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Editors’ Note
Dear Reader,
We are proud to share our first print issue of New Limestone Review, the MFA
journal out of the Department of English at the University of Kentucky. We are
new, having started in September 2017 with monthly online issues. Cultivating from
our website the pieces that appear in these pages has been a study in loving literature, which we have done with all our hearts, brains, and professional envy.
The flash pieces “Lilm” and “The Impossible Angle” by Helen Phillips and
“Letters to Jim Harrison” by Sean Lovelace inspire for their freshness, their vitality,
their resistance to stricture. Michael Poore’s “The Fool Killer” is an education in
tension and the kinds of mundane violences children bear. Hafeez Lakhani depicts
with such tenderness a new Pakistani wife trying to make a life for herself and her
husband at one of America’s gas station diners. In “Daddy-o”, a girl tries to forgive
her less-than-stable, but certainly happy, father. In “Ski Lessons” Becky Mendelbaum takes on skiing and, with it, her distant father’s incompetence. “Don’t Stop Me
Now,” Christine Quattro’s homage to Freddie Mercury and her beloved cousin Joe,
will break your heart.
Anne Carson said that “if prose is a house, poetry is a man on fire running
quite fast through it.” We are pleased to present infernos by the esteemed Leslie
Harrison, Jay Hopler, Sarah Blake, Davis McCombs, Rusty Morrison, Caki Wilkinson, Jehanne Dubrow, Kathleen Taylor, and Marie Christelle Garcia.
New Limestone Review is new, but—like the seventeen-year cicadas in Julia
Shipley’s “Up, Up, From Furrow to Silo”—it is born of what came before; in this
case Limestone, established in 1986, which included work from renowned writers
Seamus Heaney and Paul Muldoon, Wendell Berry, Gurney Norman, Ed McClanahan, Frank X Walker, Maurice Manning, Nikky Finney, and Holly Goddard Jones. We
are pleased to continue in Limestone’s tradition, and to bring groundbreaking works
of literary art to a national audience.
Volume One is a special place to be. It’s a first container. An initial capacity. An
original magnitude. It creates boundaries and also elbow room for future capacities,
future magnitudes. We have seen the team in place for Volume Two (Spring 2019).
They are badass and brave and we can’t wait to see what they will produce.
If prose builds a house, and poetry lights a fire, then these pages are rooms
upon rooms: some with a warm hearth, others burning down. We hope the experience inspires you to build something, to break something, to set something alight.
With love,
The Editors
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The Fool Killer
Michael Poore
They were going to hang John.
John was five. He lived on a farm with his aunt and uncle and some cousins, and
an eighty-year-old grandmother they called Big Ma.
Big Ma wasn’t big. She was a frail old lady, and they all treated her like she might
break at the slightest touch. She never did break, though, until John broke her.
Running around the house like a wild Indian, he plowed right into her eightyyear-old knees. Down she went, and banged her head on the old maple floor.
Cousin Edward, the oldest, was crying mad. Scared. With the aunt and the uncle
gone to the city until Monday, it was all on him.
The law and the house rules, he thought, were clear.
“If she dies,” he pronounced through tears of rage, “I’m going to hang him.”
The younger cousins might have thought this extreme. Certainly John did.
“Get me the cribbing rope,” he told Ned. “I’ll show you how to make a noose.”
Hanging John was going to be a family project.
Teresa’s family had Greek roots. They insisted that she grow up with strong virtue.
How else would she marry well?
That’s why it was such a big deal if she behaved badly. That’s why she rarely did.
That’s why, when she did a bad thing in eighth grade, she chose to lie about it.
“I’m going to Kerri’s house to do homework,” she told her parents.
Then she went off to Kerri’s house to call boys on the phone.
One boy had a bitch of a mother. His mother called Teresa’s mother.
When Teresa got home, her mother was crying. Her father stood in the kitchen
door, turning red. Then he jerked Teresa over to the mantle, and wrapped her hand
around a statue of the virgin.
“Swear on the ikon!” he demanded. “Swear on the ikon, you will never do this
thing again! Good girls do not call boys. You know this. Swear it!”
Teresa couldn’t do it. Too much church ran in her blood, in her thirteen-year
history. Nothing could move her to lie with her hand upon the virgin’s ikon.
“No,” she said, lip quivering, a tear on her cheek. “It wouldn’t be true.”
Her father slapped her. Hard.
She cried out. So did her mother.
Neither parent had ever hit Teresa before.
Her father fled the house. Got in his car and drove away, tires squealing.
There is an ancient legend about a bad dude called ‘the Fool Killer.’
The Fool Killer is a monster of sorts.
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“If you don’t eat your vegetables,” mothers would tell their children, “the Fool
Killer will come with his chopper and chop, off goes your head.”
Perhaps the best illustration is the story of The Boy Who Took Things.
Once upon a time, there was a boy who liked to take things. He lived in a small
house with his mother and father and sisters and brothers, at the edge of a village
near the edge of the deep, dark woods.
Sometimes the boy took little things, like the cornhusk dolls his sisters played
with, or shiny things found by his brothers. He hid these things in a secret place in
the forest.
The Fool Killer was drawn to that part of the forest by a smell, a smell peculiar
to bad children. And he followed the smell with his long nose until he came upon
the boy in his secret place.
When the boy saw the Fool Killer standing over him, he said “What the hell do
you want?”
The Fool Killer wasn’t a big talker. He sliced off the boy’s head.
People searched the woods, but gave up after a minute or two. The Fool Killer’s
victims are rarely missed.
Ian thought he was using common sense the day he met the Mean Dog.
A big white dog came running at him when he was walking home from school,
and growled at him and showed its teeth.
Ian backed off slowly, and went three blocks out of his way, going home.
When he told Mom why he was late, she took his dinner plate and kicked him
out of the house.
“You get out there and walk home the way you always go,” she said.
His mother had no tolerance for sissies.
On the way, Ian picked up a stick, and that made him feel better until the dog
came charging at him, big as a house. Ian dropped his stick and ran.
The dog bit him badly in his rear end. Tore his pants, tore flesh. Seemed encouraged by Ian’s screams.
His mom had the common sense to take him to the emergency room for stitches, hinting that he’d better not say a word.
John kicked and screamed when they dragged him out to the barn. Edward got him
by the hair, and pulled him across the floor. The other hand held the long, coiled
rope.
They tied him to a post up in the hay mow, and Edward made sure he watched
while he tossed the rope up high over the rafters. Twice. Tugged it, made it snug,
and left the noose dangling between sunbeams.
“You can’t do it,” he whimpered. “You ain’t supposed to do something like
this.”
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They left him alone.
It was really going to happen.
He puked all over himself.
Teresa wasn’t virtuous at school one day.
Called her teacher a “hoe.”
Her teacher was having a bad day, it was obvious. Collecting homework, she
snatched Teresa’s paper out of her hand.
“Jesus,” gasped Teresa, “you old hoe!”
Principal’s office.
The principal gave her a detention. When she got home, her mother was waiting
for her in the middle of the living room.
“Basement,” said her mother.
Teresa went cold. She hated the basement. The basement gave her the willies.
“Maybe your aunt,” said her mother, “can teach you something about respect.”
No! thought Teresa.
Her mother’s firm hand propelled her to the stairs. Locked the door behind her.
Teresa remembered Aunt Anna’s funeral. The first funeral she’d ever been to.
Anna in her black dress. Open casket for the funeral, and then she’d be cremated.
Teresa had been seven, and all she could think was how Anna didn’t look like a
person anymore. Looked like a model of a person, like wood or wax. Looked evil,
somehow.
Anna’s ashes, on a shelf down there in the basement, waiting until the day they
could afford a vacation trip to Greece, where Anna wanted to be scattered in the
surf.
Anna scared the hell out of Teresa. Even up in the girlish safety of her second
floor bedroom, she could sometimes feel the ceramic urn and its terrible contents
way down here in the dark, in the catacombs of the house.
“You’re a hoe,” she told the dark, told her mother. “You’re a hoe, you’re a hoe,
you’re a hoe.”
The middle of the twentieth century was a lean time for the Fool Killer.
If you chopped up someone’s kid in the 1950s, they didn’t shrug it off the way
they once had. They had ideas about justice which made justice a difficult thing to
accomplish.
Besides, what a confusing time. The whole idea of behaving badly took on new
dimensions once the atom bomb came along.
Still, the Fool Killer persevered.
Still came hunting the day three southern white boys slipped into Watertown
after dark, and made a little black girl chew broken glass. Left her by the wrong side
of the tracks, barely breathing.
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Chop. Chop. Chop.
He put the heads in a bag, shuffling down the railroad tracks beneath jet contrails and the first satellite. People were still grateful, deep down, but they raised a
stink anymore if he left heads lying around.
Orin Butts took Ian’s pen.
Ian had a huge orange rocketship of a pen. It played music and wrote in six
neon colors. He left it on his desk when he got a pass to use the bathroom, and
when he got back, it was gone.
Ian knew Orin had his pen. Had to be in his backpack, on the floor by his desk.
Nowhere else to hide a monster pen like that.
“Give me my pen,” he whispered.
The teacher asked if there was something she could help Ian with. Ian sighed.
Said “No.”
Let it go.
At home, Ian’s mom asked where his rocket pen was.
Lost, he told her.
But mom knew his lies, and before a minute passed, she had him in the car.
Drove him three blocks to Orin Butts’ house.
“Don’t come back without your goddamn pen,” she croaked, and waited, engine
idling, while he went to the door.
“I want my goddamn pen,” he said when Orin came to the door.
Orin looked puzzled.
Orin said “What?”
Ian had thought he might say something like that, and he had decided ahead of
time what to do.
He twisted his body boxer style, and let Orin Butts have it right in the belly.
Thought he might encounter spring steel, and was astonished when Orin’s belly
plushed and folded like any other belly.
Didn’t hurt him much, though. Orin’s fist shot upside his ear and knocked him
sideways into the shrubbery.
Ian climbed free just in time to see his mother’s taillights fade upstreet, and
disappear around the corner.
When he came to the breakfast table in the morning, his mother hadn’t set a
place for him.
“When you get that pen back,” she said, “you can eat.”
He cried hot tears all the way to school. An empty space, more than hunger,
yawned inside him. Mother-shaped and full of minus signs.
No dinner that night.
No breakfast again, either.
Orin sat next to him at lunch, and asked why Ian didn’t have a lunch, or lunch
money, and Ian told him.
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During Science, when he got up to use the pencil sharpener, the pen reappeared
on his desk.
That night, he decided, he would show his mom the pen, and then refuse to eat
anyway. He’d refuse to eat until he collapsed from not eating, and then the police
would come, and then…lots of things, then.
Mom just nodded, matter-of-fact, when he showed her the pen.
Then she put tuna casserole on the table.
Ian, without hesitation, wolfed it down like a caged animal.
John grew feverish, in the night, in the barn.
He thought about heaven. Found out he didn’t believe in heaven enough for
that to make him feel better.
Like all boys, he’d heard about the ghosts of hanged men.
They’d hanged a man downtown, once, outside the county building, the same
county building they had now. Said the man they hanged had a brown eye and a blue
eye. Even now, if you went down by the county building at midnight, you could see
an eye, a blue eye, open up in the ground at your feet.
He wondered if a ghost is like your actual self, with the things you knew and
what you thought, or if it was just like a recording your sadness made when you
died.
The barn creaked against itself in a light, midnight wind.
Eating like a pig was a mortal sin. Teresa knew this.
Even so, when Karri found a cheesecake in Teresa’s family freezer and suggested they eat the whole thing, Teresa thought it was a good idea.
Dinner was very late that day, because her parents were late. They’d gone into
Chicago that morning, and weren’t back yet.
They could have eaten anything in the fridge; it’s not as if they had to eat
cheesecake.
It went down so easily. Then Karri went home.
Later, when her parents got home she didn’t want to eat. Felt almost sick, in
fact. Sick enough to tell them about the cheesecake. Could you get cheesecake poisoning? She hadn’t thought of that.
Teresa’s mother took Teresa’s chin in her hand and glared into her eyes.
“You can go to hell for that,” she reminded her daughter.
Teresa nodded, sniffling. Wanted to throw up.
“We can help you never to forget like this again,” said her mother, and ordered
her to the dinner table.
Ordered her to eat.
Teresa gasped. It wasn’t possible. Her mother reminded her about hell.
Teresa ate lasagna, then had to run to the bathroom.
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Now that she was sick, she thought her mother might let her go to bed.
No. There was more lasagna. More commands. And salad. For a minute or so,
beginning anew on an empty belly, Teresa was almost hungry. But her stomach was
shell-shocked by now, and before long there was only pain.
A glass of water. Another.
Teresa’s mother made her eat until midnight.
Cooking eggs at ten o’clock. Fixing rice in a bowl. Rice which swelled and expanded.
That night, for the first time in seven years, Teresa woke to discover she had wet
the bed.
She just lay there, wishing the bedclothes dry, the beginnings of a fever stirring
behind her eyes. And she tried to hate, a blue-hot, directionless hate, but couldn’t
manage. Too much had been built up inside her, too much erased or forbidden.
At least she wasn’t going to hell. However that worked. She thanked the virgin
and the virgin’s child. Her love for God squirmed in her like a tapeworm.
The new century was going to be the death of the Fool Killer.
It was a jagged age, these fast new years.
The Fool Killer had always been focused. Now he slept more than he should.
He took a pill that was supposed to keep him from feeling anxious, and another pill
to help him sleep.
One day he was at the superstore, buying toilet paper, when he overheard a
daddy yelling at his kid to “Put that down and come on!”
The kid ignored his dad.
The dad yelled louder. The kid put down whatever it was he had, and picked up
something else.
And the dad, out of ammo and out of energy, gave up. The dad walked over to
his kid and asked “Whatcha got there?”
Watched the dad buy it, whatever it was, for his kid.
And the Fool Killer understood.
Followed them into the parking lot, into the semi-dark between sodium lights.
The chopper chopped.
The kid watched his dad’s body slap headless to the pavement.
“It’s all his fault,” the Fool Killer explained to the kid. “Not yours.”
Then he chopped the kid’s head, too.
“Old habits,” he whispered, sniffing the dark.
Ian wouldn’t do it.
“Give him a kiss,” commanded his mother. Her voice was a hiss, trying to stay
low-key, avoid a scene.
Ian, and Ian’s mom and dad, were at the funeral home, wearing their best. His

