to the bedroom. She was in for a surprise.
After a moment I heard her moving things around and cursing under her
breath. When she came out again her tan looked even darker and anger
oozed from her eyes.
“They took my lingerie?”
I nodded. “And all the jewelry. We’ll have to file a security
report. Insurance should cover most of it.”
She glanced at the stun rod, lying by my feet. “And you let this
happen?”
“The alternative—well, who knows what the alternative would
have been. The bodies would have piled up. And then what? Security’s
not answering. And who knows when the smart dust will kick in again,
raining the way it is.”
“They took all our valuables, you idiot! And Maurice!”
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I didn’t know what to say. Maybe I should have defended my
property more forcefully. I didn’t have to open the door to them. I could
have held my ground against those punks. I could have told them to
go rob someone else. I could have cracked the bearded guy across the
beak and dropped him in front of those little pricks. They would have
scattered. And if not, I could have taken them out, one by one, and
slowly killed them all. I would have gotten away with it. The right to
defend oneself and one’s property was enshrined and inviolable.
“I have to show you something,” Candace said, fumbling, with
her back to me.
I almost didn’t want to look.
With a sharp click and a whoosh, she opened up a large black
umbrella that canopied the entire living room. I had never seen an
umbrella so big, not even at beaches.
“Where the hell did you get that?” I asked.
“At the tanning salon,” she said, quite pleased with herself.
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	Variations
				

on

Rain				
Timothy B. Dodd

Monsoons are here, Manila; on time, drenching
us, flooding back streets. Other places may wait
for rain, of which there is no harvest without,
but here we wait for it to stop before venturing
out into the alleyways. I was here this time last
year, too, waiting on a mystery of another type,
waiting like a season on one of your daughters
to the south. I waited for her until the windows
fogged, leaving me a bystander. You see I am
well fed, sheltered, healthy, and the thick rains
are swelling our precious rice, yet I don’t know
where to harvest now or what she has grown;
I’m the sinewy husk only covering my belief,
left not to peel and protect, but chew on, choke.
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Retired Ranger Requiem				

				

		

Steve Cooke

Six short years and a hundred thousand miles
ago, I purchased a nice little belle
of workmanship that gave me lots of smiles.
Her maker was Ford—I named her Fidele.
She swiftly went to work, but always was
disposed for fun, at speeds that had police
patrols pursuing us, alarms abuzz.
These ideal times I thought would never cease—
last night, I left my loyal little truck
at the curb, where a tawdry white sedan
struck her unseen, without a chance to duck—
a drunken dope who hit her hard, then ran.
Good-bye dear friend, I’ll miss you as you rest
in peace and pieces—you gave me your best.
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Ice Cigarettes					
					Laura Pogoretskiy
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Gold Finch								

						

Audrey Harper

A friend of my father’s
once told my mother
that there were two kinds
of people who rode
motorcycles: the kind
who had been down—taken
their falls, seasoning
themselves with jagged
road-rash scars, reminding
themselves that the next time
the blood inside their helmet
could be on the pavement,
and the sting of a bitten
tongue or a broken arm
could be a trip in a
boxy white ambulance
towards the inevitable
doom that their counterparts
will face—and those who
are going down, thinking
that they are invincible with
no sense that perhaps they should
be wearing helmets and
leather jackets, and
thinking that they own
the world astride two wheels
over the blacktop,
screeching and roaring like
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lions under the whip
of road regulations,
wanting to be gods in
a heathen’s paradise—and
I felt fear
for you, little bird, with
your bare wings stretched
behind you like a finch
at a suet feeder, as you
rocketed past me
in the breakdown lane,
inconsiderate of all
things except the wild
freedom you so desperately
chased as you went up
on one wheel and
disappeared from view, without
the ounce of fear I’d hoped
to somehow plant in you
with my mind, a fear
that I would find you
later, twisted and
mangled and maybe
impaled on the sharp
bed of the sky-blue truck
you tailgated at 50,
with your blonde ponytail
ripped from your scalp and
your skull
shattered and your brain
seeping into the
earth and the hot tar
you tried so hard to
fly away from.
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House Door,
Window to the Soul
					

29

Meagan Jones

	N
Near Seventh Ward,
	N
New Orleans							
						

						
						