11

The Fool Killer
mom’s dad lay front and center, looking nasty and dead in a mahogany casket.
Ian had never seen a dead person before.
First, the news: Grandpa had a heart attack.
Ian had cried. So had Mom. Then they’d prepped him for the funeral.
“Lots of your relatives will be there,” Mom had told him. “And Grandpa will be
there, too.”
He’d be in a casket. It would be like he was sleeping.
Except Grandpa did not look like he was sleeping. He looked pinched and hollow and dead.
What if he walked up to the casket and the old man — this evil old dead man
— lurched forward and grabbed him, and then folded himself back inside the casket, trapping Ian in an iron, dead grasp. What if they couldn’t get him to let go, and
they had to bury Ian with him, sad as that might be?
That’s the kind of thing Ian thought about until his dad said “Let’s go,” and it
was time for them to walk up and pay their respects.
They went forward, Ian, Mom, Dad, one three-pronged happy family, and
halted about a foot from the casket. Unreasonably close, Ian thought. Inwardly, he
turned to water. Up close, you could see the swirls of makeup on the dead skin. And
all around this thing of horror, burnished wood and flowers.
He wanted to gag when his mother leaned down and kissed the horror on the
lips.
“Kiss him,” she said, straightening, nudging Ian forward, into the grab zone.
Ian finally knew what it felt like to really be cornered, and he learned the thing
that cornered animals know, the thing cornered animals feel.
“No,” he said.
His mother’s eyes were a tightly controlled inferno.
“Do as you’re told,” she said. “It’s your Grandpa. It’s the last time –”
“It’s not my Grandpa,” spat Ian, feeling floaty, feeling far away from himself.
“It’s just something dead.”
People were looking.
His mother pushed him. Not hard, just a little, with the back of her hand, but it
was enough to unbalance him, just enough to tip him against the casket, just enough
that he had to reach out, grab hold of the mahogany the way he might grab hold of
a tabletop or a desk at school.
And it didn’t tip over. Didn’t spill Grandpa all stiff and waxy onto the carpet.
The casket did rock a little on the bier. Grandpa did wobble, just a little, enough
to cause gasps, cause grownups in the room to feel, just a little, the same macabre
dread which filled Ian.
Ian straightened and recovered.
Again he said, more quietly this time, “No.”
His mother had already backed up, already composed herself, put on her ’normal’ face.
Later that night, when his mother told him to bend over the back of the sofa,

12

Michael Poore
and approached with an extension cord, Ian wasn’t afraid, not too much. Not
enough to cry, anyway.
The sun came up.
It was the exact kind of day you see when they hang someone on TV. Cloudy
and foggy. A little chilly.
And John woke up slumped sideways, still tied in the hay mow.
The first thing he saw was the noose, and his heart accelerated. They hadn’t
come out to get him in the night, which meant Edward hadn’t changed his mind.
Which —
Here they came. He heard them. Heard the screen door slam, heard feet clambering down the wooden steps to the yard. Heard their voices, raised and determined.
John almost passed out. He wondered if being hung was going to be half as bad
as being afraid of being hung. If he could have just vanished into oblivion, then,
with a magical, obliterating thought, he would have done it.
And hung by his cousin, not a judge or even his uncle or Big Ma, but just…
The barn door opened. Dust stirred.
Four figures walked across the floor, boots and bare feet thumping.
Edward. The cousins. And Big Ma.
Oh, thought John. Thank God he thought. Then his second thought, right away,
was that he knew it all along. Your cousin couldn’t hang you, for Christ’s sake.
“Cut him down outa there,” croaked Big Ma, a wicked blood blister just below
her temple.
She held cousin Gene, the youngest, by the ear. She held cousin Ned, the middle, just older than John, by the elbow.
Edward climbed into the hay mow and worked on John’s ropes. He looked
scared, but not so scared he didn’t take time to whisper that John had to know it was
a joke, and wrinkle his lip at John’s vomit.
Ned struggled briefly, and Big Ma kicked him still.
Big Ma reached for a bullwhip, a black old serpent hanging in cobwebs from the
centerpost. And as John and Edward inched their way down the ladder, her eightyyear-old arm flexed and winked. The whip curled and snapped, left a weal down
Ned’s rangy little arm.
“Teach you–” she barked, but before she could continue, there was a flurry of
motion in the mist and the dust and the half-light, and Gene was gone out the door,
into the grass, toward the woods.
Big Ma’s eyes were wide and bright like the eyes of someone in the Bible.
Her head jerked.
Edward and John exchanged a look, then leaped to the floor to join Ned, and
the three of them took off.
Chasing.
Hunting Ned down like a dog, to bring that little bastard to justice.
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Anatomy of a Woman’s Spine
Leslie Harrison

—From a painting by Jacques Fabien Gautier d’Agoty

I applied to the sky for asylum applied for space for air
I sought a way out of all the rectangles sought through
forests then meadows with their secret dyes their busy
insects the sky always there the sky never even close
to full of birds those brief seeds I was tired of knives
of insomnia of the unbearable tender center of the bones
I was tired of waiting for someone for anyone to arrive
tired of waiting also for snow another thing we’ve made
almost extinct I was tired of dusk dark dawn all those nights
in the mullioned prison of a room a room so very close
to empty I applied to the sky for permission while thinking
of the anatomist painting the curved back flecked white
spine of the girl her neck turned looking back this wanting
to catch sight of herself bloody but with the start of wings
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[At the circus]
Leslie Harrison

The clown twists elephants into the shape of small
sorrows stains them yellow with breath the clown
is himself a sorrow face like rain like rain on a window
into which birds sometimes crash and so his goofy
huge shoes are nests for bewildered sometimes
broken birds they squeak when he walks stare up
at the big top where before all they knew was sky
the clown is an aviary a bus stop after a bomb went off
ragged and sad his hair and waistcoat blood-red
the clown’s own heart lacks chambers lacks pockets
into which he might tuck his loves his hands shape his
breath into another sorrow sometimes a bird with its wings
glued shut sometimes a silly hat that welcomes in the snow
he takes his breaks in the funhouse where everyone
screams to see themselves and no way out
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Another letter
Leslie Harrison

I wanted a garden a hand to hold while there a hand
joined by a voice saying look at these bluets look at
these hydrangeas their shock of spark on longlit fuses
I wanted a space made of order made of reckless
disregard made entirely of force faith and taming
let us imagine the garden and what it says it says that
order exists and is available to us that things hold still
that there is an us at all that the walls made ornamental
with brick and black iron fixtures will hold look I say
to this empty this teeming garden busy resisting its cages
look at the birds their chains made of seasons made of
twig and egg look at the sky busy making promises
none of us can even begin to keep look then at the ivy
that wants that works daily minute by minute to tear
the walls to dust decades of break and breach look at it
again in winter the way it holds on to the cold stone
as if it were necessary as if it were beloved
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[Scientists grow new hearts
in the shells of old hearts]*
Leslie Harrison

—for F. M.