Days mark a slow exit over low roofs,
summer tasting of lightless dust,
bluestems and decay rifled by crows.
Across raddled asphalt,
mongrels loiter a mall
the town gave up on with padlocks
and soaped windows—faith underspent
in nail salon and donut shop.
A teen speeds past on a rusted Schwinn.
Balmy wind billows her skirt,
its pattern of roses faded
as if defeated by the sun’s bourbon glow
touching the mirror still waiting
to be gone from the vacant boutique.
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The Vacant Lot						
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There was a pond, once. Colorless, everything that appeared in
that pond was a reflection of something else. A young man bent over
it—this was some time ago—to see his face, and that was what he saw.
The world has never forgotten.
It was the only empty lot, then, in the vicinity. Beyond the
inevitable apartment houses, condominiums, churches, there was
nothing, really, except this lot, to distinguish one lurid facet of the
community from another. The city plan, after all, had been settled.
Zoning was well established, a matter of history. Through the years,
fewer and fewer of them remained. This was like all others, the
undeveloped strips that seemed to diminish remarkably as people
themselves grew up, made changes and assumed responsibility, only to
recollect the past as something fallen.
It was bound on two sides by streets, one an actual avenue, the
other a mere dead end of a narrow two-way passage, hardly more than
that.
It stood out. A church parking lot made the third of the sides,
and the fourth was simply an apartment building—possibly the ugliest
building of the entire block, yet no one alive seemed to notice its
ugliness, it was so common.
People went about their business, which was all private. There
were four seasons all in all, accommodating as well the land to the west
and southwest, blossoming with starts, and with newer, completed
buildings, their landscaped environs astonishingly botanical, featuring
obligatory renovations that took a whisk broom to nature.
The lot itself, in autumn, was brown. Towards July, the growth
flattened out and became weedy—except for burrs. The stalks of once
briefly green, yes, verdant grass went brittle, constituting a constant fire
hazard, a danger.
Consequently, the city ordered the entire field cut down, to the
last dry leaf. Brown-backed youths, two of them, with longish hair—
soaked by effort—gleaned the whole of it in one day; cut the remaining
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tall shafts—yellow-to-amber, sear to the touch—and gathered the refuse
up, the portions of long dead things. Then they hauled them off in bags,
and drank beer near the two sheds that stood in disrepair among the
roots of weeds; after which, most certainly, they vanished.
Winter, of course, brought rain, which settled into the soil,
stagnated, seeped into the earth of the lackluster property, and those
who drove past on their unredeemed way to waiting freeways saw it in
passing—the obvious change. Those who would keep their professions
glanced at it, perpetually on the verge of being remorselessly late for
something. Winter would reverse this process, of course, in another
kingdom beyond travel. Such glances contained too much leisure.
There were, in keeping, two other seasons, but they only
connected, brought the green and brown together, as in a kind of
marriage. As for the vacant lot—which was really not vacant, as such—
it had been appropriated, in addition to seasonal shifts, for special,
beguiling treatment. After all, it invited. For one thing, owners of dogs
flocked to it, even in lesser seasons, like sheep—especially those who
found themselves uncannily unfamiliar with the neighborhood.
In the most pure terms, it was as vacant as anything the mind
can imagine. That is to say, it assumed, took so much in, yes, in its very
emptiness. With spring, any wayward articles left, dropped, say, without
thought, on the lot, might remain obscure for two months, at most,
occasionally longer than this, hidden by verdure.
But in brazen summer, these objects—refuse, for the most part;
figments of still earlier moments locked in them somewhere—whether
aluminum, hopelessly bent, or rusted iron, corroded steel, reappeared,
when grass and surrounding foliation failed. That was August, of course,
in a nutshell.
The tiny house, at the end of the large double lot—surrounded
by trees, bougainvillea and hibiscus—was itself a relic. If any old person
had lived in it for any time, that time was now past, and they were
dead, because a plump, careless young man lived there now, yes, with
a young woman, also plump, two plump people, who had no children
to speak of. He had paid the two men to clear what was, after all, his
own vast backyard when the city so ordered it. The city naturally sought
to prevent fires, any fire, of any kind not expressly permitted. Sections
of the civil code, as well as sections of the state penal code, devoted
considerable detail to every conceivable instance of lawful, as well as
unlawful, conflagration. It had always been an operating assumption of
civilization: all open space must be covered. History had the advantage;
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history and civilization cannot be contained.
That the lot survived as long as it did was a fluke. But, while it
did remain, certain repetitive things happened. It found itself isolated
among ordered, clean streets, all of which were swept, in earnest, by light
yellow vehicles of somber complication, with large, circular brushes. It
could not fail to be noticed, close, and yet remote, at the same time,
within the visible world. Only on Sundays were such vehicles silent,
when the bells in the adjacent church swore in peals, and cars found rest
in the anonymous rows of parking spaces between white lines, and the
families, once within, emerged at the end of services in dresses, heavy
woolen fabrics, and ties, glancing sideways at the barren lot behind
them. As the sanctuary lapsed into silence once more, assured a sufficient
amount of music had floated over the field, the vehicles they had left
cooling began to tremble once more, and exited boldly, then, through
the ironwork gates that moved on deceptively small wheels.
Later that same Sabbath afternoon, a sometime child, faithless,
perhaps, wandered briefly into the largely solitary property, yes, behind
the house, the three, no less than three, ramshackle sheds in imminent
danger of falling apart, their demise already locked in the wood, brimful
of things from the house itself, so that these children merely browsed,
gawking at the many makeshift, tiny windows; staring, as they did so, at
paint cans, cordless, rusted appliances, sticks or knives stuck in heaping
residues of dried, solidified pigment, or the dusty glass jars, peopled with
screws, or maybe browned nails, quantities of which had tumbled onto
the floor of dirt.
One of them, now and then, threw a rock at something, at
one of the glass jars, perhaps, to shatter it. Then these children would
run out, over the weeds, to the street beyond. Good children, nothing
seriously wrong with them.
In mid-week, the children back in schools, obedient, church
gardeners would then work the flower beds that edged the parking lot,
on the church side—work to where the lot began, and stop.
Seen from above, then, from a balcony, yes—to give one
instance only of the degree of architectural innovation of the adjoining
apartments—it could almost be mapped like the heavens; sunrise or
noon, whichever happenstance. High noon was when the discarded
beer bottles, broken at their long, dark necks, scattered in the patches of
grass, glittered, and twisted cans lolled, gleaming in perfection. At such
times—occasions—they could be counted, as if through an imaginary
grid that collected growing menaces, microscopic pests.
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This was not to say the rubbish bins of the adjoining apartment
complex were not emptied—because they were, regularly, often before
eleven in the morning had touched the neighboring lot. Only at
Christmas, crammed, then, with various gift wrappings, the residues
of offerings, when someone moved quickly, in haste, dumping chairs,
sofa cushions and disemboweled recliners, did the bins sometimes get
overloaded, and—occasionally, yes—an item would be tossed into the
lot for good measure.
The apartment complex had its own vivid features. A fence, for
one thing, which made a line along the opposite edge of the double lot.
This fence loomed below the windows of sliding, less than perfect glass
choked, occasionally, with the finest dust imaginable.
Once, when a new couple moved in, they took the old potted
plants, in a row on this fence—the plants themselves dead, of course—
and leaning in the hollows of the window sills, dumped the lot of them,
yes, over this high redwood fence, so that the drop itself cracked the pale
red pots, vilifying their dark soil.
On another day, a brand-new tenant in the complex—looking
out over the lot, untying his tie, as he was, loosening the collar on his
shirt—stood silently for a moment, his faintly greying hair slightly
mussed and not particularly abundant. The following Saturday
morning—it was early spring, to be exact—he appeared below, in the
lot itself, in old clothes now, the cowlick in his hair lifted, uncombed,
undisciplined. He had three packets. He opened each packet, read the
directions, hesitated, circled the lot twice, and, as he walked in the now
long, lavish grass, sprinkled the assorted wildflower seeds plummeting
behind his moving shape over the ground, after which, he only crumpled
up the empty packets, tossed them into one of the sheds, and sneezed,
running his fingers across his nostrils.
Every morning, then, after rain, he would survey the space
below, watching, waiting, not without results, because in May, two
or three fragile breeds of flower began to appear between hardier,
indigenous growths. On another Saturday after this, going about, in
old clothes again, through the burgeoning grass, he noticed the spiky
turning stems of an emerging berry bush.
The berries were small and green, tightly packed. But when they
unfolded and then expanded, they went opaque, turning an intense red
which gave way to dark blue, and then nearly purpled to black.
Wet, about to burst, the berries smeared in his hands, and
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gave off a musky, brash taste, like sweet copper on the tongue. Yes, the
gentleman cut away the grasses, or pulled them wholesale with his hands,
if only to encourage his plantings, and the vine grew. Church children,
their parents talking in the parking lot, could not get their fingers
sufficiently about the branches of the vine to pull it up and destroy it
because the sharp, needle-like projections kept them off.
The tenant, stopping, leaning over the complex of turning
branches, ate a handful of berries. Now it felt more like an open field
in the country, although bounded, yes, by so many indications of the
opposite.
One day, however, he cut his ankle on one of the stalks. It was
a series of thin, bleeding lines over his ankle bone. He found two large
concrete rocks, introduced, yes, into the lot sometime in the past by
unknown parties. They were large, yes, but exceptionally light, and he
smashed one against the vine that had injured him. He spat on the stalk.
The vine, naturally, kept growing.
The city became anxious about it, the city planners. It did
constitute an eyesore, and might constitute a danger to children—who
might play, and did play, without supervision, among so many broken
glass fragments, rust, tetanus-threatening nails, drying animal excrement
that attracted flies.
On one side, even, it lacked real curbing, yes. In rain, the eroded
soil—there always seemed to be more than enough, year after year—
occasionally ran out into the street, turning it into mud flat, a marsh of
tire treads punctuating the asphalt path.
The plump owner would not reclaim the property, citing an
evident lack of funds. No. He would not. He was not capable. The
property was, in fact, up for sale—always had been—though at an
unrealistically high price. Consequently, there was nothing, apparently,
anyone in their right mind would do. Except, perhaps, wait.
It remained, then, pretty much as it had been, a nest of five
black widows—most recently—found under a single, cracked porcelain
toilet seat, although the overweight owner killed all the black widows, a
host of exploded abdomens, leggings, only wisps of wind to scatter them,
a dreamy sequence of floating webs, then, after the heat of summer.
In one of the sheds, the torn newspaper marked the spot where
a child, or perhaps an adult, had relieved his—or her—self among
impatient, green flies. In the largest of the sheds, there was a mattress
with burrs, much like bites, hampering its white essence.
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One night two young people—perhaps fourteen in age, if that—
wandered into it, this shed, carrying a fresh blanket. It was very dark
this night. Toward eleven, no moon visible, the boy poked his head out,
looking everywhere over the lot, and into the street itself—and, as a final
precaution, he scanned the rows of apartment windows, one of which
held a women washing dishes, the girl wrapped, now, like a papoose in
the large blanket already, beginning to sweat.
Several hours later, enough to make up three days, sixteen hours
for consciousness, eight for unconsciousness, it was the Fourth of July
now, again, early evening. A four-wheel-drive pickup swerved off the
street onto the lot, moved over what could have been the unfinished
beginning of a driveway, and, once on the lot, made a great, sudden
turn onto the patches of unrelieved grass, etching a double line of
flattened plants in the direction of the church grounds, but aborted its
approach. It stopped, one of the doors now open, which closed once
again, accelerated once more, and bounced back onto the street, leaving
a torn bag of beer bottles under a gigantic halo of illumination as patios,
lawns, and streets all about the city glittered with crackling fireworks,
phantasmagoric color.
The following morning—in overcast that only cleared after the
noon hour—the youthful owner of this obviously inherited field escorted
two men, marginally older, both of them, through the lot, watching
for burned out sparklers that were nowhere apparent, the woman who
lived with him not among them. In heat, even lacking direct sun, people
wiped their faces, after they reddened, squinted. Salt conspired to close
their eyes.
Getting into the car again, one of the two visitors opened one
window, removed a full ash tray, scattered what was in it over the lot,
rolled the window back up, and turned on the air-conditioner.
Less than thirty days after, in August, a little before ten-thirty
at night—a sultry rain on the way, from a tropical source—a car pulled
up to the curb separating the lot from the street. A heavy bundle was
dropped into the dirt, the lights of the vehicle extinguished. In the
morning, naturally, there was a police car pulled as close to the curb as
possible. Other vehicles came, to both study and shield the body of a
man among the berry bushes. No one was seen touching it. The face
was in dirt, dry eyed, one gunshot piercing skin and fabric to the heart.
Most, if not all, of the blood had been absorbed, although rain was still
on the way.
It wasn’t moved until very nearly sunset. When it was, it was in
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something like a trash bag, black, the form no longer distinguished.
After some few days, vehicles of all kinds began passing by,
slowing, windows sometimes rolled down on the critical side, if only
for a moment, a long pause, concentrated. The storm had passed. The
atmosphere itself had dried. The heat was more like baking. Pedestrians
also would tarry, momentarily, as if in an afterthought. No one took
photographs. Any and all lenses remained closed, blind, as if this was
an embarrassment. A new sign replaced the old. The asking price on
the sign was dropped. One evening, the proprietor did put on all the
house lights, because the sun had fallen before the moon was visible. The
curtains in the house justifiably blushed with illumination, and a large
bed was shoved outside, onto the front porch itself.
The proprietor sat on it, with a flashlight, in a circle of gnats,
drank three wine glasses filled from a large bottle with no cork, rose off
the mattress, caught his balance, closed the screen door behind himself,
extinguished the light, and returned only to vomit on it. Not the light.
The mattress.
It was still on the porch—a little greyer perhaps, rancid,
perhaps—when the wrecking ball was brought on a truck, attached to a
huge crane.
In photos, then, taken after this event—all parts of the city
itself brazenly rectilinear, in sections; archives, they were called, updated
constantly, matters of deeds, zoning distinctions—it showed as a clean,
bare spot, prodigiously isolated.
One small child—looking at this image, with his father, his
father holding his hand, in the county Hall of Records—thought it
might actually be a public swimming pool, this otherwise hollow space,
and said as much, children crowded against its satin edges, splashing
only those who were afraid, all of it, in the child’s limited mind at least,
unreflective water.
As a matter of fact, trenches had already been dug, wood braces
inserted, cement mixers already were turning. Before Christmas—well
before, actually—the old earth felt the cold, succulent taste of its own
lime; its own anonymous transfiguration. In such an atmosphere, the
city was once more itself.
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She walked the shoreline
far to the south of here
and felt the cool, salty scent of the ocean
on her skin.
Her breath was as calm as it was easy,
her footsteps teetered this way and that
and her arms swung at her sides.