I wanted a garden a hand to hold while there a hand
joined by a voice saying look at these bluets look at
these hydrangeas their shock of spark on longlit fuses
I wanted a space made of order made of reckless
disregard made entirely of force faith and taming
let us imagine the garden and what it says it says that
order exists and is available to us that things hold still
that there is an us at all that the walls made ornamental
with brick and black iron fixtures will hold look I say
to this empty this teeming garden busy resisting its cages
look at the birds their chains made of seasons made of
twig and egg look at the sky busy making promises
none of us can even begin to keep look then at the ivy
that wants that works daily minute by minute to tear
the walls to dust decades of break and breach look at it
again in winter the way it holds on to the cold stone
as if it were necessary as if it were beloved
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Up, Up: From Furrow to Silo
Julia Shipley
I was a nymph, a greenhorn, when my friends went into Manhattan’s elevators. And
as they ascended into upper management, I burrowed into soils, deeper and deeper:
farm apprentice, assistant farmer, farmer, farmer-teacher.
Seventeen years is an epoch in any life. To go pacing across a human lifespan
using seventeen-year-steps is to make children into men and women; change matrons into grannies; poor boys into patriarchs: and to see one dream leaf out, then
wither, as yet another pushes out of the ground.
“The earth is the stomach of the sky,” French philosopher, Gaston Bachelard
suggested. Seventeen years after I submerged, I wanted to exchange the stomach of
the sky for the actual sky.
August Fly, Brown Locust, Chicharra, Dogday Cicada, Harvest Fly, Heat Bug, Hot
Bug, Jar Fly, July Fly, Lyre Man—call them what you want—they won’t care, and
they won’t shut up. Loud buggers is what they are. A throbbing buzz, a loud ruckus—the sound of a neighbor electrocuted by his shaving razor—that’s them. They
come in summers like a plague, oh yeck, they’re everywhere, yammering, a current
zapping at your temples. They’re the seventeen-year cicada. Go ahead, tell me your
totem animal is Wolf, She-bear, Eagle.
Mine? Heat Bug, Jar Fly, Lyre Man: Magicicada Septendecula.
Here’s why: Suddenly, in the middle of my maidenhood, everyone started to die.
First Tina died, then Jeff died, and then my aunt died, and then my uncle died. Tina
was 36; Jeff was 48. My aunt was in her sixties; my uncle was 57. Cancer, cancer,
cancer, heart attack. And I had no inkling of where they were any more. In the
ground? In the sky?
In lieu of all their mortal specificities—Tina’s paintings of mythic horses, Jeff ’s
buckskin suit he flensed himself, my aunt’s accounts of bingo night in Barefoot Bay,
my uncle’s pleas to Jesus in his sleep— I had their precious detritus: a birthday card
with glued-in pieces of fern, its tidings spelled out in the spideriest handwriting; the
hand-loomed woven bookmark, “Here, I want you to have this”; her wristwatch; his
extra hearing aid batteries.
Meanwhile the students I so loved grew bored and petulant.
And then the prospective husband said he thought we felt differently.
And then I came in to work to discover a maintenance guy packing up my papers to move me to a new, yet to be determined, office.
Meanwhile, the milk cow I had reared from a calf kicked me and every bucket
I positioned beneath her. Amid this, I felt a frantic anxiety that I had not yet done
anything—anything meaningful, anything worthwhile, anything worthy of my life.
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And I was afraid I might die before I did.
This life I had yearned for—being something other than a farmer’s wife and
someone’s mother, being instead a solo female farmer-teacher—was burying me
alive.
I wanted to move into a new possibility, without leaving home.
The underground cicadas, with their seventeen-year emergencies, proposed the
way out was up.
1. There are two kinds of cicadas. Annual cicadas emerge individually, every year,
usually in August. Periodical cicadas (magicicada septendecula) emerge every 13
or 17 years, en masse, surfacing in the late spring when the temperature reaches
64 degrees.
2. How do periodical cicadas know 17 years have passed? How do they know it’s 64
degrees?
3. There are 23 broods of periodical cicadas splotched out across 23 different
regions in the central and eastern United States.
Living near New Haven, Connecticut? You’re contending with Brood II.
In Iowa, you’re graced with Brood III.
Kansas, Brood IV…
4. Wayne Kritsky, editor in chief of American Entomologist, has come up with a
formula for predicting on which date each due brood will emerge: E= (19.465t)/0.5136. With it, he predicted that Brood X would emerge in Cincinnati on
May 14th.
5. The singing male cicada produces the loudest sound in the insect world.
When Brood II emerged in 1996, New York and New Jersey residents called up
Ed Johnson, Director of Science at the Staten Island Museum, held their phones
to their yard and said, “Listen to this, I can’t take it any more.”
6. A point at which any real change becomes possible: “I can’t take it any more.”
7. Once a nymph has fastened herself to some apparently stable structure—branch,
flower stems, fence posts, roadway signs—the skin of her back will slowly split.
Like a Russian doll, part of her parts, yet she is still intact. Using muscle contractions she pushes her head through the folds of the split of her former self.
8. This is called “eclosion.” If not for their beady red eyes, and their graceless movements, and the sheer surfeit of their populations—up to 1.5 million per acre—
we might have the symbolic metaphor of the cicada alongside the one we so
love about the butterfly. But the poetry of this eclosion is so plentiful it becomes
grotesque.
9. One possible reason for their periodic emergence: no predator’s appetite can
match their mob.
10. A Washington Post reporter noted, “[Cicadas] don’t care about us. They are fearless, oblivious to our curiosity, obsessed with their own motives.”
11. Their motives: emerge, change costume, mate, lay eggs, die.
12. Their offspring will hatch after a month and drop from the tree and burrow in
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the ground where they will nurse on roots and rootlets for 17 years. Then the
cycle will repeat.
13. Daniel Gilrein, an entomologist at the Cornell Cooperative extension on Riverhead, Long Island, said, “Clearly many cicada colonies have been lost to development…Nymphs that burrowed into the ground 17 years ago would have been
entombed if the ground was paved over.”
14. Ed Johnson, of the Staten Island Museum, told those calling in cicada duress,
“Well, they’re going to die soon, so you’re going to have to wait.”
15. Presuming you live an average life span entirely in Cincinnati, you will hear
Brood X, also known as the Great Eastern Brood, rear its head and screech its
song—a song that sounds like chanting the word, Pharaoh—four or five summers in your life, at most.
16. “I’m looking forward to two more colony hatches,” said Dr. Remington, the
74-year-old entomologist, counting ahead to the year 2030.
17. The periodical cicada has waited 17 years. Meanwhile I got my shit together,
graduated from college—finally—then hopped like a flea from farm to farm. I
went through a deck of men, one of every suit, clubs through diamonds. I let
my hair grow long, then cut it short, a mistake and I knew it, then grew it long—
what can happen in seventeen years—it’s a mini lifetime. I was a nymph, 26,
when these suckers went under. Now I’m 42 and rising.
When I was two years old, an aerialist (what a beautiful word—is that what I’ve been
aspiring to be?) stepped onto air. Philippe Petit footed a cable strung between two
impossibly tall buildings. They were 1,340 feet high. All that remains of this physical
feat, of his body swanning back and forth over his path—a strand the thickness of
an arm above a 1,340 deep chasm—is the aerialist himself. Nothing else.
First, I searched for things to ascend: the Johnson Village Clock Tower, the neighbor’s Harvest Store Silo, Bald Mountain (1,250 feet), Elmore Mountain (2,608 feet),
Belvedere Mountain (3,360 feet). Then I began a series of ascents, my workaday
journeys out of my valley and into the air.
Climbing Diary: Elmore Mountain
(October 8th, cool 62 degrees, overcast afternoon)
My feet plod, my heart stampedes. A mile and a half up leafed dirt and flat
rocks leveraged into steps by work crews. It’s for the view: a field, a forest, a road,
and far below, a lake the width of my toenail.
Climbing Diary: Neighbor’s Silo
(November 1st, chilly, 48 degrees, dusk)
One night shy of the full moon I climb the nearby silo: part harp, part jug. My
feet clang as I rise. I face the cobalt blue with its rivets, like the airplane wing (“no
step”), but without a view. I’ve looked at the rungs for months; twice the neighbors
said, No, we don’t think that’d be a good idea. The backs of my knees feel hollow as
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this silo. The cold rungs cut into the meat of my palms. Yes, this is high. My moonshadow is the only moving part of this stalwart thing. Beside us, the dead barn—a
half-picked carcass of buckled rafters. The silo is the mast of a defunct farm; I
become its flag. I hoist my body up to the cusp, where the chopped corn would gush
down into the silo, and where I see my wider world, in which this tower is only a
sepal. A Canada goose squawks once, higher still.
Then I searched for vehicles to carry me even higher.
Some 250 years ago, before anyone knew how to sit in the sky, two brothers, the
Montgolfier’s, had a sneaking suspicion that it was smoke itself that allowed matter
to rise, and could, if enough were made, suspend a being with a beating heart high
above his countryside. They experimented, burning paper bags, moldy hay, wool and
wooden shoes to make enough smoke to lift their balloon.
Their first vessel was made of paper and taffeta and fastened with buttons. It
lifted a crew: a rooster, a duck, and a sheep. Now we know it was heat, not smoke,
that took the animals off the ground and above the trees, honking, bleating, quaking. The sheep and the rooster and the duck returned to the common dirt in better
shape than Icarus. So why not lift the woman with earth in the cracks of her palms
above everything she loves, too?
I went up in my neighbor’s Cessna. We leapt into the sky and the air received us
and everything became dollhouse small, petite, inconsequential. Barns were raisins, sheep became aphids. It was a blessed overview—the whole cloth without the
pathos. And I saw everything was contiguous—all the places I used to live, the work
I did, the men I used to love, and then the place I live now, the new job I found, the
man I married, the barns and fields and graves revealed themselves to be one gigantic locale.
The plane became my eclosion.
Peering down at the landscape, I smiled like a parent over a child in the crib—
oh, there you are.
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Daddy-o, the optimist, always came to town in his fringed vest and yellow van for
the months that ended in b-e-r.
“I’m like a summer oyster,” he’d say. “Can’t nobody keep me down.”
He’d show up behind the chain-link fence of W. G. Harding Middle School, a
snagged autumn leaf clinging hopeful until Mabel looked his way, then he’d smile
wide, teeth as white as bathroom tile against his Pensacola brown, and offer his
daughter a little something for her time: a leather necklace greasy with patchouli, a
temporary tattoo of a mermaid, a stolen red lipstick that insinuated Mabel was old
enough to do what Janet Yuri did to Jimmy Overlay in the wide, shady mouth of the
drainage pipe.
“Well aren’t you a bloomin’ daisy?” he’d sigh. “Looks like I shoulda brung a
stick instead. To keep the boys away.”
And every fall, Mabel would play deaf to this, and offer up a silent prayer of
thanks that a palm reader in a low-cut blouse had seen divorce between Daddy-o’s
thumb and forefinger when Mabel was only nine.
When Mabel moved seven miles over to Harrison High, she hoped Daddy-o would
miss a beat. But on her first Monday of tenth grade at 3:30 sharp, she found him
leaning against a bike rack with a dry hibiscus and a smile cracked white with remnants of Florida zinc.
“Guess who’s coming to dinner?”
Mabel said nothing. Last time he’d been in town, alongside a banded stack of
his Can Do! pamphlets, she’d found a Bowie knife in his glove compartment. She’d
also found an old photograph of her mother graffitied with a felt-tip mustache. She
hadn’t been sure the duo was connected, but it did give her reason enough not to sit
across from him in a restaurant.
“I already ate,” Mabel finally said.
“Well, hot dog,” Daddy-o beamed. “Let’s go for dessert.”
At the Dairy Queen, Mabel refused a soft serve cone. She knew letting Daddy-o
treat her to something would make her feel beholden. She might even break down
and confess that she sometimes imagined meteorologist Brent Westerly as her new
dad, a solid man who ate t-bones and made her mother forget how much she liked
drinking. A man who paid taxes and had a set of encyclopedias and a pilot’s license.
A man who took Mabel flying over the countryside on the weekends, much to the
jealousy of Janet Yuri. Mabel watched her father pay for a cone of his own by digging into a beaded satchel and producing a proud palmful of dimes.
“Milk does a body good,” her father insisted. “You’re missing out Maybe Baby.”
Mabel went to stand at the old jukebox where she watched the shaky metal arm
reach out for 45s the same way her mother reached out for her after one too many
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wine coolers.
“Is he still so inexcusably happy? Is everything still so peachy-goddamned-keen
for him?” her mother would slur. “Jesus. You’d never know he’d had the accident.
You could bury the bastard in manure and he’d shovel his way out, grinning that
crap-eating grin of his, looking for a unicorn.”
“Bite?” Daddy-o asked, offering his cone.
“I don’t think so.” Mabel wrinkled her nose, then quoted her mother. “Not
from a man who can’t tell the difference between baby shit and butterscotch.”
Daddy-o let loose with an amused hoot. “Now that…” he began.
“Oh, shut up.” Mabel slumped down in the booth and watched her father’s
reflection in the stainless napkin dispenser. “Just shut up.”
She waited for his face to fall, for Daddy-o’s optimism to give way to defeat. But
“can do!” was all he said, and he pulled an imaginary zipper across his mouth in the
shape of a permanent smile.
During his annual backward migration from the panhandle to the Ohio Valley,
Daddy-o’s first choice in accommodations was the Happy Thicket Motor Lodge. He
liked the neon sign with the spotted fawn, how the animal jumped a smiling log in
three robotic flashes. He liked the brown canvas bedspreads, the tiny lobby that sold
smoked almonds. But he especially liked the word Happy before the word Thicket.
“I tell you what’d be a laugh and a half, Maybe. Is if the owners of this here
place had sense enough to screw a red bulb into Bambi there’s nose come Yuletide.”
He squirted cheese from a can onto a Triscuit. “What all would that set them back?
Ninety-nine cents and three minutes on a step ladder?”
Mabel noticed her father’s hand had assumed a quiver in the past eight
months—a sporadic jerking not unlike the buzzing yellow NO beside the sign’s
serene green VACANCY—and for a moment she felt compelled to entertain him.
To tell him about biology class and how, last year, Peter Sawgrass had put the tiny
snout of a dissected fetal pig inside his left nostril. Or how junior Dawn Beretti had
lost the tip of her tongue at a slumber party when dared to lick peanut butter from
a mousetrap. Or how, just today, she’d seen a bunch of pills in the girls’ locker room
toilet giving off strands of purple dye like Easter egg tablets.
“What do you think is more dramatic?” Janet Yuri had whispered to Mabel in
English class. “Killing yourself or killing someone else?”
Mabel had shrugged, not out of ambivalence, but out of dumb wonder Janet
would ask her opinion. She’d never worked a boy’s button fly or known the bitter
taste of sixteen aspirins on her tongue. She didn’t staple her skirt hem three inches