She didn’t turn to see what prints she’d left
nor look ahead at the rocks, the rotting pier.
She may have mouthed some words
but the slap of wave on sand
took them out of hearing.
This was the day before she died
according to the two or three friends with her.
They settled down to an afternoon of sun.
She just wandered off by herself.
That’s the story they’re telling.
There’s no character in it
who’s found slumped on the couch,
strap around her arm,
syringe half-buried in the carpet.
Maybe she overdosed on the ocean,
or the dunes, or simply the need to be alone.
According to them,
she didn’t stick a needle in herself.
She wandered off into the distance.
She died from drifting out of sight.
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When my sister was small
she saw an angel fishing for minnows
in the creek behind our house
his mayfly wings were ragged stumps sawed off
for being too far from his god
and he smiled at her with iron teeth and
said one day you will meet a boy and when you try to break his heart
you will realize it was made of glass
and broke so long ago that not even he can remember
when she asked him what he was doing
in our creek he told her
the stars take no sides and one day
Hell will catch up to you
and his citrine eyes looked through her
to a place he had forgotten the name of before
she had even drawn her first breath
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Once you were a photon.
You shone upon my shoulders,
penetrated dermis,
bleached every cell.
Some multiplied, rabbits.
Others flaked and sloughed,
delicate pastries,
eaten whole.
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The time between midnight and one is where he slips up, and
because of that, Arlo Pastori needs to establish a routine. His support
group says it would be good for him, and he knows it’s true, that he
thinks too much, often to his own detriment. He racks the pool balls,
upends the chairs, and push-brooms the chicken bones and fries. In the
slop sink near the johns, he fills the mop bucket. Bracing himself for the
screech of rusty wheels, he pushes the soapy, steaming water toward the
tavern’s door.
Arlo feels like putting some muscle behind the mop, his only
exercise after a morning in the E.R., and he settles into a steady, swiping
rhythm, the first time he has felt truly calm all day. His back is turned
when the door brushes the wind chimes. A man, sagging like a melting
snowman, holds a foot suspended above the floor, then, making up his
mind that it’s not too late to interrupt an employee who’s obviously
closing up, steps onto the wet swirls and blinks through fogged glasses
at the pool table, dartboard, and TV comedian doing his opening
monologue. He wears a long, woolen coat and a brown, felt fedora, and
it takes Arlo a moment to put the face and name together.
Arlo uses a technique called The Memory Palace to keep his
regulars’ names, jobs, and drink preferences in order. He learned
about The Memory Palace from a guy on YouTube who’d won big on
“Jeopardy.” What it all boils down to is this. You make a dollhouse in
your mind and furnish it with things the customer might have in his or
her real home. In a sense, Mazetti’s is their real home. It’s men like this
guy Brian who allow Arlo to keep up his car payments and pay his rent.
“Closing early?” asks Brian.
Arlo kicks the bucket aside. “Not for another hour.”
Brian removes his hat and ear muffs. He takes his time
unwinding a hand-knit scarf and hanging his coat on a peg. Summer
and winter, the worn sleeves of an undershirt protrude from beneath
whatever shirt he wears on top, flannel when the snow begins to spit. He
works construction. Carpenter, originally. Foreman now. Brian’s room
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in The Memory Palace is furnished with a his-and-hers Barcalounger, a
bottle of Dewar’s, a red metal Sears toolbox, and the Pittsburgh Penguins
on TV. The steel-soled work boots give him a lumbering, robotic stride,
but he’s not weaving or putting a hand out to steady himself on the bar.
He settles himself on a stool.
Arlo ducks under the bar and ties on an apron. ”The usual?”
“Not tonight.” Brian’s face sags and his fleeting smile turns
upside down.
“What’ll it be, then?”
“It shouldn’t have sugar.”
“Diet Sprite okay?”
“Sure. I guess.”
Arlo has already scooped up ice, but he puts down the soda gun.
“Rather have coffee?”
“No coffee.”
“Can’t sleep?”
“Not much.”
Brian used to come in with his wife. They’d have a double order
of wings and fries, with Brian scarfing down the lion’s share. As far as
Arlo knows, Brian’s wife hasn’t died or divorced him. East Liberty is a
small enough place that word gets around.
Arlo takes this to mean Brian is depressed.
“Missus on your case about something?”
“Not really.”
Arlo stops wiping the counter. Brian stares into his drink.
“You know that Tom guy?” asks Arlo. In The Memory Palace,
Tom occupies the room next to Brian’s. “Snow plow driver?”
“I guess.”
“I’ve seen you play pool with him.”
“I knew who you mean.”
“He dropped fifty pounds.”
“Good for him.”
“Course, he’s got motivation.”
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“Why’s that?”
“Wife’s seeing someone else.”
“Is he aware of that?”
“She put him on notice.”
“That’s not a surprise. He’s a number one a-hole.”
Behind Brian’s glasses, Arlo sees Brian’s rheumy eyes, but figures
Brian doesn’t really mean to come off as negative. The psych professor
at the local community college says copping an attitude is a sign of
depression and that depression is a sign of anger turned inward.
“Tom had a heart attack a month ago,” says Arlo.
“You don’t say.”
“Guy your age.”
Brian picks out an ice cube and hockey-pucks it down the
counter. “What do I owe you?”
“Three bucks.”
“For a Diet?”
“I asked what you wanted.”
“For a buck more, I could have had a shot.”
“Hey. You came in. You got warm. You occupied a stool.”
“Don’t get all bent out of shape.” Brian fishes out his wallet and
puts money on the counter. He slides a foot to the floor.
“You’re not broke, are you?” asks Arlo.
“It’s not the same, is all. I mean, value wise.”
“If you want value, you can go over to 7-Eleven and buy a can.
I’m sure they’d be happy to rent you out their curb, even if it is twenty
degrees and midnight.”
Brian resumes his perch on the stool. “At least I wouldn’t have to
listen to advice.”
Arlo looks down the counter. The ice cube has left a trail. The
boss man doesn’t like coming in to a splotchy counter. Arlo attacks the
streak with his counter rag. “I wasn’t offering advice.”
“You were making inquiries. Advice comes next.”
With the flat of his hand, Arlo corks the pinot and merlot.
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“I’m just being friendly, like they taught in bartender school.”
“You should go back to school.”
“My mom’s always telling me that.”
“Why don’t you?”
“I make better money doing this.”
“It all comes down to money, doesn’t it.”
“Indeed, it does.” Already, he knows Brian isn’t going to tip
him. Plus, he still has to mop the floor. He ducks under the counter,
walks over to the entrance, flips the sign on the door from OPEN to
CLOSED, and turns off the pink Coors sign.
Brian raps the bar with his knuckles. “I think I’ll have another.”
“Another soda?”
“The soda kind of made me want to puke.”
“I thought so.”
“You thought what?”
“Willpower only goes so far.”
“I don’t have a drinking problem.”
“Sure, Bud. Whatever you say.”
After ducking under the bar again, Arlo fishes out a glass from
the tepid dishwater. He doesn’t bother to rinse the glass, just dries it
thoroughly and wipes Chapstick from the rim. He turns and looks at the
glass shelves, wiped down with Windex once a month, the mirror behind
them squeegeed every six. He’s worked his way up to head bartender,
and it’s his job to keep the booze in order.
He reaches for a bottle. “Dewar’s this time?”
“No, let’s try a Glenlivet, just for grins.”
“The high-priced spread.”
“Yeah, well, I’m limiting myself to one, so might as well make
the most of it.”
The Memory Palace says Brian ought to be asking for a Dewar’s
White Label. Arlo supposes he can revise his picture, but this makes him
feel as if the drink is illicit, that he’s running rum for the Mob, which is
something his grandfather did, way back when.
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“Here you go.” Arlo sets the glass down hard. “One Glenlivet on
the rocks.”
“I didn’t say anything about ice, did I?”
“I’m sorry. I just took for granted...”
“If I’d wanted ice, I would have said ice.”
“Want me to dump it?”
“What I was getting at was, you pay for the good stuff, you don’t
want it diluted. You want to see it coating the side of the glass.”
Arlo replays what Brian has told him up to this point, and
figures this isn’t about the job or the wife at all. Averting his eyes, he
serves up a double.
“Here you go.”
“Hey, hey. I didn’t ask for that.”
“On the house.” He reaches for the glass with ice.
“No, leave it.” Brian caps the glass with his palm. “If it’s watered,
it’s not as hard on your stomach.”
“Who told you that?”
light.

“My doc, I guess.” Brian swirls the new glass and holds it to the
“What’s the deal?”
“Ah, nothing to get excited about. Just an upset stomach.”
“Touch of flu?”
“Doc says the blood count’s on the low side.”
“What’s that have to do with your stomach?”

“Doc says my stomach might be bleeding, but you know how
they are. They want you to come in for tests and more tests, and all of
it costs money, so I basically figure if he can’t tell what’s wrong with a
stethoscope and poking around with his cold fingers, then it’s none of
his business.”
The mop is leaning against the wall. The clock says twelve thirty.
Arlo has been trying to leave promptly at one, with no dilly-dallying.
The people at his meeting say that, as the child of a drinker, he makes
too many adjustments, anticipates requests before they’re even made. His
breath comes fast, as if he is already outside in the sleet, his collar turned
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up against the cold, the gangbangers shoving him left and right until his
resistance breaks, and he walks them to the nearest ATM.
Arlo.

“So what are you planning to do about your stomach?” asks
“Just wait it out.”
“Are you in pain?”
Brian swigs his drink. “This helps.”
“If you’re done, I’ll wash that.”
“Yeah, I’m done.”
“You know what they told my mom?” asks Arlo.
“No, what?”

“It would be cheaper to go out and buy a gun and blow her
brains out.”
“Who told her that?”
“Her doctor.”
“Why’d he say that?”
“She started bleeding from her stomach. Abdomen cramped up
all the time. She kept telling us she had a tapeworm.”
“That’s funny.”
“Very funny,” says Arlo. “Especially when it’s your mom.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way.”
“She’s in the hospital. I gotta go see her tomorrow and bring her
a nightie.”
“She have insurance?”
“You kidding?”
“Who’s paying for it?”
“Me and my brothers. Or, your tax dollars.”
“What’d they do to her?”
“Gave her a couple pints of blood for starters, and looked at her
stomach with a fiber-optic probe.”
“Did they see anything?” asks Brian.
“A hole the size of an eraser. Blood was leaking from her stomach
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lining into her abdomen.”
“Man!”
“I know. It’s bad.”
Brian slides off his stool. He plants his feet wide and sways like a
football center getting ready to bend down and call the play. “How long
are they going to keep her?”
“I don’t know.”
“And when she gets out?”
“I don’t know.” Tomorrow Arlo has to deal with her cats.
“Never go to the hospital,” says Brian. “That’s my motto.
Hospitals make you sick.”
“You want one more?”
“I should go. See if the wife’s still up.”
Brian puts a twenty on the bar. Arlo hands him a ten and two
ones. Brian leaves him a one. Arlo lifts the cash box from the register.
That untouched drink is sitting on the counter, the dissolving ice
floating on top. He should throw it out, throw it out right this second,
because otherwise, the instant the door closes, he’s going to slug it down.
He knows he will. It is not a decision, so much as an inevitability.
Brian.

“There’s this meeting over at the Presbyterian Church,” says
“I’m aware.”
“Thought I saw you. A month back?”
“You go there?” asks Arlo.
“Now and then. When I don’t have something better to do.”
“Why’d you mention it, then, if you aren’t really going?”
“We were talking about your mom.”
“Yeah. Well. She won’t go.”
“Maybe this time’ll be different. She had a scare.”
Arlo looks at the glass. Brian does the same.
“One can always hope,” says Arlo.
“One can always hope.”
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Touched								
						

						

Mark Belair

One touch straightens
an old, smooth candle tilted
in its tarnished holder for years.
One touch halts
a grandfather clock’s pendulum, comforts
a grieving friend, tests a baby’s bath, tips over a wineglass.
One touch heralds
adultery, chills a child, allows
a final, expressive piano note to ring.
One touch, then another, brings
us fingerprinted entryways, frayed collars,
read books, diagnoses of illness, erotic bliss.
When I was a boy among innocent boys,
we used to laugh at crazy, mumbling old men,
rotating our fingers by our temples and saying to each other,
He’s touched.
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Jon Billet

There is a cigarette-smoking clairvoyant outside my door.
He’s an ex-salesman who works for the C.I.A.
Culinary Institute Of America—California Institute Of The Arts,
a double-agent.
An agent ingredients, stronger than Ajax and Comet.
He’s stronger than the man of steel.
Only red Kryptonite from the planet Krypton can harm him.
Tonite he sleeps in his crypt.
Code name crypt tonite.
It’s Russian for Oligarchy.
Out of the psychiatric institutions come the top secrets.
They are so top secret that a patient carries them around in a red folder.
Marked “To Be Used For Medicinal Purposes Only.”
It gets lonely at the top.
Well he wears a trenchcoat as he fills my room with noxious gas
emitted from his cigarette.
Could be hazardous to my health.
Second hands smoke.
Jon Billet—from
The California Institute Of The Arts
Hopes and prays that this world be given a second chance.
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I love bananas.
There are always not
enough Chiquita
bananas at the buffet
of the university.
Whenever there are
some, I take as many
as possible. This time
I wear a kangaroo
pocket hoodie and
stuff eight Chiquita
bananas in it. I
feel I’m pregnant.
Pregnant with eight
bananas. To mark
this heroic deed,
I put every sticker
here. What a pity
that one of them is
damaged! Therefore,
I make up one that is
indestructible.
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Blake Kilgore