higher on the school bus or hide marijuana joints in her knee socks.
“I think both,” Janet had mused. “A scorned lover and then yourself.”
At the time, Mabel had silently agreed to disagree, but now, as she watched Daddy-o eating crackers through a smile, whose trembling hand remembered something
he refused to, Mabel thought Janet was probably right. A person should have big
reasons for dying. And unlike Daddy-o, big reasons for living.
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Daddy-o squirted cheese on a cracker and held it out for Mabel. Two dots for
eyes and big cheesy smile. Mabel turned the cracker upside down so it looked like
two eyes under a frowning forehead, then she threw it into the motel trashcan. She
no longer felt compelled to entertain him. He already was and for no good reason.
“I find it works best like this,” Daddy-o said on Wednesday. He stretched out as long
as he could in the back of the yellow van, then folded his hands corpselike across
his chest and closed his eyes. “I start with my toenails.”
Mabel stared up at the van’s sueded ceiling where Daddy-o had tacked a postcard of Tahiti, and a starry map of the universe, and a bumper sticker that said:
I Brake For Butterflies. She wiggled her toes. Janet Yuri had passed her a note in
English class with four, scribbled ballpoint drawings and the words: Pick One.
“I think of coconuts and waterfalls,” Daddy-o murmured. “I imagine a place
where the lion lays down with lamb.”
Mabel had taken her time to decide. There’d been a stick figure hanging from a
noose; a stick figure jumping off a skyscraper; a stick figure with red ballpoint ink
spraying dramatically from its wrists; and finally, a stick figure lying next to a bottle
of tiny black dots.
“Sleeping pills,” Janet had whispered.
In the background, Daddy-o took a conscious inhalation. “Hey diddle, diddle,
the cat and the fiddle.” His exhale sounded like a long, exaggerated sigh of relief.
“The cow jumped over the moon.”
Mabel had taken Janet’s fate into her own hands. While the class read aloud
from Shakespeare, she drew a fifth option: A stick figure being hit by an asteroid.
Ha! Mabel had scrawled the bottom after circling the scenario. Ha! Ha! Ha!
Janet hadn’t seen the humor. For the remainder of English class she stared
straight ahead, and when the bell finally rang, she dropped a note on Mabel’s desk
before storming into the hall.
It must be nice, it said, to have so much to joke about.
Mabel looked over at her father. There was that smile. That stubborn arc of idiocy. “Why did you draw a mustache on that picture of Mom?” Mabel asked suddenly. “Why do you keep a knife around?”
Daddy-o didn’t open his eyes and he didn’t stop smiling. “I thought if I made
your mother look ugly I wouldn’t miss her so much.”
Mabel didn’t buy it. “And the knife?”
This time Daddy-o opened his eyes and raised up on his elbow and his smile
softened to a grin. “Remember this, Mabel. The happier you are, the more danger
you’re in. People fear goodness.”
Mabel did buy this. She saw every day that misery loved company.
Daddy-o laid back down and closed his eyes and his smile returned less forcefully. “The little dog laughed to see such sport,” he whispered. “And the dish ran
away with the spoon.”
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When Daddy-o wasn’t cleaning toilets for chump change, he was walking the streets
with his seventy-five-cent Can Do! pamphlets, preaching and teaching to those willing to listen to his concocted brand of salvation. It was a little bit Norman Vincent
Peale, a little bit John Lennon. It involved thinking positive and eight tracks of sitar
music, incessant smiling and zoning out. Daddy-o called it a sunny outlook, an “attitude of gratitude.” Her mother called it plain and simple denial. The proprietor of
the Happy Thicket Motor Lodge called it nuts.
“That ole man a-yours,” he said to Mabel in the parking lot. “He ain’t right in
the head. If I find drugs in his room, you can bet your ass I’ll call the authorities.”
Mabel stared. “Did you say something about my ass? ‘Cause if you did, it’ll be
me on the phone.”
“Well, well,” the owner shook his head. “Someone sure don’t take after her daddy.”
“And it’s not drugs.” Mabel said. “It’s optimism.”
“I say it’s drugs,” said the man.
“I say drop dead,” said Mabel.
Janet Yuri cornered Mabel in the girl’s bathroom at morning break on Thursday.
“Well, if it isn’t Little Miss Sunshine,” Janet said. “Seen any asteroids lately?”
Mabel smiled, then fast decided against it. “I’m no sunshine.”
Janet rolled her eyes. “Oh, sweetheart. You’re as dark as a May day. I bet the
worst thing to happen to you is a B. B-plus? Oh, sorry. A-minus.”
Mabel thought of her father. How after the accident she and her mother had
gone to visit him in the hospital. How her father had smiled through the bandages,
how his swollen purple mouth could barely open for the straw that Mabel held to it.
How he’d tried to whisper a knock-knock joke, but didn’t have the strength to get
past the second “knock.” “You know, Janet,” Mabel heard herself say. “Some people
can’t be broken.”
Janet leaned in close to Mabel as if she might kiss her. “Oh yeah?” she said.
“Like who?”
“My dad,” Mabel said. “He’s never down.”
“Then he’s a liar,” Janet whispered, leaning in to unbutton the top button of
Mabel’s blouse. “Just like you.”
That day after school, Daddy-o drove Mabel way out in the country to a fishing
pond. He paid a man in a peeling shack four dollars, before backing the van right
up to the water’s edge and opening the rear doors so it looked like the two of them
were floating at sea. Daddy-o sat on a tattered pink cushion in the back of the van
and folded his legs underneath him and Mabel did the same.
“We’re not fishing for fish today, Maybe Baby,” Daddy smiled. “We’re fishing for
enlightenment.”
“Hmph,” Mabel said. “Looks like someone’s out four bucks.”
At that, Daddy-o laughed and laughed until his cheeks shone with tears. Mabel
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watched his joy with secret distrust and sad delight. The scar that ran along his jawline, as raised and shiny as a nightcrawler, was unaffected by Daddy-o’s glee, unlike
the three men who’d jumped him outside the bowling lanes, where he whistled while
he worked as a janitor. They’d cracked him across the face with a baseball bat, because, as Mabel had heard her mother tell a neighbor: “He owed them thirty dollars
for weed, but what they really wanted was to beat the smile off his face.”
At last, Daddy-o stopped his cackling and grew as serious as he knew how.
He closed his eyes and placed his hands palms up on his knees. “Some people say
‘Om,’” he said, “But I say ‘Home.’” And with that he breathed in deep and breathed
out HOME and when Mabel saw Daddy-o forget she was there, she copied him,
breathing HOME over and over until she was out, hovering above the pond, floating on her cushion, a little levitating lily pad.
“Looks like I got my money’s worth after all!” Daddy-o shouted.
Mabel looked out over the pond. She looked out over the hills that blushed with
fall. “Up here,” Daddy-o called. “Above you!”
Mabel looked up to see Daddy-o twenty feet higher, flat on his stomach, swimming through the sky. “Looks like you got some work to do.”
Mabel pushed down at her sides to move the air away, but only rose two inches
vertically. “I can’t go any higher!”
“We don’t say ‘can’t,’ Mabel. We say ‘can.’ That right there’s your problem!”
Mabel opened her mouth to say can, but all that came out was: “Help!”
“Can!” answered Daddy-o.
“Help!” repeated Mabel.
Daddy-o swam down to Mabel with a grin. “‘Can’t’ always seems easier at first,
but in the long run, it’s just more work.” He lifted her cushion up over his head on
one hand, as if to prove the ease of can. “It’s like I’m delivering a pizza!” Daddy-o
cried, as they soared up to where the clouds looked like a dark afternoon rain. “A
supreme one!”
Mabel caught herself smiling as they flew out over the countryside. Delivered
was exactly how she felt.
That night, Daddy-o dropped Mabel off at home at eleven-thirty.
“Christ, Wade,” Mabel’s mother posed in the doorway, furious, her lit cigarette
tapped repeatedly of ashes it did not possess. “It’s a fucking school night. What in
the hell have you two been doing?”
“Aw, now,” Daddy drawled. “We’ve just been fishing.”
“Fishing?” her mother shouted. “For what? For your visitation rights to get
yanked?”
Daddy-o flashed his pearlies and gave a shrug that Mabel’s mother knew all too
well, the one she’d ultimately left him over. A shrug that insinuated he didn’t know,
didn’t care, didn’t see what all the fuss was about.
“Don’t tell me he got you wrapped up in his hocus pocus.” Mabel’s mother said
after Daddy-o hightailed it back to the Happy Thicket. “Don’t tell me you’re buying
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into his B.S.”
Mabel imagined her mother on one of Daddy-o’s cushions. She was using it the
wrong way, folded in half under her head while she sprawled in the sun drunk. “I
dunno. Maybe he’s on to something,” Mabel suggested.
“More like on something,” her mother said.
“At least he’s happy,” Mabel dared to say. “At least he’s nice.”
Mabel’s mother crushed out a second cigarette and stood, like Janet Yuri had,
nearly nose-to-nose with Mabel. “He’s not happy and he’s not nice. He only seems
that way. Deep down, he’s miserable and mean. And he’s knows just how to string
you along.”
Mabel thought of the Bowie knife and the felt-tip mustache on her mother’s
photo. Then she listened as her mother went outside to swear and smoke, then cry
and sob. Mabel closed her eyes until she was back above the pond. This time, by
herself, she made it almost up to where the clouds looked like rain.
At school on Friday, Janet Yuri watched Mabel the way the Happy Thicket owner
watched Daddy-o, with suspicion and ire. In English, she passed Mabel a note. It
was a drawing of two stick figures, a man and a girl smiling, oblivious, while an
asteroid hurtled toward them. “Ignorance is bliss!” was written under it in loopy
cursive, complete with i’s dotted with daisies.
“Your dad coming to pick you up today?” Janet asked after class.
“What’s it to you?” Mabel answered.
“I want to meet him, is all,” Janet said. “Who wouldn’t want to meet The
World’s Happiest Man?”
Mabel frowned, protective. “I’m walking home alone,” she said. “He won’t be
here.”
But he was. There, after school, on the fence—once again a snagged autumn
leaf clinging hopeful—was Daddy-o, eating a vanilla soft serve with his left hand
and dangling a necklace through the chain-link with his right. “I made you this, Maybe Baby. Made it for you today.”
Janet Yuri stormed Mabel as Mabel stormed the fence. “Get in the van,” Mabel
seethed to her father. “Get in the van NOW.”
But Daddy-o didn’t flinch. He just kept on with his cone, while Mabel snatched
the leather necklace from him. It was a choker sporting a small metal oval, likely cut
and sanded from an old beer can, an oval that was stamped with the words CAN
DO.
“This your dad?” Janet asked.
“I’m her dad,” Daddy-o replied.
“I hear you’re lots of fun to be around,” Janet said.
“That’s what they tell me,” Daddy-o smiled.
“Then why don’t you take me and Mabel to get some of that ice cream?”
“No,” Mabel cried. “Absolutely not.”
“Now, Mabel,” Daddy-o said. “That’s not how we talk to guests.”
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“You two can go,” Mabel said. “I will not.”
Daddy-o winked and climbed into the yellow van. Janet Yuri scaled the fence
and did as well. Daddy-o’s dogged commitment to friendliness suddenly felt like
betrayal. Mabel groaned and climbed the chain-link. “Make it fast,” she said, as she
got into the van. “I have work to do.”
At the Dairy Queen, Mabel turned hot and silent when Daddy-o produced his beaded pouch of dimes to buy Janet a cone. She knew her father had likely cleaned three
toilets to pay for the ice cream. Janet asked for sprinkles.
“So, Mabel tells me you’re never sad. That nothing, not a person, place, or thing
can bring you down.
“Mabel says that does, she?” Daddy-o smiled at Mabel.
“Sure does.” Janet licked her cone. “How come she doesn’t take after you?”
Mabel clenched her jaw. “Stop it, Janet.”
“What do you mean?” Daddy-o said.
Janet tilted her head in false concern. “I’m worried about Mabel. Mabel passes
me notes.” Janet reached into her pocket and produced a wad of folded paper. “Like
these.”
Mabel reached across the table, but Daddy-o swiped the notes away with cheer.
“My girl’s a writer,” he said. “I love me some Mabel.”
Daddy-o opened the first. It was one Janet had drawn of a stick figure girl in a
hangman’s noose. The second was of a stick figure girl in a car careening off a cliff.
The third was of a girl with x’s for eyes and a knife in her chest. The caption read:
What’s the point? Here’s the point! Janet licked her cone, around and around, with
precision. “I find them troubling.”
Daddy-o stared at the four notes as if he were learning to read. “What,” he said
softly. “How?”
Mabel, raw and fuming, said nothing. She did not understand how notes that
were not hers could make her feel so exposed. Maybe Janet was right. Maybe Mabel was a liar. And maybe Daddy-o—who sat quiet across the table, his face now
drained of its Pensacola brown—was too.
“I thought you should know,” Janet said. “I thought maybe…”
Daddy-o did not stay to hear the rest. He rose from the table as if his body
hurt. He walked to the door of the Dairy Queen as if the floor were made of ice.
And then he got into his yellow van and drove away.
“He doesn’t seem that happy to me,” Janet said.
Mabel didn’t answer her. She closed her eyes and let herself float. Up over the
table where she saw the white part in Janet’s black hair. Up through the red roof
of the restaurant. Up over the winding road that led to the Happy Thicket Motor
Lodge. She needed to see where Daddy-o was going, where Daddy-o had gone.
Up close, the spotted fawn was much bigger than Mabel had imagined. It was the
size of a prancing dairy cow, fashioned of painted metal and surrounded by a mass
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of neon tubes that flashed the deer’s three-part escape: before, during, after. It was
nearly big enough for Mabel and Daddy-o to climb on and pretend to ride, rodeo-style.
“I didn’t write those notes,” Mabel said.
“But you feel that way,” Daddy-o said.
“Sometimes,” Mabel said. “Sometimes not.”
Up on the edge of the motor lodge’s sign, Daddy-o and Mabel stood, holding
hands, alongside the smiling log. The lights hummed like a colossal swarm of gnats
and turned the two of them red, yellow, green. Red, yellow, green. Stop, think, go.
Stop, think, go. Below, Mabel could see a firetruck, two police cars, and an ambulance. The motel’s proprietor leaned against Daddy-o’s yellow van like he’d been
waiting for this. Mabel watched as the firefighters brought out a life net—a large,
dotted hoop, a giant dreamcatcher—which they hauled to the base of the sign. They
squinted up in the night at Daddy-o and Mabel. Mabel thought she saw Janet in the
gathering crowd. Daddy-o pointed out who he thought was Mabel’s mother.
“The girl should go first,” a fireman called through a megaphone. “First, the
girl!”
Daddy-o winked at Mabel. His teeth shone bright as bathroom tiles. “Can you?”
he asked. “Can you go first, Maybe Baby?”
Mabel nodded and beamed. She touched the hollow of her throat where the
silver disk of Daddy-o’s necklace rested. “CAN,” she said. “CAN DO!”
“Then show them,” Daddy-o said. “Show them how it’s done.”
Mabel squeezed her eyes shut. Then Mabel opened them wide. Then Mabel
leapt off the sign, just like a deer, the deer, and out into the night, in three robotic
flashes, scaling the smiling log to land in the night sky. “I can!” she called to Daddy-o. “I did!”
Mabel galloped through the cool black. Above where the trees, now sleeping,
blushed with fall. Beneath where the clouds, now hiding, swelled with rain. Below she
could hear the crowd gasp, a fireman shout, a siren cry a single cry. She laughed until
her cheeks shone with tears. And at one point, she looked back to see if Daddy-o
would join her, out where nothing and no one could bring her down.
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(being an apostrophe to my hands)
Jay Hopler