She moved in next door on a regular Wednesday afternoon.
Best looking girl I ever saw. Magdalena Creed, 24 years old, long brown
legs—silky smooth and toned, man. Always kept that dark brown mane
in real complex braids, yeah—she had an artistic style. Big green eyes
begged you to keep staring, commanded your soul. Sultry lips that
smiled like the Devil, calling to that secret, guilty part deep down. Had
a tattoo of a lion and a lamb sitting beneath a tree that surrounded her
navel. Right between where those sleek hip bones started to make your
fingers twitch. Didn’t wear a bra, either, just let her youthful curves hang
natural, perfect.
Dude, she was the kind of girl causes you pain.
You wanna love her, but the animal is too strong, makes you feel
like tasting the fruit. Craving so strong you might do anything.
Naw, you know you can’t love her. It’d be fraudulent. You’d
wanna run your fingertips over the skin, but then you’d start to squeeze,
start to grab hard. Your chest would be pounding, the blood boiling.
And it really don’t matter anyhow. Yeah, she’s smiling at you, but
you ain’t good enough. You know it and she knows it, so all you can do
is hurt and then, to make that go away, you can only dream.
But this dream was sorta real, you know. That first day I asked
her if she needed any help. Naw, she said, already got some friends for
the job, but thanks anyways.
Then I see her helpers, seven hulks from the local musclehead
gym—necks and shoulders, no shirts and no hair, just seven bronze,
rippling giants with wet skin and arrogant eyes, looking down on me
cause I’m irrelevant. Naw, bruh, we got this. And there they went—
dressers and chairs, tables and stands, a bed big enough for all.
Saw old Mrs. Farris come out and take a look. She can’t help but
cram her haughty nose into everything. Hypocrite couldn’t stop leering
at the freaks, but she had nothing but the stern eye for Maggie. Saw me
looking at the girl, and gave me judgment. Stay away, son, that girl is
Jezebel, will take your all and leave you begging on the streets, hungry.
Anyhow, back to dreaming of enjoying a beauty supreme as
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balm for my mediocrity. Two nights after she moved in, the hulks are
back, and the walls of my apartment are thin. That first night caught me
off guard, so I busted quick. I mean it was like I was practically inside.
Maggie kept the steady stream of brutes, all seven dudes, coming
through, and my dream started turning dark. I mean pleasure is real,
but so is fear. Some of them beasts were downright scary. Got a good
mind, you know, so I was alright with censoring out the apes. I just
couldn’t exorcise their ravenous grunts. They were almost demonic, like a
haunting. Stalked me, even when I wasn’t dreaming.
One night I heard Mrs. Farris talking to Maggie in the hall,
telling her it was no good—she was dragging herself and all the boys to
hell. Maggie called her a goody hag and told her to stay quiet. She was
free, she said, loud and angry-like, as if being quiet meant she was caged.
Mrs. Farris grabbed me again, told me she was nervous about the
types of fellas hanging round, said they had a surly look, and I knew she
was right. I was scared too, but not just of them.
The dream became an addiction. I hated those dudes, but when
I saw them hanging at the gate, bristling to pounce, I’d start fidgeting.
My fingers would get to clutching, unconsciously, and my veins would
start to throb. Rushing to my easy chair, I’d turn off every light and sit in
the dark waiting, silent as death.
One morning I saw Maggie in the hall and it was clear she’d
been crying. I asked if she was okay, but I think somehow she knew
that I’d been listening. I’m fine, she said, with a smile that struck like a
dagger. It was a deep, lonely smile, said she knew I couldn’t help.
A few weeks later I saw the squad of devils with a black hunger
in their eyes. My trigger finger started itching so I hid in my room and
locked the door. About 3 a.m. Mrs. Farris called the cops and they
busted up my dream. Nightmare really, cause there was more snarl than
seduction, and those sad green eyes were burning me something new.
Everything at Maggie’s place quieted down for awhile then, and
I was happy to be free. The leeching darkness of my dream slowly started
to fade.
Two weeks later I saw Maggie at the tavern, and she asked if I’d
join her for bread and wine, but I said I’m drinking shots. We talked
for three hours that night, and I know it sounds crazy, but there was
something holy about the girl, something hidden. I knew she could save
me.
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She asked me all about myself, and drunk as I got, I spilled
everything except my dream, ‘cause it was distorted. I wanted to join her,
hold her true, but I just couldn’t believe. Her soft brown fingers reached
over and touched me, and I almost wept. It wasn’t sensual, though, just
a lifeline and a plea. She walked me home, tucked me in bed and kissed
my brow. Like a mother does for a frightened boy.
I couldn’t escape and she knew, but she still hoped I’d find a way
out of my dungeon and come break the chains on hers. She kept looking
at me strange for a few weeks during the quiet time, when there was still
the slightest twinkle. She could’ve been my illumination, man, and I
needed her to guide. There were two keys to the kingdom, and she had
one. It was in the lock, ready to turn. Mine was confession, and I just
couldn’t come clean.
A month later the gang started coming round again, but I’d
stopped listening. She was my friend now, a real-life human being, you
know. I started wearing headphones at night, started taking sleeping
pills. I copped out, put the numb down on hope.
But one night it got so loud I had to go and knock on Maggie’s
door. Mrs. Farris poked her head into the hall and said it was useless;
there is no hope, boy. Maggie opened up and I could smell the sweat and
lust. Her eyelids were wet and mascara was streaming down her cheeks.
She looked at me a long time. Finally, I asked if there was anything I
could do.
Her voice was kinda wobbly, and she said her heart was real, and
why couldn’t I just tell her who I was, what I really wanted; she already
knew. I only had to speak, and believe. But I just stood there, afraid,
staring back until her face and voice went stony.
I’m fine, but how about you? How come you never told me
about your dream? We needed each other, ya know. I coulda been your
conviction, and you shoulda been my temple. But I guess I’ll just get
back to doing what I been doing, cause there ain’t nobody true. She
closed her eyes and kissed me, and her lamentation stained my lips.
And then she shut the door. I went back to my apartment,
poured a tall glass of Early Times, put on my headphones, volume all the
way up, and drank myself to sleep. I thought blacking out could keep me
from the chasm, but I was already slipping down.
~~~
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Pounding, in my head and on wood, woke me to a room with
no light. I opened the door and there were two sober men in blue. Mrs.
Farris was in the background, scowling and looking satisfied, all at the
same time.
There was an incident next door, sir. The occupant is deceased,
and we are investigating the death as a homicide. We have some
questions for you about what you may have seen or heard since she
moved in. But before we get to that, do you know if Ms. Creed has
anyone local, either kin or a close friend? Is there anyone who cared
about her? You were her neighbor, so we thought you might know.
I just couldn’t take the leap, couldn’t follow where she’d lead. The
words in my heart were never uttered, didn’t unleash the spell of mystery
that comes with finding faith. She’s gone now, and despair slithers over
my soul. The storm waited while she hoped. It’s falling now, the sea is
rising, and there is no ark.
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I. ἐκ
your pain
				organ
bubbles
to the surface
you bleed
		bewildered
			from the inside
when you sweep the floor
full of steroids and antihistamines
a girl from India told you it was		
anger
		
the kind you swallow
			
it has to come out somehow
		beautiful body
			you see
the world differently now
		

more ghost than person

			to be invisible
wake to find the red rash spread across your face
your heart beats like a hummingbird’s
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there is a night that will always haunt you

lose

seeps clear fluid
			
to the emergency room
helpless
				with drugs
in a cold room wearing
while a nurse pricks you
		your mother
touches your arm
you think it’s unfair
			this life
somedays
		
to take a knife
clean from your bones
			how lovely

II. ζεῖν
blotchy red patches
		

you claw them

when you think no one is watching
your body’s ability to burn
how you shed
grayish white flakes accumulate
they want to pump you
		

but these are only bandaids

				let grow 		inside you
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the loss of your soft
the place you once called home
with a thick kind of bitterness
what you wouldn’t give
the first time
				you don’t eat
for 3 days
		you feel impossibly light

			
when your face swells
		
your roommates drive you
sit next to you
		

as the nurse injects you

paper shirt open in the back
with allergens
you want to tell her to 		

fuck off

this malfunctioning body
		
you’ve been trapped in
you are ready
		to strip			the flesh
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how satisfying it would be

Adoption							
						
Adoption								

						

irsten Corey
orey
Kirsten

—After Jennifer Chang’s “Lost Child”
I was a child so lost I froze		
				
				
				
				
				

All I ever thought of was my mother—
not the one I had, the one I did not know.
The one I thought I lacked.
I wanted to know her face, her touch
to hear the heartbeat I might recognize.

forgetting the crucial ocular, the self
				
I was not concerned with my own
				
well being. Often I scraped my knees
and did not cry. Only at night
did I allow tears to fall
for her. Whoever she was.
a self-enforced detachment that self-soothes
				
Imaginations of her hurt just enough to
				
keep me awake. I convinced myself she
				
didn’t love me, finally sleep became a release.
My six-year-old self told me to forget
the blonde woman I saw in my dreams.
the unceasing toll of tides outside my mind’s window
				
There were things, however, that were fact.
				
I got lost in the breakers I overheard
				
when I was supposed to be asleep.
				
“… drug addict … mentally unstable”
				
I could not make these things up.
I cannot say what I’d say to her today
				
If I had the chance to speak to her
				
my throat might close up tight.
				
I know what those waves used to mean,
				what they mean now.
				An unceasing, unbearable ocean.
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Sometimes when I wake in the morning in winter and the fire
in the woodstove has died and the bedroom has cooled,
I imagine I am lying in a sleeping bag in a tent on Mount Everest,
left by my fellow climbers to die. And I am dying
there alone in the cold with only my thoughts to
accompany me and no hope of rescue. I am hallucinating,
imagining I have awakened at home in the morning in winter
and the fire in the woodstove has died and the bedroom
has cooled and I only imagine I am lying in a sleeping bag
in a tent on Mount Everest, left by my fellow climbers to die.
When I get up to put wood in the woodstove, it seems
real, and, as the fire flares up, I begin to feel warm.
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Mom
Before The Funeral
						Madison Burger

Small Bones							
					

Little blackberry girl whose mother
was an owl, standing belly button deep
in a pool of cold, purple water.
Sewing-needle-skinny under the light of
The Virgo sky she waits
for the elephant man who has promised her a cloud
in exchange for her youth. Her toes
are numb as his absence grows
bigger and afternoon dies. Do not put your hopes
in the hands of men.
Trust your elbows. They know better
than hearts.
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Bailey Cunningham
We buy so many packages. Logs of salami. Tupperwares of
salads. Pasta, quinoa, kale, fruit. Jugs of bright juices with labels crisp as
money. Goldfish in a plastic bag dripping water on the stick shift. Your
hands shuffle cigarettes around in a packet you weren’t supposed to find
in the glove box. Stern-looking boyfriend.
“I’m sorry that I smoke,” I say. “And I’m sorry that all I can
talk about is that girl they found in the river on Tuesday.” We drive
past a Mardi Gras parade. The colors give us instant migraines. We are
creatures of the dark. Fond of midnight bodega runs and neon signs
advertising karaoke bars with tables that smell of bleach.
“When they found her, her fingernails were gone,” I say.
“Dissolved like they were made of candy.”
You say, “We need to get him to somewhere cold.” You swing the
goldfish toward me, condensation dripping on my skirt. You put the bag
in the cup holder, the fish struggling up the narrow tube to the pancake
that blooms at the top.
				*
“If I had to guess, I’d say you were a Pisces.” A shot glass full
of gin sits on the table between us. I shake my head and you down the
liquid. I want to be somewhere else. I want to be in the trees that chase
the wind, by the river where the city’s garbage collects against bubbles of
glacial afterbirth. From there I might see something important. A shoe
resting on a cereal box. A strand of hair struggling in the grasp of a pop
tab.
				*
“It’s a girl. You can tell from the fins.”
				*
Our car skids down the road, swerves, hits a stop sign. There are
sirens. There is a stretcher I refuse to get on. “You’re very lucky,” they tell
us. I smoke an entire pack of Marlboros that night on my mother’s porch
as she picks glass out of my hair.
“Just shave it,” I say.
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She says, “Here’s another one.” She places the chunks in a
ceramic pie pan, one by one. Tap, tap, tap.
				*
Plastic floods my car. Chip bags. Bottles. Wrappers. Bakery
cartons. Lids to soda cups. A month’s worth of straws. Grocery bags
sizzle as I move my foot from the gas to the break. I rub my sore scalp
and check the new side mirror. I tell you she was submerged for eleven
days and they still don’t know how she got there.
“Wanna go to dinner?” you say.
When they found her, I wonder if they still had enough decency
to be surprised. If for just a moment, for just a heartbeat, the watery,
blue body they pulled up from the trash seemed different from all those
times before.
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Sketch Of a Winnemucca
Summer Night

						

		

I loiter the streets alone, unremarkable—
like an actor who can only play a single role.
Between Humboldt River and the AMTRAK rail,
hot winds drub the long gray street.
They fluster litter into dust devils,
smell of strangers in a bar, uneasy sleep,
worn love, diesel smoke,
and the out of place alloy of the unforeseen:
a woman’s hair, still damp from the river,
a trace of salt on her skin. The kind of woman
you approach too late in the day
under the dust-tangled aura of a streetlight,
raising her palm to you, as if to signal silence,
as if to hear voices just out of reach.
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Jeffrey Alfier

The Stories I Tell My Brother,
To Make Him Laugh
						

Kyle Manning

Like the one Ishmael tells us, after I came back to New Jersey just to
cry at the kitchen table. When Ahab finally showed himself onboard
the Pequod, he made perfectly clear to all his men—the wife still in
Nantucket, of course, gazing at stars—that this voyage had nothing to
do with the oil, nor the little pieces of gold they might get for it back
home. That was when he knew, Ishmael said, they were all going to die.
Then he looked to Queequeg, to his best friend in the whole wide world,
who did nothing but shrug. Really, that part always made me laugh.
Kind of like what I told my brother, after he asked me for my favorite
book. Which I did think about, for a moment, but I took the chance
to tell him this little nugget that maybe he’d find funny, too. Sure, I got
ahead of myself. I thought I’d do one better, to actually convince him
that this story was something worth hearing. I didn’t even consider that
my brother might not have an idea in the world about Moby-Dick, other
than that it was, maybe, a whale.
He had been trying to cheer me up. It struck me as exactly how I should
respond: to take this rare occasion, our being home around the same old
table, to tell him a story at which we’d both laugh. Ishmael didn’t say it
in those words, of course; after all, I was not trying to recite anything,
but to find the words that would be right for my brother. I could leave
that much for him to put together: that I had told and retold this
scene in my head—it was what I really wanted him to know, why I was
actually telling him this story—that this story was, in that way, my own.
... I should remember that my brother is loud, but has never spoken
much. It was that which my father would not for the life of him
understand: that my brother needed to be silent, most of the time, so
that something might finally come out. He’s waiting, in fact patiently,
for those rare moments in life, which he knows must still exist, in which
we finally see and feel in full clarity. When I imagine this happening I
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see his head thrown back and mouth unconsciously wide, as he howls
through pops and waves of his diaphragm.
I guarded this like my own little secret, so that, when I saw the
opportunity, I could sneak into my brother’s fold and casually whisper
something into his ear either so perfect or so horrible that he would
practically flinch. He’d be taken off-guard, surprised, not at what was
said, but at how I had been the one to say it; his little brother; the last
person he would have expected. The content or intent of whatever I’d
said would be suddenly irrelevant, even forgotten, because then we’d
both be overwhelmingly satisfied, doing nothing but watching each