		 Poor dumb lugs, what loves you?
What is there in all this clutter
That loves you? Not the butter			
		 Fly knife, not the corkscrew,
Not the thumbtacks scattered
		 At the back of the junk drawer.
		 & yet, you keep reaching. What for?
		 The fishhook, were it woo’d,
Would kiss you no differently than would it kiss
A trout’s soft mouth. The Swiss
		 Army Knife, the icepick, this wood
Chisel—. You’d bleed a lot less
		 If you were a church, its steeple
		 Reaching Heavenward; of course, you’d need
			
fingers to make a steeple.
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Sean Alan Cleary
1.
Paul has a problem, which is he cannot seem to wake up early enough. He likes the
silence of mornings in spring before the birds even wake—the flat light of May
mornings in Cambridge. Now, though, even in the dark, he hears his son stirring in
the other room.
2.
Paul has a problem, which is he has always envisioned his life as something greater
than it’s become. He never wanted to be famous, or maybe it’s that he’s never wanted to be the type of famous person who knew they were famous. He would never
want to be recognized in the street, he tells himself walking down Mass Ave back
home from the T Station. But maybe he could be recognized in some circles, he
thinks, as a man who he is sure is Robert Reich passes by him. The man wears a big
hunting vest and carries a canvas tote of newspapers. Maybe he is not Reich. Maybe
that’s just a regular old guy with a love of newsprint. But yes. Recognition would be
nice.
3.
Paul has a problem, which is that he can’t imagine a future for himself. And this is
a person with a kid! he moans to Jules at the Cellar bar down the street. His child
is asleep, and so is his wife. Jules swirls beer in her pint, looks over his shoulder as
if she’s expecting someone else, another friend of theirs from their former lives.
The drummer for the band setting up in the corner of the small bar hits his kicksnare twice. Then the high hat. Jules sighs, though Paul doesn’t know at what. She’s
beautiful, and at one point when they were both in high school together, though
he’d never really felt romantically connected to her, they shared a drunken kiss.
When Paul told his wife about this, on that first time they all met up when they were
all part of that messy incestuous 20s crowd in Allston, she’d laughed. Paul felt the
laugh was defensive. He still does. Jules levels her eyes at him. Should you get back
to your wife and kid? she asks.
4.
Paul has a problem, which is that he feels his loved ones, his only family, tearing him
up like a gardener struggles with an unruly bush whose roots have spread under a
patio. It’d be better to just come along quickly, he thinks.
5.
Paul has a problem, which comes to him when he reads that Simone Weil says “to
be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognized need of the human
soul.” Paul’s problem is that he doesn’t know who Simone Weil is, and that he found
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the quote flipping through a book of essays on The European Tribe at the Harvard
Book Store. The book is in the buyback section, along with ten other copies identical but for different degrees of note taking spread across their pages. Paul imagines the most annotated book—notes in a thick blue ink in the margins with big
loopy exclamation points—helped someone earn an A. He thinks of the backward
economics of that person getting the least amount for their book. It costs only $2 to
the $5 for the one next to it whose spine is barely broken. In the $5 book, he notices, the student has written his name—Peter McLaughlin—with curlicues around the
capital lettering. It’s been scribbled out with ballpoint pen, but not with much effort.
Before he can get too upset, he realizes that even the diligent note taker has sold the
book. He buys Peter’s copy.
6.
Paul has a problem, which is that he doesn’t know his parents. He knew his mother
until he was twelve, so he guesses that that counts as knowing. But there are a lot
of things a twelve year old never asks his mother as she wastes away from stomach
cancer. Like, are there histories of spina bifida or other genetic diseases in your family? Multiple sclerosis? What about just one sclerosis? Who is my father beyond the
vague romantic description of a tall handsome man?
So after Liam, his son, was born, he had to go to the genetic testing lab in
Central Square and get all that shit done. It’s the same lab where Paul had gone
and gotten drug tested when he got his first teaching job in a charter school run by
some vaguely fast-food sounding franchisor. Both times it seems invasive, like when
someone looks at you from afar and describes you in an unfriendly and foreign
vocabulary. Please don’t point out my fat neck, Paul thinks. Please don’t let that be
drug induced, or genetic.
7.
Paul has a problem, which is that all of the action in his life seems to be mere description.
8.
Paul has a problem, which is the stasis of subordinate clauses.
9.
Paul has a problem, which is he doesn’t know how to tell his wife that he is at risk
for passing on Tay-Sachs disease, which is described to him in gruesome detail by an
anonymous wikipedia editor who mentions coldly the inability of an affected child
to sit, turn over, or crawl.
10.
Paul has a problem, which is that he doesn’t know how to feel about being abruptly
told that he is Jewish. A specific Jewish he’s never heard of from central Europe.
He looks at his son as he tumbles over and over again across the rug and wonders
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if Tay-Sachs comes on suddenly, or if it takes a long time to notice—at first it could
be a problem that they would overlook. Perhaps the child is just tired. His problem
isn’t that he hasn’t told his wife about the disease. He told her immediately and with
a feigned nonchalance. He didn’t know how to tell her. So he just told her. And they
had the child tested for the disease and they are sure that he isn’t one of the one
in four-thousand that are affected. But he could have been. And for that Paul feels
terrible.
11.
Paul has a problem, which is that he still stares at his son and waits for the nonexistent genetic disease to occur. He looks at the boy playing on the rug with a train,
running it back and forth across the rough berber fabric, and wonders if in an
instant he could just stop. Stop moving. If the spinal cord could dissolve like an alka
seltzer tablet in a glass of orange juice. He hasn’t told his wife the story behind the
genetics. Even all this time later. And he feels vaguely anti-semitic about it, about
keeping it a secret, but then again, his mother had, and her family had, always kept
that silence. And he thinks that finding out you’re Jewish through genetic testing
seemed sinister and invasive and if he had known the result when the swab went
into his cheek it might have been a wholly different sensation of dull pain. He might
have gagged on the swab.
12.
Paul has a problem, which is that when he goes to the temple over in Brookline, he
is too embarrassed to tell his wife about it. So he tells Jules instead. He’s half in the
bag and his wife is asleep back at the house. Jules takes a big swig of her beer. It’s
not a big deal, she says. It is a big deal. But not like, something he should be worried
about. So, though, how was the temple? I just sat there in the back, Paul says. I just
sat there and listened to the whatever. And, Jules asks. How did you like it?
13.
Paul has a problem, which is that the whole genetic piece makes it hard for him
to stick to his guns about his distrust of the ontology of racial fellow feeling. It’s
essentializing bullshit, he tells Jules out at the bar. This is another time. Too many
times in three weeks, Jules tells him. Though she is unrepentant in buying him a
shot of Jameson with his normal pint of beer. It’s the end of the school year after
all, she says. Paul tells her he hasn’t been back to the temple. Not my thing, he says.
Never has been, and not starting now. Jules doesn’t mean to tell him his business,
but she tells him he should talk to someone at the temple. Nope, nope, not for me,
Paul says. Very white male of you, says Jules, looking back over his shoulder in that
annoying way she does. Sometimes, she says, you need to accept the liens the world
has on you. And, she adds, those you have on the world. Pearls of wisdom, Paul says
with a bite of sarcasm, and takes his shot of whiskey.
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14.
Paul has a problem, which is after a year he still has not had sex with his wife, and
he still has not told her that he is Jewish. Am I Jewish? he asks himself in the mirror
one morning, almost subconsciously saying it aloud. What? his wife calls from the
bedroom. Nothing! Paul yells. Paul’s concern has made him self loathing, and even
this trait, which for his whole life has felt comforting and right in its placement
at the center of his being, now feels trite and even a bit cliche, which of course
Paul finds anti-Semitic of himself to even think that. To ease this twist of feeling
he walks down the hall and places a hand on his wife’s hip. She seems back to her
normal self—though it seems shallow of Paul to think that her normal size is her
normal self. She shrinks from him, but his hand doesn’t lose contact with her skin.
15.
Paul has a problem, which is a bleeding hemorrhoid that stains his favorite pair of
jeans.
16.
Paul has a problem, which is that he can’t get out of his mind that every time he
goes to act romantically with his wife, he imagines that all she can think of is the
feeling of descending away from the room as blood hemorrhaged from the six inch
tear between her anus and vaginal cavity. She can’t think of his touch without finding in it the feeling of drifting down from that bright room and the gentle lifting of
Liam off of her chest. Paul goes through exercises trying to understand that feeling,
but it all feels indulgent. He doesn’t know it, can’t know it…
17.
Paul has a problem, which is when he was in college he wrote erotic fiction, and got
into the habit of imagining people he saw in street in the midst of ecstatic coitus.
He felt it was part of his creative process. But then it became a habit he cannot
shake.
18.
Paul has a problem, which is that when he imagines Jules in ecstatic coitus, he often
imagines her wearing a pair of panties that he remembers from one night, when a
bunch of friends rented a cabin down in Rhode Island, they all went skinny dipping.
She wore this green cotton pair of panties and they were sheer and Paul remembers
them twitching in the moonlight as Jules trotted down the street, prancing like a
deer. Paul remembers the panties his wife wore as well. They were blue, and she still,
all of these years later, still owns them. Though she hasn’t worn them in a while,
even in his — now quite forced — imaginings.
19.
Paul has a problem, he tells his son, which is that although perhaps he would have
like to have known all of this from the get-go, it’s difficult for him to imagine him-
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self telling his son about this strange and troubling past. His son is learning to walk.
And he looks at Paul quizzically as he holds onto the coffee table. He has bitten a
chunk out of the foam guard they’ve stuck onto the hard edges of the table. Paul
thinks it’s a sign. You are Jewish! he tells his son. You almost killed your mother.
I don’t think she’s ever going to forgive us. He levels with the little kid because he
knows he can’t comprehend and won’t remember this. Speaking to him truthfully almost feels guilty, or wasteful. I thought you might’ve had Tay-Sachs, he says,
suppressing the guilt of the confession. I used to watch to see if you’d slow down in
your motor movements. I still do. Paul laughs.
20.
Paul has a problem, which is that when Jules came back from the bathroom, the
band-edge of her bright green panties were twisted and poking out from the edge
of her jeans. At least I have retained my white maleness, Paul thinks, as he is amazed
at how someone’s choice of undergarments can so forcefully become a problem. A
complete accident. But a problem. Paul’s mind flashes to Jules bent over with her
upper body twisted to look back and a hand reaching back to ease the back edge of
the green panties across to expose the soft pink of…She is being penetrated, but
invisibly, as if by nothing, and she arches her back into the pleasure of an orgasmic
moan. There’s something about it that is violent, possessing, but Paul tells himself
he can’t help it. And, he thinks, it’s not her, there in his head in those green…but
still. This time it’s his job to look out over her shoulder. What is it? she asks. Nothing, says Paul.
21.
Paul has a problem.
22.
Paul has a problem, which is that when he and his wife finally make love four
months later it is short and although it is unsatisfying for her, she seems to feel like
she’s done her job. She goes to the bathroom immediately afterward as if to rid
herself of his touch, and when she gets back into bed she puts on an eyemask and
turns over. Can we snuggle a bit? Paul hears himself saying meekly. You can rub my
back, she says, as if he must return the favor somehow, and this is her chosen currency. In the other room, Liam lets out an unconscious little yelp that sends Paul’s
stomach turning. He finds it hard to rub her back as she lies on her side there next
to him. In the morning he wakes up before even the worms and is out on the street
alone. He has brought along Peter McLaughlin’s copy of The European Tribe. The
author speaks of displacement. He speaks of racism. Of anti semitism. Paul digs
this, and feels, guiltily, that he digs it more now, that maybe before he wouldn’t have
been so into it. And in that guilt, he ruins the very feeling of displacement.
23.
Paul has a problem, he tells his son, which is that he feels he has spoiled everything
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he tries to understand: ancestry, family, sex, love, childhood, adulthood, race, art,
self. Once he grabs the thing, it crumbles. Like a turd, he says. His son smiles at the
roundness of the word turd, which Paul thinks is fair enough. Or maybe he crushes it in his grasp—love stomped into the shape of erotic possession, a self held at
arm’s length like someone’s bad version of a Boston accent in a movie. Only drunkenness is left, really, he thinks, though he doesn’t say this to his son. And perhaps
the feeling of newness when…
24.
Paul has a problem, which is that now that his son is beginning to understand tones,
and many words, that he has no one to talk to, now, to confess to, and that he knows
that impulse is selfish and that he should talk to his wife, and that they should work,
work, at their sexual, and now their romantic, relationship after Paul feels he’s neglected her in many ways.
25.
Paul has a problem, which is that he’s always associated love with some sort of mystical romantic bullshit. He doesn’t mean like cupids and arrows and shit. He means
like the British Romantics and the sense of the otherworldly and awesome sublime.
Love should be like staring at the fucking sun as it roars at you at a million miles an
hour, he tells his son, who looks at him concernedly, his brow furrowing in exaggeration of how Paul must look when he is thinking of what to say. I know, I know,
Paul says. I’m the child.
26.
Paul has a problem, which is that when he tells his wife he’s Jewish, finally, she is upset with him for holding onto this secret so long. She thought there were no secrets,
she says. And to which Paul replies: there are some important things we keep from
each other. And she says: what does that mean? And Paul understands that things
are not going well, and that what he meant is that she’s kept herself physically and
emotionally at a remove from him, that when he kisses her she keeps her lips closed
and her cheek muscles tight against his searching tongue. She doesn’t say anything
about it, he thinks, she just does it.
27.
Paul has a problem, which is that he’s smart enough—just barely—to realize it’s
incredibly unfair to criticize the physical toll of something he can’t possibly comprehend. He’s also just barely smart enough to know that he can’t possibly go the rest
of his life without the feeling of love and sexual desire he’s come to associate as the
lifeblood of his being.
28.
Paul has a problem, which is that he thinks maybe becoming Jewish can replace his
libido. What a fucking stupid idea, he tells Liam, but takes the little toddler to temple
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anyways. He’s told the rabbi his story and the rabbi is all for it. This is Massachusetts
and the rabbi is Harvard educated, of course, which Paul finds a bit problematic in
how forward the rabbi was at offering this credential. As a native, Paul is naturally
distrustful of Harvard. The endowment built of the blood of slavery, and the official anti semitism for all of those years. Paul thinks people should be more modest,
which he will freely admit is a bullshit sentiment, too. But he thinks it anyway. Still,
the rabbi is great with Liam. And a number of the other members of the temple
come and say hi and coo at Liam, who, during the whole shindig of the post-service potluck dinner, runs around like a madman and eats nothing but Lays potato
chips. Are those even kosher? he asks the rabbi, immediately regretting it. Yes, but it
doesn’t matter, the rabbi says, we’re cool and all.

29.
Paul has a problem, which is that the other day, after him and Jules had gotten some
beers down at the bar, when they hugged goodbye, he lingered a bit in the hug and
she placed her head on his shoulder. She’d broken up with Tim, her boyfriend of
umpteen years, and now Paul couldn’t invite him over to watch Sox games. I know
it’s been a tough couple years, she said. And she held him by the elbows and leaned
back, her hips against his. 								
This, Paul thinks.
30.
Paul has a problem, which is that he’d never been in love, really, with Jules, and
because of that he’d always hung out with her. She was their last real friend left over
in Cambridge. Those were Jules’s words: left over. Like the rapture took everyone
to New York and San Francisco and Denver and left just us sinners behind. Paul
wonders if he’s an idiot, and it’s only him. But he remembers how they hugged
goodbye, and he thinks he couldn’t be conflating things. But maybe he is. Maybe he’s
being cloying, stupid, one of those friends who is so fucking desperate as to restrict
someone’s movement to the purely platonic or he immediately falls in love. They are
having Jules over for dinner, and whenever Paul’s wife leaves the room, the conversation seems to pick up between him and Jules. Like there’s an electricity to it. They
laugh. Paul makes homemade pizza for them all, which Liam loves. The oven heats
up their little apartment, and Paul opens all the windows to let in the damp September night. Jules takes off her blouse and has a tank top underneath. Paul’s wife is
sitting on the sofa, drinking a glass of red wine that reminds Paul forcefully of the
color of her blood on the floor of the delivery room. How it seemed to congeal on
the floor instead of spreading out. It’s Liam’s birthday, actually. And Paul is wearing
the same purple button-up he was wearing when he first held Liam. It still fits. Jules
is wearing the green underwear, Paul imagines. They talk about the Sox, they talk
about the new school year, they talk about Liam’s new sets of words and at what age
he can be potty-trained. Paul knows this bores Jules, maybe. Paul’s wife holds her
wine glass by the edge of its bulbous cup. She puts a finger around the edge. Paul
plays these situational games to get everyone out in the open. What animal would
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you come back as? Paul says—this is a recurring joke—he’s seen what humans have
done to other animals, so he’d come back as a human. They laugh. Liam laughs too,
but just at what he assumes is a joke. Though we’ve seen what humans do to humans, Jules says. There is something cutting in her words, and Paul slowly draws into
a smile. When Paul’s wife looks at him laughing along with Jules, Paul catches what
he recognizes not as seduction or love or hatred, but jealousy. She bites her lip, and
looks down at the ground there between Paul and Jules.
31.
Paul has a problem. Paul has a problem.
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Song for a Grackle in the Kroger Parking Lot
Jehanne Dubrow

Don’t hate the scavenger.
In daylight, it’s purplestained, iridescence
of oil spilled on asphalt,
its body like a rag rung out.
Love, instead, that groups
are known as plagues,
annoyances. Love
the reflective eye that stares,
how everywhere is home.
Time has a way of driving
over us. Love the choice
a grackle makes—
to tear the silver insides
of a candy wrapper,
to pick apart the leavings,
to sing and sing despite
the rusted metal of its throat.
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Don’t Stop Me Now
Christine Quattro
November 23, 1991
Five days before Thanksgiving, Freddie Mercury released a statement. It said that he
was dying. Twenty-four hours later, he was gone.
The letter became a battle cry in the war against AIDS. Support this cause; join
this worldwide fight, a line read. Freddie had been battling for at least two years,
growing more and more gaunt, fighting the private battle his letter said would continue to be private. I am famous for my lack of interviews. Please understand this
policy will continue. Tabloids and lovers had speculated he was sick for years before
the statement. It was never confirmed until Freddie was certain that his time had
run out. He was two men: Freddie the brother and partner, and Freddie the superstar.
In the archives, critics are of two minds: that Freddie’s preening and prancing
across the stage was a clear nod to his sexuality and that his flamboyance was a
distraction and not a confirmation—Rock Gods were supposed to perform, not
explain. Like many others, I am reluctant to categorize a person I will never know. I
can only report how and in what ways he changed my life.
November 27, 1997
I am blasting “This is Your Night” by Amber from the speakers of my Sony stereo
system. My mother says I sound like a herd of stampeding elephants as I rocket
around my room, strutting, high knees, swaying hips. I am dancing, I tell her. I’m
really sweating now, and spinning in intense circles. The track changes, and I don’t
hear the door open because the latch doesn’t catch in the wintertime. The door sits
two centimeters higher than normal, so it slides open as my cousin Joe knocks on it.
He’s watching me for several long minutes as I execute the perfect Macarena before
the finale: hands on hips, swaying, and jumping to the next side to start it all over
again. He stands in the doorway shaking with a silent laughter that makes his shiney,
cowlicked hair wave back and forth. “Jesus, that was amazing,” he says.
We spend every Thanksgiving locked in a ferocious foosball tournament. I say
that wrist flicks are illegal, and he explains through the brim of a red solo cup why
they are necessary. He shows me his mix CDs, custom creations for our time in the
garage. Socked feet Tom Cruise-slide on polished concrete, Ping-Pong paddles are
guitars, right and left legs alternate high kicks, off-key voices screech so offensively
that we turn the volume higher. Joe plays “We Are The Champions” on repeat, as
many times as I want, as long as I can remember the name: Queen.
November 22, 2001
Every Thanksgiving, Joe drives to us, forty-five minutes north of his rent-controlled
apartment in San Francisco. He arrives in the wee hours of Thursday. “Traffic is
light at midnight,” he says.
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I sit on the cold red-brick front porch, waiting for the familiar wink of Oldsmobile headlights. My headphones keep my earlobes warm in the fifty-degree weather.
A well-worn mix CD rotates in my Discman so raucously that I can hear the sides
of the disc scraping plastic. Queen, The Ramones, some Whitney for good measure,
a techno-remix of Total Eclipse of the Heart. I shout the songs as loud as I can.
My mother comes outside holding her forefinger to her lips: Shut up, you sound like
a dying bird. She turns off the porch lights, as if this will make me stop hopping
around like a maniac.
Out of the frosted-breath high kicks and jump-whirls I’m doing are the headlights. Joe stops his car in the driveway, lighting me up as I whip the chord of my
headphones right out of the socket. He leaves it running and stands laughing with
his arm across the open door, pressing his right fist up in the air over and over.
When I reach him, I come up to his belly button, my very own 6’5 Keanu Reeves. “I
have something to show you,” he says. Out comes a small white box, which he says
is an iPod. “It holds four hundred songs!”
Two months before, I listen to music and dance as I get ready for school. When
I get to school, I stand in line with classmates and watch on live television as two
planes hit the tallest buildings I’ve ever been inside. My mother comes to school,
“Your father is in Pennsylvania, I can’t get a hold of him.” Oh, to be young and only
know a person is missing, not having understood where it is they might have gone
or what it will mean for the rest of your life.
A year later, my father leaves and doesn’t come back. The only time I see him is
every year on the week of Thanksgiving when there are enough people around that
my parents don’t have to speak to one another. When he arrives, Joe claps him on
the back as if nothing has changed.
My mother begins a pattern of vacations in Chicago with her business partner.
The trips always fall on my birthday, the week after Thanksgiving. So Joe stays with
me. He becomes my roommate—we sit on the couch watching VH1’s I Love the
80’s and eating Kraft Mac ‘n Cheese. Joe wakes me up on my birthday by blasting
Queen’s “Bohemian Rhapsody” over the HiFi system.
November 24, 2005
Every Thanksgiving of my life is the same: people arrive, food is made, people leave
for hours at a time to play golf, wine taste, and return at night for debauchery and
table games. Joe never misses out on anything. He is the life of our party. But this
year, he has debilitating back pain. My mom is skeptical. “Does this have to do with
that biopsy from January?” she asks in quiet moments around the refrigerator when
she doesn’t think anyone is listening.
“Nine centimeters in all directions is a lot,” my mother says.
“Those were fibromas,” Joe tells my mother.
She peels part of a lemon peel and sips vodka, “Where did you learn that word?”
My mother, a nurse, doesn’t sleep for weeks afterwards. Is it possible to elude cancer
markers if you pretend they don’t even exist?
Joe’s mother, Mary, asks in the ways only Catholics know how about his sexuality.
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What about that girl Cindy? Wasn’t she cute? My father is recruited to ask, Joe are
you gay? As if it even matters. Only Mary, crazed, hungry for grandchildren and
something besides her own thirsty existence, is worried. “I’m not gay,” Joe tells my
father one night on those red bricks of our front steps after several Cognacs.
“So what if he is,” I say.
My father tells us that Joe is deeply in love with a girl from his days at UCLA, but
she’s with someone else.
My father asks, “Why don’t you live your own life? There’s plenty of other fish in
the sea.”
Joe says, “She’s it for me.”
Freddie Mercury lived with his longtime girlfriend, Mary Austin, for a decade
before he told her that he was bisexual.
“Are you sure that you’re bisexual?” Austin asks. It’s only later that Mercury is
able to tell her no. He’s gay. It doesn’t matter to her, only in that they discontinue
their sexual relations. They still live together for a while, but eventually Mercury
finds his own place. He continues to call Austin the love of his life. It is this decision
that keeps Austin alive long after Mercury contracts HIV.
“I think he thought he was free,” Mary Austin says in an interview. “I think he
thought that he was invincible, and of course, there was the AIDS.” After his death,
Mercury bequeaths Austin most of his estate, especially his ashes, and tells her to
keep their final resting place secret lest any Queen fanatic, or bigot, finds it and disturbs it. The doors to his estate, where Austin still resides, read Privacy Please.
November 23, 2006
Joe has been dead for eight months. It was that spot between the shoulder blades,
the genes that mutated one too many times, the moles that changed color and size
and dimension and killed him. I should have known when my mother was insistent
he be careful changing his bandages, how the nine centimeter removals were much
larger than she expected. I should have known Thanksgiving would never be the
same again.
After his death I saw us as clones: two only children, raised by dissatisfied mothers and absent fathers with futures predestined. It’s a shock of proximity, realizing
the only person who knew what I was going through was right next to me. What
would my life have become had we conspired to get out alive together? He was
an adult and could drink wine and go home, escape. He had to know he couldn’t
change my childhood but he still didn’t say a damn thing about it. Not a warning
or a “hey get out while you can!” He could have said that all the effort I put into
performing for my mother wouldn’t be worth it in the end. How our mothers were
fractals of anger turned outward on their children. How no matter what I did she
would never be happy. Joe could have said that the life of a performer was a desperate one. But then again, how could he tell me to get out when he never had the
nerve to? His death was my only way out. I see that now.
In my mind’s eye I can see Joe sitting in the armchair in my parent’s living room,
laughing because he doesn’t expect to like VH1’s I Love the 80’s series so much.
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They make a huge deal about Freddie Mercury and the absolute God that he is. I
watch Joe as he talks about Queen, unmatched in the memories he clings to from
age seventeen. I am the same age when Joe says, “The things Freddie helped me
through…” Now I can’t let go of watching Freddie in white, wasting away on stage,
hips swaying, and still prancing.
Before Joe died he said, “I didn’t know, really I didn’t.” Mary, my mother and I
are standing by the hospital bed, next to Joe.
The oncologist says, so we all can hear, “Joe, I told you a year ago that you were
Stage IV.” Malignant Melanoma. At seventeen I know my mother and his mother
are nurses. My father is on the Melanoma Research Foundation board of directors. Even I know there is no logic here, no excuse. “You have anywhere from six
months to six weeks left,” the doctor says.
Joe just stares and stares and stares. “No, no, you never said that. They were
benign,” Joe says emphatically.
My mother puts her hand over her eyes, “Who told you that word?” Joe’s mother, Mary, reasons with the doctor. Surely she must have said something else, because
Joe misunderstood. He thought the diagnosis was life not death.
But the oncologist has lost her patience, “I told him, flat out, he was Stage IV.
He ignored my calls.” I look at Joe, and he cannot meet my eye. The rest of them go
off to the side.
Joe finally looks up, “Hey, you.” I push myself towards the bed and crash-land
on the pillow next to his head—the mouse brown hair greasy, the whites of his eyes
yellowing.
“I love you,” I say. I hear a catch in his throat, but he says it back. His beautiful body has transformed and it doesn’t really matter how we got here so much as
recognizing that we are. It’s not that he didn’t know, it’s that he didn’t want to know.
Or, that he knew, and denied it to the rest of us. I only know that I will never know
for sure.
My mother says, “He made his choice. The rest of us are paying for it.”
He had two separate lives: the one in San Francisco, and then the one with us.
There was no bridge connecting the two because he didn’t want there to be. In
my seventeen years I’d never been invited to his apartment except in his death, and
then it felt worthless. I would see the things he hid from me, from all of us. Better to not know they existed at all than to get a glimpse of what I was denied. The
chance to see him in his natural state, not performing for Mary, my mother, or me.
It’s this moment that started my nomadic nature. Joe is the catalytic converter, the
jumper cables on my engine, the push start. I saw in his dying how I was failing at
living.
November 22, 2007
In The Year Of Magical Thinking, Joan Didion writes about how she thinks her
husband, John Gregory Dunne, is still alive after he dies. She can’t get rid of his
clothes because when he comes home, he will need shoes to wear. She writes that
we have to be cool customers. We have to make everyone else feel better about
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saying goodbye to someone who we never expected to leave us. Other people can’t
see how the small, insignificant things in our homes will never again be ordinary
because they once belonged to the one we lost. For weeks, Didion can only eat
scallion-and-ginger congee from a Chinatown restaurant. She didn’t know it was the
only thing she could eat until a friend left it. She didn’t know how they knew, other
than that they too had lost someone. Didion thought this was the one thing they
knew, that they couldn’t communicate out loud to her. So they left the soup and she
was grateful.
I wish I could have been grateful for someone bringing me a mystical gallon of soup
I didn’t even know that I wanted. But no one did. The only thing I ate after Joe died
were Snickers bars from vending machines and, even then, I dissected them like a
turkey at Thanksgiving and ate the dark meat first: thin layers of chocolate separated
from the filling, the wrapper splayed open like a drop cloth to catch the innards as
they fell. I ate them long and slow in public places and didn’t notice that kids next to
me were watching until I was done.
A year after someone dies, people begin to expect you to act normally. Boys who
like me and I am trying to get rid of still expect me to talk to them about possibly or
not possibly having sex at some indeterminate time so they can continue to plan the
next ten years of their lives.
“I’ll be a dentist, so that means college and dentist school and then residency
and then I’ll move back here and start my own practice and we will get married and
it will be great,” one says. “I don’t want to marry anyone,” I say. Oh, the rage this
builds in a small town boy.
But now, since Joe has died, I have an excuse. I refuse to put an expiration date
on my grief. I put the image of my dead cousin’s body in between these boys and
their plans and my own life. I build my rampart: “It feels too soon to make large
decisions.” I can avoid markers of a future if I just deny markers exist. Joe taught
me that.
In addition to the Snickers, I am eating anywhere from three to four muscle relaxers a day on a mostly empty stomach. At least four pot brownies a week. Alcohol
is not necessary but, when it is, it’s always red, red wine.
November 11, 2008
There are the things I don’t anticipate about Joe’s absence as the years stretch and
the guilt gets worse. Somehow, the devastation is not that he’s died, but knowing
that I knew so little during his life. Along with my numbing techniques, this knowledge makes me catatonic. Time swirls together: a mixed drink in his red solo cups,
me in a church waiting to be released into young adulthood. The freedom of college
is the escape I’ve been waiting for my entire life. I’ll be out from under the stampede
of my parents uncoupling and recoupling. But then it doesn’t happen.
The noose begins to tighten when Joe leaves. My mother begins to count the
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miles on my car— back and forth from work, back and forth from school, though
she is terrible at math. She overestimates how close things are and underestimates
the distance between others.
At the back of a church pew, I sit like an antelope at the end of a herd. Ahead
of me is a man exalting things I can’t see and I don’t believe in. Next to him, my
mother and Mary sit side by side. I’m stoned on painkillers, because pot brownies
are not cool for church. Off to the side, in the corner under an illuminated EXIT
sign, stands a man. He is staring at me. I hold his gaze for a moment to be sure it is
me he’s looking at.
Six months later I am lying in this man’s bed. I am “free.” I stay there for years.
This man’s birthday is November 1975. On Thanksgiving, I bake him an apple pie
with small perfect vents in the crust. He is only two years younger than Joe, and he
helps me with the everydayness of my life that I once dreamed Joe to be capable
of. We mostly like the same music, but Queen is not his favorite. This is the trap of
chasing a ghost: you can never again have a thing of equal value.
November 23, 2016
The biggest problem for me now is sorting the small pieces of Joe smuggled away
in boxes. They’re in disarray from the many homes I’ve inhabited since his death.
Which one holds the terrible photomontage played at his funeral set to Queen’s
Greatest Hits Volume 1? Which one contains the photo albums in which I have too
few photos of us together?
There is nothing worse than having the objects of one loved and now dead
placed in your hands. A magnetic energy of value they’ll never have again hovers
around the transaction. Their power only existed because they belonged to the person you love. But that person is gone, so both the objects and you will never be the
same. Repeatedly, cardboard boxes are opened to things that look dull and useless.
Here, a small pocket knife he had, my father says. I put it on my keychain. Here,
some sweaters of his. You like sweaters, my father says. I put them in my closet.
Here are some cassette tapes. You like music, my father says. I put them in my car.
Each time you access an important memory, you alter it somehow. I lost the
pocketknife. The sweaters are falling apart, moth-eaten. I don’t own a cassette player
anymore. I’m beginning to wonder what is the most valuable thing I have left from
him that I can hold in my hands.
Joe didn’t want anyone to know he was sick until he was sure he was dying. He
didn’t have someone hide his ashes like Freddie did, but he made sure they were
untouchable. He’s just the fragments of teeth floating somewhere out to sea, bone
dust soluble in water, disappearing into the cold Pacific Ocean.
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Bonding with Bad Mother
Kathleen Taylor

I keep Bad Mother’s head well fed on wedges of black plums and half-smoked cigarettes which she eats right out of my palm. I spread my fingers cautiously downward, away from her mouth, in case she chomps one, which happened to My Older
Self once – before that Older Self abandoned us. But right now, Bad Mother’s rubber lips on my fingertips tickle, brush wetly as she nuzzles and slobbers heavy with
the steady attention of a neglected mare. She sits, whiskered coarsely on the chin,
severed at the neck, upon a bureau with doilies stained xanthic with age. I manage
alright nursing her without aid. She doesn’t fancy my milk, so unless she’s sick or
romantic, I don’t force her to breast. We’ve established other means of bonding,
like sharing stress headaches and hardtack biscuits teeming with weevils, like spanking the weather vane and taking bets on her mood swings, like obtaining a measure
of her circumference by subtracting the blood to gas ratio in my breath from the
amount of lore in my scapula. In all, she’s fine company, can make a fine mess, can
make a fine story.
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Bad Mother after her Birthday Party
Kathleen Taylor