other laugh, eyes only partially shut, thinking my brother, my brother.
... It was not I who had been funny, of course, but Ishmael. I had to
remain humble; it was important that this had only happened in a book,
that I had just been the one to read it, as I had lived alone overseas. I
thought of myself reading Volume I, a tiny English hardback, on my
friend’s couch and trying to explain to him how I still found the energy
to pick it up every night. I read many books that my brother had not,
but this one seemed particularly relevant, as though I suspected on some
level for my brother to understand this one, most of all—this seafaring
adventure out of New England, so full of the American enterprise of
whaling but also the failure of how things just always eventually fail. As
though it was something over which, rightfully, my brother and I should
be able to bond.
I didn’t tell him anything about this book, because what I wanted him
to do was fill the gaps, which he would have to realize had been made
between us—what both of us had made in living apart. As though this
is your little brother who has just come home, who has undeniably lived
somewhere else, been someone else, done things apart from you. This is
what I have to give you, of everything I have found that you have not.
This is what I would like to become.
I thought at first that I wanted to tell him about Queequeg. Ishmael
was forced to sleep in the same bed; by morning, they were friends. I
chose Ahab instead, as I adjusted to the gaps I thought my brother could
realistically cross.
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... His laugh was not so loud as I remembered, but I figured it just
wasn’t that loud of a moment. And perhaps it wasn’t. My appeals for his
reaction were put to rest, however, as I realized that perhaps my brother
had not been struck by the story, or by the friendship of the punchline,
but that he was just watching me instead. It was like watching me watch
myself, trying to be earnestly funny, trying not to be hysterical anymore,
maybe still trying, even these days, to be what he thought I had been.
I could feel him across the table as my chest heaved, like sobs were
just waiting too desperately to become laughs, and I thought through
the story of my telling my brother about my favorite book. I had been
worrying about how you would take me, crying. I was worrying that
you’d be at the house when I got home. Were you ever wondering what I
had been doing? Did you care?
When you asked me for my favorite book, I laughed.
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I cannot give you hair like the sun
or eyes of passing by clouds.
I cannot slip into any fabric as if I
were the wind, and it the valleys.
I cannot tell you what the sharp roundness
of my own hip bone feels like and I cannot
tell you of the confidence of skinny dipping.
But I can tell you that the history of my island
lies in the warmth of my hips. And my hips were
shaped by the pull of the tides, and as they crashed
and dipped over me, my body melted to them.
I remember the seafloor becoming my skin,
remember seashells forming my nails,
remember coming into existence;
I was a dying star falling to Earth, and on impact
I lost all of my sight,
everything was light.
I was created with tiny pine cones
for irises and clusters of cities
spread across my skin;
I am not markless.
I am not a clear canvas of ivory
but if you hold me soft enough,
maybe my lightly roasted fingertips will reach out for yours.
You are the everglades;
I am the ruthless sea.
I haven’t felt you since Pangaea.
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Press). He lives in Toronto, Canada. TIMOTHY B. DODD is from
Mink Shoals, WV. His poetry has appeared in The Roanoke Review, Broad
River Review, Ellipsis, The William & Mary Review, and elsewhere. A visual

artist as well, you may see a sample of his oil paintings on his Instagram page
(TimothyBDoddArt). He is currently in the MFA program at the University
of Texas El Paso. JOHN GREY is an Australian-born short story writer,
poet, playwright, musician, and a Providence, RI resident since the late
seventies. He has been published in numerous magazines including Weird
Tales, Christian Science Monitor, Greensboro Poetry Review, Poem, Agni, Poet
Lore, and Journal Of The American Medical Association, as well as the horror
anthology What Fears Become and the science fiction anthology Futuredaze.
He has had plays produced in Los Angeles and off-off Broadway in New York.
He was the winner of the Rhysling Award for short genre poetry in 1999.
AUDREY HARPER is a fourth-year creative writing student at the
University of Maine at Farmington. She writes mostly long fiction with a
focus on the unnatural and spooky, and spends her free time dancing.
MEAGAN JONES is a writer and artist from Windham, Maine. She is
a senior creative writing major with a Spanish minor at the University of
Maine at Farmington. Her work has been featured in the Sandy River Review
and The River, and one of her stories, “The Wish,” is a runner-up in Islandport
Press’s 2019 fiction contest. ELIZABETH KANE is a senior BFA
student at the University of Maine at Farmington. She’s been published in The
River, 30North, and Wanderlust Journal, and was Alice James Books’ first ever
Director’s Chair Fellow. BLAKE KILGORE grew up in Tornado Alley,
spending most of his first three decades in Texas and Oklahoma.Now, he lives
in New Jersey with his wife and four sons, where he’s just commenced his
twentieth year teaching history to junior high students. That’s how his love for
story began—recounting the (mostly) true stories from olden times.
Eventually, he wanted to tell stories of his own, and you can find some of
these in Lunch Ticket, The Stonecoast Review, Midway Journal, Forge, Crack the
Spine, and other fine journals. To learn more, go to blakekilgore.com.
QUINCY KMETZ is an artist who lives and works in Brooklyn, NY.
Her abstract work uses line as a composition, often depicting surreal organic
shapes, and rolling forms. Conceptually, these works focus on the link
between passing time and memory. She is currently studying painting at Pratt
Institute. MARYLEE MACDONALD is the author of Bonds of Love
& Blood, Montpelier Tomorrow, The Rug Bazaar, and the forthcoming novel,
The Vermillion Sea. Her fiction has won the Barry Hannah Prize, the Jeanne
M. Leiby Chapbook Award, the ALR Fiction Prize, the Matt Clark Prize, and
many others. A former carpenter with a degree in creative writing, she splits
her time between Santa Rosa, CA and Tempe, AZ. She also blogs about
writing, publishing, and marketing books. KYLE MANNING lives
currently in Old Town, usually in Maine, and occasionally in the nostalgic
New Jersey-dreamworld. He’s been baking and writing about baking. He

teaches English composition at the University of Maine at Orono. JOHN
MOESSNER served as the 2017-2018 Writers for Readers Fellow at
Literacy KC. He has poems published in American Chordata, Plainsongs, and
Natural Bridge, as well as work coming out in I-70 Review. SHILO
NIZIOLEK resides in Portland, Oregon. Her nonfiction has appeared in
Oregon Humanities Beyond the Margins, SLAB, Broad River Review,
VoiceCatcher, Persephone’s Daughters, Heartwood Literary Magazine, Litro
Magazine, and is forthcoming in others. She is currently enrolled in New
England College’s MFA program and is a prose editor for The Henniker
Review. LAURA POGORETSKIY is an artist and designer from
coastal Virginia. Laura works with systems and mediums that promote
collaboration, experimentation, and connection. Mechanical processes and
outputs of multiples are particularly relevant to her practice. The content of
her work is driven by shared experiences and societal connections, and each of
her pieces may be read as both portraits of and homages to peoples and
communities. MATTHEW J.SPIRENG’s book What Focus Is was
published in 2011 by WordTech Communications. His book Out of Body won
the 2004 Bluestem Poetry Award and was published in 2006 by Bluestem
Press at Emporia State University. His chapbooks are: Clear Cut, Young
Farmer, Encounters, Inspiration Point, winner of the 2000 Bright Hill Press
Poetry Chapbook Competition, and Just This. Since 1990, his poems have
appeared in publications across the United States. He is an eight-time
Pushcart Prize nominee, and winner of The MacGuffin’s 23rd Annual Poet
Hunt Contest in 2018 and the 2015 Common Ground Review poetry contest.
SUN WEIHENG was born and raised in Shanghai, China. He shifted
his major from science, and instead received his BA in English from Fudan
University. During his exchange year 2015-2016 at the University of Maine at
Farmington, his passion for literature, especially poetry, was ignited. He is
currently a doctoral student in English at the Graduate Center, the City
University of New York. He loves to run, cook, and watch stars.
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is a poet from
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He enjoys talking at
length about board
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He is pursuing a
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