Remember the time my head got away? she asks, cheeky. That’s Bad Mother’s favorite one because My Younger Self messed her underwear, worried as she was about
Bad Mother’s nefarious noggin rolling down the wrong hallway. This happened at
Bad Mother’s birthday party, right before everyone left. One minute she was gassing
reeky about her ex-husband, and the next she got knocked pizzlecup upward by the
pillowy hip of an unthoughtful guest, who banged into her bureau while twirling his
dress. Yes, but don’t reminisce, I scold, that’s how you got bad in the first place. She
gives me a side eye and bares her teeth hundredfold, but I wallop her jaw good and
twist her head to the wall, where she rocks herself to sleep miserably.
The morning after that party, cleaning up in a hurry, nervously stroking a rat in my
pocket, I found her in the apiary. Bad Mother had trundled herself onto a crate of
congested nectar. A party kazoo slung between her puckered chops, she taught the
bees a new work song, honking in tune with their scissoring wings: Human is mutilation, Human is mutilation, Human is mutilation…
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Lance Dyza
I went to Las Vegas with Bill and Tracy for a few days. I’d run into them in Carson
City. They were on a roll, and Bill liked to share the wealth. I wasn’t crazy about following them to Vegas because I knew that their run would quit eventually, and the
trick with Bill was knowing when to bail. But I had a little money left, which a little
I swear is the worst kind, and I thought I could get Bill to let me stay with them pro
bono. Except I couldn’t get him to say it, and with Bill he has to say it. We ended up
staying at the La Concha Motel, which is gone now. The lobby was formed into the
shape of an enormous seashell. The arches must have been a hundred feet above
the floor. I ran out of money on the second day, the last of it to this asshole of a
dealer who wouldn’t look me in the eye.
The next morning I went out to the pool and lay on the concrete. The sun had
only just peaked over the jagged black wall of the mountains in the distance. It
was October, and the mornings were cold. The slanted rays made everything a bit
strange. The pool looked like it could have been the scene of a drowning accident,
or maybe just after the accident, when the crowd has been cleared. I listened to the
steady murmuring of the pumps.
Bill came out to find me before they left for the casino, and I told him I was too
sick for gambling. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate. When they were gone I went
into the room and fished my wallet from my front pocket. I had a MasterCard with a
thousand-dollar limit on it, and I thought I might get some money that way. I called
the number on the back, but it was no good.
I hadn’t made a payment on the balance in months. The woman on the other
end sounded concerned. She tried to keep me on the line. “Sir,” she was saying. “Sir,
please.” I hung up on her. It made me depressed and anxious. That’s when I thought
about Jill.
About two years ago, a letter from Jill somehow found its way to my P.O. Box
in Reno. She’d been discharged from the Navy and had moved to Las Vegas. She
said to look her up if I were ever around. I found the phonebook on the little hotel
room desk and peeled it open. Her name wasn’t listed, but I knew from her letter
that she worked as an assistant in a dentist’s office. It took me three tries to find her
which I thought was pretty lucky. The receptionist put me on hold and there was
an old love song playing that had violins in it. The sound was tinny and distant. It
took a minute or two before Jill came to the phone, and I guessed that she must
have been busy scraping someone’s teeth with that hook they use. The thought of
it made me wince. At last there was a click, and before she could talk I said, “Jill, it’s
Dennis. From a long time ago?”
I’d met Jill at a party maybe ten years before, in this little town called Laplace
just outside of New Orleans. I was working third shift at a factory that made windows. In those days, everything was still green and rooted to the soil. Jill was a friend
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of this guy Nick that I knew, and she had dark eyes that were downturned and
serious. When Nick noticed me looking at her he leaned in close and said, “I’d fuck
those eyes.” That was who Nick was.
Jill was sitting on a metal chair near the end of the sofa where the coats had
been piled. She kept her back straight with one leg tucked under the chair, cupped
her elbows with her hands and seemed intent on a point right between her knees.
Everyone else was standing. I went over to her. I was drunk and said something
awkward that I no longer remember. Jill made a humming sound as if to consider
me, and I realized I was gesturing with my hands. She said something like, I promise
it will be okay if you keep still.
I stayed with her that night and every day after for two months. Jill worked
nights as a waitress at the Copper Kettle, so there were whole afternoons lying in
the grass at a park that had been forgotten by everyone else. We spent that summer
together like children, self-indulgent and unaware. We said things like, I don’t care
about anything except you. And during that time we were so saturated with our idea
that it was easy to ignore that she had to leave. She’d joined the Navy to get herself
clean. But we were at that age when everything is not doomed from the beginning.
The night before she left there was an ice storm. I drove through it to see her,
twenty miles straight from work. Her apartment was on the main street through the
downtown area of Laplace. Just a couple of rooms on the second floor above the
Copper Kettle. The storm had knocked the power out, and Jill had lit a few candles
by the window that looked over the street. We watched the branches and the telephone wires grow heavy with ice in the moonlight, then fell asleep together on her
bed. I left her apartment without waking her; just a couple of hours before she had
to go. I’m always doing that—getting up close to the end. World famous for it.
We wrote letters afterward, because it was tough to get her on the phone. After I got
fired from the glass factory, I sort of figured what’s the point. By that time, I had a
couple of habits—booze mostly, and pills when I could get them, and I lost track of
things quickly. She wrote me several letters in a row to which I didn’t respond. Then
she stopped, too.
Jill got someone to cover the rest of her shift and picked me up around noon
in a little blue Toyota. I walked around the front of the car and got in. She kept it
in neutral, her foot on the brake. There was a smell like old motor oil and ash-trays
that made me think of my father’s car when I was a kid. Jill had aged. I don’t know
why this should have been a shock to me, but it was. The color of her hair had
washed out like weathered cedar, and she had the little wrinkles around her mouth
from smoking cigarettes. She didn’t look at me, just stared at the center of the steering wheel and tapped with her fingers. I began fumbling with the seatbelt.
“You have to say something, Dennis,” she said finally. Then she turned her
head, and I saw that her eyes were still young, weighted with that same sadness that
I remembered. I was caught for a moment.
“Right,” I said, “I’m sorry.” I found the seatbelt and fastened it.
“Just stop for a second, will you?” she said. Her voice was playful in a way that
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I hadn’t expected. “Quit fidgeting and let me look at you.” I knew that I looked like
shit. Jill reached out her hand and swept my hair across my forehead. I was embarrassed and closed my eyes.
“You’re still there, Dennis, don’t worry,” she said. “I know a place that’s quiet.”
“I’m broke,” I said flatly. Jill put the car into gear and we moved out of the
parking lot, past the concrete arches.
“I figured as much,” she said.
I looked into the lobby of the hotel as we passed and held in my breath. When I
exhaled it made a little humming noise.
We pulled into a little bar off the strip where it was just locals. I could tell by
the looks they were giving me that everybody knew I was from out of town. It was
good to be with Jill there; I knew that she would take care of me. She went to order
the beer, and I walked to the far end and leaned against the pool table. Jill came back
with a pitcher and made a second trip for the glasses. She knew I didn’t want to deal
with anyone but her. We sat down at a table in the corner where the light was low,
and when we finished the pitcher Jill ordered another. I was careful not to fill my
glass before hers. Our conversation was timid at first. We didn’t bother with where
we’d been.
“Listen,” she said finally, “we can’t stay here all day. But you’re right here aren’t
you, and I don’t want you to go away just yet. I must be drunk.”
“We’ll go to your place,” I said, “and we can act like we’re twenty again. Catch
up on the mischief.” I tried to sound cheerful. I didn’t want to go back to the hotel
room.
She was looking down into her beer, studying the tea leaves I guess. She shook
her head.
“I can’t take you to my place. Not like this,” she said. “But someplace else.” I
said, “I’m all yours.”
We got onto the highway, through the mountains to the southeast, and headed
into the desert. After twenty minutes the road became perfectly straight, and Jill
kept the wheel with just the tips of two fingers. I have always had a kinship with
desert highways. Those which knife through indignant landscapes, where no life is
permitted unless it begs. Jill had the cruise set to ninety. The shell of the car had a
shimmy to it that made the stick-shift rattle, but I knew there was no stopping us. I
loved her for that. She downshifted suddenly, and the engine whined. There was an
intersection ahead, like a turnaround for cops. Jill turned onto it and crossed over
the median strip. I looked over to her and she smiled into the rearview mirror.
“Relax,” she said, “we’re almost there.”
There was an asphalt lane that ended twenty yards past the edge of the highway, and then we were on a dirt road that snaked between the tufts of sagebrush.
We drove until the highway was out of sight. There was a bend in the road where it
went back toward the north, and Jill pulled off to the side.
“This is it,” she said, and pointed. “Just over that rise.” She got out of the car
and closed the door, and I watched her walk away for a while. When I opened my
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door, I could hear the hard-packed desert soil crunching under the weight of her
feet. She was still wearing her hospital scrubs and the sort of white tennis shoes that
medical assistants wear. It was the strangeness of the scene that did it. Somehow the
whole thing fit, and I thought how long I could watch her walk in the desert toward
the mountains. I chased after her. I sprinted on my toes, but I had that desert-sensation of not making any progress. I kept my eyes on Jill. The ground in front of me
started up gradually, and I saw Jill turn suddenly and drop out of sight. Like she’d
fallen through a trap door. When I reached where she was I nearly ran off the edge.
Below me, in a steep-walled depression, was a green lake. It was kidney-shaped
and maybe the size of a football field. The edges were crusted white with salt and
the sun glinted off of the ripples made by the wind. I was breathing heavily and
sweat got in my eyes. I took in huge gulps of air and felt my lungs stretch against my
ribs. Jill was almost all the way down when I turned and put my feet over. As I clambered down some of the stones became loose. The muting chinking as they rolled
over each other sounded like laughter. I became covered in fine red dust.
When I met Jill at the shore she’d taken off her shoes, and I watched her as she
crept over the salt-covered ground with her bare feet. She’d rolled up the cuffs of
her medical scrubs.
I said, “So this is your thing?” But she ignored me and kept looking down at her
feet. “This lake, your lake? So this is something you do?”
“I bring all my old boyfriends here,” she said. I must have looked sad to her,
because then she said, “Not really. I meet friends out here sometimes, that’s all.”
There was a flat, dark stone nearby me, and I picked it up. I threw it sidearm toward
the green water, trying to skip it over the surface. It was something I used to do
when I was younger, but I didn’t have the feel for it anymore. It came out of my
hand at the wrong angle and splashed awkwardly. Jill moved away from the salt
banks and lay down in the sand where it was warm. I walked over to her. She had
her hands threaded behind her head and her eyes closed against the sun.
“This is perfect,” I said. “Exactly what I needed. How did you know?”
“Lucky guess,” she said.
I lay next to her and listened to the wind rush over the water. “What’s next?” I
said, “I go drown myself in that lake?”
“No,” she said. “We’ll just stay here for a while where there’s nobody else. Until
the sun gets too hot.”
“Like we used to,” I said.
“Then we’ll go to my apartment,” she said, “if you want.”
To be where it seemed we should not be was satisfying. To wonder at how all of
the events in my life had brought me to this place. It gave me a feeling of control
over everything that seemed so inevitable. I had begun this chain of events, this
bubble of opportunity. Jill had led me, but I wasn’t following her like I’d followed
Bill. This was an exploration not born of necessity. It was an effort to see what
existed past the borders. We lay in the sand, and I felt the sun wring the sweat out
of me. I was reluctant to leave, but I had an odd sense that it would be ruined if we
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stayed too long.
“Let’s go now,” I said, “while we still want to stay.”
Jill lived in one of those themed apartment complexes called The Sahara Oasis.
There were about ten buildings with palm trees etched into the stucco walls and the
windows arranged in a haphazard way to look like ruins. Hers was all the way in the
back, along the property line, and I saw that they were building something similar
next door. There were plastic sheets nailed up against the bare stud walls, and I
could hear them flapping in the wind.
Jill gathered her purse. “You should know that I have roommates,” she said.
“Eddie and Rosemarie.”
“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m just glad to get out of that hotel room. I really appreciate
you doing this.” Jill blinked her eyes. I said, “I mean I was pretty fucking down, you
know?”
“I have some whiskey,” she said. “Try not to make too much small talk, and
we’ll just go down to the pool for a while.” She had developed a deadpan delivery. I
tried to laugh.
When we got to her door she fumbled with the keys and dropped them on the
floor. There was some shuffling coming from inside the apartment, and then the
lock snapped and the door opened. A man stood in the opening. He was older than
Jill, maybe in his early forties, tanned and slim in a way that suggested vitamin supplements.
“Hey Eddie, thanks,” Jill said, and stooped to get her keys. “This is Dennis.” I
nodded as Eddie looked me over. He moved his upper lip over his teeth and turned
back to the apartment.
“Rosemarie went out for cigarettes,” he said, “but she should be back any
minute.” “We’re just going out to the pool,” Jill said. “Can Dennis use a pair of your
trunks?”
Eddie hesitated for a moment, crossed his arms.
“Sure,” he said, and disappeared around the corner of the kitchen. Jill went to
the cabinet under the sink and pulled out a plastic grocery bag. She handed it to me.
“In the cabinet above the stove,” she said, and went into the living room where
there was a futon against the far wall. She pulled a duffel bag out from underneath
it. “I’m just going to change.”
I said, “Jill—” But she left me, and then Eddie appeared with the trunks. They
were some sort of ridiculous pattern.
“These work?” he asked, and tossed them to me. Eddie was making me nervous. I had found something during the hours with Jill. But this was Eddie’s kitchen.
“Yeah, thanks,” I said, “Jill told me to take the whiskey.”
“Yeah, go ahead.” he said, and waved his hands. “Drink up. I ain’t stopping
you.” He leaned back up against the kitchen counter. I found a bottle of Black Velvet. “So you two?”
“Yeah,” I said, “we two.”
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Jill came out wrapped in a towel and her hair up in a neat little knot. I smiled dumbly at her. Here was something familiar in all of the strange angles of that kitchen. I
had a violent urge to hold her then. She seemed embarrassed.
“I’ll be by the pool with this,” she said, and grabbed the bottle from me. I
changed out of my clothes in the bathroom, and I winced when I saw myself naked
in the mirror. I’d forgotten how bad I looked. I wasn’t eating. I tried to remember
when I’d eaten.
I went out of the apartment quickly to avoid Eddie, who was out of sight. It
had gotten dark. The pool was a few buildings over, in the main courtyard where
they had a couple of palm trees planted in the manicured gravel. I could hear them
rustling. The pool was standard issue, surrounded by a black metal fence. Jill was
in the hot tub with her arms resting along the rim. She had her head tilted back. I
was a little worried about how I looked, but she didn’t say anything when I went
through the gate. The jets were on so I couldn’t see Jill’s body. I slid in next to her
and groaned a little from the heat. There were strands of her hair that curled away
from the small of her neck. The fineness of her hair that I remembered. Running
my fingers through it and cradling her.
“You look good,” I said, “took care of yourself, seems like.” I meant it, too.
There was a feeling of correctness, like finding the thread on a mason jar. I found
the whiskey.
“Dennis, you’re fooling yourself,” she said, and turned to grab the pack of cigarettes that she’d balanced on the edge. She held them up for me and made a face.
“I don’t care about that,” I said. “Everyone’s got something. You look good to
me. You feel good to me. I was feeling so shitty, and then I knew to call you somehow.”
The jets quit; they must have been on a timer. I looked down at my hands
under the water, backlit from the lamps. They looked so clean, like they’d just been
removed from the packaging. I moved them over so Jill could see and splayed my
fingers.
“See?” I said. “They’re like brand new.” Then Jill laughed like she used to. She
reached for her cigarettes. I took another drink and felt the familiar pace.
“You sound like such an asshole, Dennis,” she said. “Did I ever tell you that?”
“No,” I said, “not till just now.”
She said, “I’m worried about you.”
“I love it here with you right now,” I said. “You understand.”
Beyond the black metal fence surrounding the pool there was a children’s area
with a jungle gym. One of those impermanent plastic things with a slide and a
bridge and a set of monkey bars. I could feel myself getting overheated in the water.
“Let’s drink the rest of this in that thing over there,” I said. She looked over
her shoulder. “C’mon, we’ll dry off and climb up there. I want to talk some more. I
mean, if we’re going to keep talking, it shouldn’t be in this tub. This fucking cauldron. I’m sweating too much anyway.” Jill took a long drag from her cigarette. I said,
“Don’t you want to talk some more?”
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Jill didn’t say anything, so I hoisted myself to the rim and went for the towels.
“C’mon,” I said, “I’m feeling nice and drunk, aren’t you? This will be fun. Get us
out of the rut.”
There was just the light from the pool. That eerie green phosphorescent light
that makes you think of things that are gone. I let her walk ahead of me so that
I could watch. The concrete pavement was still warm and her feet left wet little
smudges. I walked in between because I didn’t want to ruin them. She opened the
gate and it made a loud squawking noise. A light ticked on from one of the windows
above us. Jill turned and looked at me.
“I don’t want people to watch us doing this,” she said. “I have to live here.” At
the landing before the slide there was an enclosure.
“C’mon,” I said, “we’ll go up into that thing.” I pointed, and by her expression I
thought maybe she was trying not to smile.
“We’ll never fit,” she said.
“You’ll fit,” I said, “and I’ll sit outside. The neighbors will think I’m talking to
myself. They’ll think I’m crazy and that maybe I have a thing for kiddie toys. There’ll
be a huge scandal, but it won’t matter because I don’t have to live here.” She laughed
that laugh again, and it made me so happy.
Jill climbed up the ladder, I gave her the bottle and followed. There was a short
plank bridge maybe six feet off the ground, and we crossed over it. Jill went down
onto her haunches and peered inside the enclosure.
“Go ahead, just do it,” I said.
“Just don’t push me,” she said. “This is your idea.”
“Right, okay,” I said, and I patted her on the leg. Then she went in and I squatted down in front of her. I watched her become situated, her careful way. She sat
cross-legged, like young people do, framed by the opening which was rounded like
an igloo. And then there she was, that strange carriage, that way about her. I had to
stifle a laugh from the excitement of it. I tried to mimic her.
“Don’t make fun of me,” she said, and handed me the whiskey. I drank it down.
“I want to believe that it wasn’t a mistake to bring you here,” she said. That deadpan
delivery again.
“Listen,” I said, “you’re the only one that I can tell my problems to. You know
that, right?” Jill drank from the bottle and stared at her lap. “My life has zeroed out.
I’m not taking care of myself. I’ve pissed everything away, including you.”
“Dennis, this was all so long ago,” she said. “I’m just worried that you’ll be
okay.”
I said, “Can’t we just forget all of the in-between? I fucked everything up, but I
want to fix it.”
She leaned toward me, came out of the opening on her hands and knees so that
I had to slide back. She was breathing heavily, and then she kissed me. How had I
forgotten how good she was? I was certain that I’d found her again in that moment,
felt her skin with my hands. Then she pulled away from me, and I saw those eyes. I
saw in them what I needed.
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“I think we should go back,” I said. “We should just go back, as soon as we can.
And fix this. Right? Let’s go back to Laplace. I can get a job, and we could find a
place.”
She stood up. She was so close I could see the stubble on her legs. I could see
the hairs sticking out of the edge of her suit.
I woke up the next morning on the futon in the living room. Eddie was drinking
coffee at the kitchen table with an older woman in a pink robe. When he noticed me
stirring he said, “Hey, it’s Mr. Everything. Say good morning, Rosemarie.”
“Where’s Jill,” I said.
“You two had quite a little party last night,” he said. “I found her face first in
the toilet. You landed just fine though.”
“Where is she now,” I said.
“I heard you two are taking a little trip,” he said. “You want some coffee?”
“What is this?” I said. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Nobody’s saying you were wrong,” he said. “Not anymore. We’re done with
her, so she’s yours.” Jill came out then.
“We should go,” she said.
Eddie cleared his throat. “Go fuck yourself, Jill,” he said, and Rosemarie got up
to pour another cup of coffee.
Jill drove me back to the hotel so that I could pick up my things. She told me
Eddie and Rosemarie were just friends. That they had helped her. She’d had a habit
and a string of men. “Don’t worry about them,” I told her, and she nodded. “They
don’t know us.”
We turned west on a street called Flamingo Road that was lined with discount
stores and gas stations. In the early morning sun the shadows from the street lamps
and telephone poles stretched long over the pavement. We got caught at a red light
behind a line of cars. The stop-lights in Vegas last like nowhere else. I looked out
my window and saw there was a funeral parlor. It was in a strip mall type of a building with a façade that was meant to look like big cement blocks. There was a hearse
parked in front of the doors, and the pall-bearers were receiving instructions from
the director, but no one was paying attention. One guy was wearing dark blue-jeans
and cowboy boots and kept nudging the guy next to him with his elbow. Small talk
at a funeral is the hardest kind there is. I looked over at Jill and gave her a smile like
we were in this together, but she kept her head fixed.
She pulled into the parking lot of the hotel, and I told her to wait in the car.
When I got back to the room I found the door cracked open, and I could hear that
Bill and Tracy were having sex. I went in anyway. They didn’t hear me. I crept up to
the corner of the foyer that led into the bedroom and watched them. Bill was laying
into her on the far bed. I could tell that he was stoned by the way he had his head
cocked. He liked to get high on benzos when he could afford them, which meant
that they’d probably hit it big on the slots. I never understood how they could fill
those fucking slot machines all day.

55

Small Talk
Bill had her legs up. Tracy was so gone that she wasn’t even looking at him; she
just looked up at the ceiling, brushed at her face with the back of her hands. Bill
didn’t seem to mind. Just kept pumping. She could have been a ham sandwich. She
was made of ham sandwiches.
“Hey,” I said finally. I was impatient. “What the fuck are you guys doing?”
Bill looked over, still pumping. Tracy kept pawing at her face, kept rubbing over her
nose.
“Listen,” I said. “I just need to grab a couple things.” I walked over to him. To
them. “Hey, fuckface,” I said. I took my index finger and aimed it at Bill’s torso. I
was close enough to touch him. I stuck my finger just below his armpit and held
it there. “I can’t pay you for the room, Bill, I’m broke.” His lights were off. Tracy
began to hum a single note.
“I’m leaving with a girl,” I said. “Her name is Jill.” It felt good to say it, and
once I got started it was like I needed to get it all out.
“We’re going back to the beginning and fixing it,” I said. “She knows me. She
understands me.” I was looking at Bill as I spoke. “She’s missed me.” Looking at the
profile of his face, silhouetted against the light coming in from the window. “She
was worried, and now she’ll make sure I end up alright.” His skin had a dull, unnatural sheen. He looked brittle. As if pieces of him might fall away. I laughed at him.
You know like I do, Bill. You got to have someone.” As I said this, Bill finished with
a little shudder. Tracy rolled over onto her side. I could hear Bill breathing. Bill, who
was no one. A flat, dark stone. He turned to me.
“You ain’t broke, Dennis,” he said. “You’re just Dennis.” I saw that some light
had come back into him. He was there and not there. The look of him filled me
with fear and doubt. Then he laughed, too. It was an embarrassed sort of laughter
like after a prank that’s gone too far. Then Bill flopped down on the bed. I stood
over them. I looked at Tracy. There was a long horizontal scar just below her navel.
The skin was distended and shiny, and it looked as if she’d been welded together.
“You don’t know me, Bill,” I said. But the words were weak, and there was a
falseness in them. There was a sense of solid ground giving way. I began to think
that maybe Jill was right. She’d tried to tell me. I was fooling myself. I went into the
bathroom to get my things. I tried not to look in the mirror, but couldn’t help it.
There was a gash over my temple. I felt over the contours. My shirt was unbuttoned,
and I could see again how bad my body was. It needed to be rehabilitated.
When I went back out, Jill’s car was gone. I had taken too much time. I didn’t
even leave the lobby because I could see through the glass without opening the
door. I never saw her again. I thought about Jill and wondered if she was in on the
joke.
I went back into the room. Bill and Tracy were naked and breathing together on
the bed. Bill’s hair was mussed in a way that made him look younger. He had left his
stash of benzos on top of the television like an asshole. I took my shirt off and saw
that I was still wearing Eddie’s trunks. My skin was damp, tacky like a fresh coat of
paint. I took a shower, watched the water carry the dust into the drain, and made up
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my mind to steal all of Bill’s shit. I found his wallet stuffed inside one of his leather
boots. There was about three hundred dollars, and as I put on his jeans I felt the car
keys in his pocket. Then I thought fuck it and swapped out his shirt for mine. It felt
good to be clean. I went around to Bill and knelt down in front of him.
“I’m sorry, Bill,” I said, and I tried to think of what else I could say. I wanted to
go on. I wanted there to be more. I took the phone from the nightstand. The line
was long enough to reach into the bathroom, so I carried it in there with me. Tracy’s
cigarettes were next to the sink with the lighter tucked into the cellophane. I took
them and went over to the toilet and sat down on the lid. I put the phone down
between my feet and lit one.
The first two numbers I called I got the answering machine. But on the third try
someone picked up. It was a man. I could tell by the way he cleared his throat.
“Hello,” he said.
“Hello,” I said, “this is Dennis.”
He said, “Who is this?”
I said, “Dennis.”
He hung up on me, but I got a kick out of it. Bill and Tracy would be out cold
until Easter, so I kept calling more people. Every time someone picked up it was
that same thing, who is this? I kept calling until it quit being funny. The last time it
was a woman who told me the Lord provides for those in need. I said hold on, and
I took the phone back into the bedroom. I set it down between Bill and Tracy and
put the receiver next to Bill’s ear. Then I left them to sleep the last happy sleep they
would have for a long time. It wasn’t until I was back on the highway, flying west
in Bill’s rusted out Mustang, that I thought about how she couldn’t possibly have
known the Lord.
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The Baader-Meinhof Phenomenon
Marie Christelle Garcia
There is something called the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon. Our brains
highlight information it has
imbibed.
Let’s say, today you learned about mangoes. Suddenly, you see
mangoes everywhere. In “How to Cook with Mangoes” cookbooks,
mango-flavored lip balm, shoes that look just as
ripe.
There is the theory of synchronicity. Why we pick up our phones at the
exact same
time:
“Funny, I was just thinking about you!” like the universe had
orchestrated it.
There is a term called apophenia. A mental
sickness related to the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon. The
brain detects
patterns in a series of meaningless data and
reads too much into it.
It is why some people see faces
in the moon, Jesus in a raisin cookie, the future in dregs of coffee.
I am convinced my brain is apophatic.
I see a man on the train with lightbulb eyes
like yours
traces of
stubble like pencil tips I used to burn
my mouth on.
I believe synchronicity is a cheap fallacy. If it
were real I should have bumped into you
because I thought of you
today when I ate
ripe mangoes, when the soil
of my coffee grounds
evoked something you said about
the future.
Carl Jung said you should have manifested. But you
didn’t.
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Ski Lesson
Becky Mendelbaum
When I tell my mother I’m going skiing, she laughs. “That’s strange,” she says.
“You’ve always hated skiing.”
As far as I know, I’ve only been skiing once, when I was a freshman in college
and my friend Erin got a job as a lift operator in Winter Park, Colorado, a place that
seemed as much about smoking pot in outdoor hot tubs as it did about skiing. In all,
I spent one abbreviated afternoon on the slopes, and then only because Erin could
get lift tickets at half-cost. After a few frustrating trips down the bunny hill, Erin
had me follow her onto a blue run where I quickly launched over a lump of snow
and crash-landed next to the base of a large pine tree. The experience was far from
positive, but it certainly wasn’t grounds to say I’ve always hated skiing. I want to tell
my mother that she’s always had diarrhea in that Starbucks off I-35 on the way to
Kansas City.
“I remember the first time you tried it you just cried and cried,” my mother continues.
“When was this?”
“I don’t know. You were probably too young to remember. Your father made us
go. I wanted to go somewhere warm—as if my opinion ever mattered.”
“So I’ve been skiing twice,” I say. “Maybe the third time’s the charm?”
“Well, I’m not sure the time I’m thinking of really counts. You quit after twenty
minutes and we spent the rest of the day drinking hot cocoa by a fireplace, just me
and you.” She pauses, reminiscing. “That’s my kind of vacation.”
Tahoe is less than a two-hour drive from Davis, California, where I live and go to
school, and the lift tickets are half-priced on Tuesdays, which I happen to have off.
My friend Ryan—a fellow writer in my Masters program—came up with the idea.
He’s been snowboarding a couple times in Indiana, where he’s from, and where the
hills are modest and supplemented with fake snow. He’s eager to try his skills on
the real California slopes, and I can understand his interest. Back in Kansas, where
I spent the majority of my adult life, the closest ski resort is in Missouri, where a
couple of young dreamers must have squinted their eyes and decided a hill could be
a mountain if you just kept your heart open.
On the drive to Tahoe I tell Ryan about my last time skiing in Winter Park. What
stands out most is not the skiing itself but everything around it: Erin’s boyfriend
Mike and his roommate who expounded on the benefits of matte and quinoa before
smoking a bowl and filling a flask of rum to take to the slopes; the X-treme sports
channel that played on the T.V. and which was never turned off, only muted, so that
bros in neon-colored gear could pull off half-pikes and back-flips in an infinitely-looping stream of existential silence. Halfway through my stay, one of Mike’s
friends died while backcountry skiing. The friend fell into a tree well—whatever that
was—and froze to death. “It aint fuckin’ right,” Mike and his roommate kept repeat-
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ing to one another. “It just ain’t fuckin’ right.” The next day, they were up before
sunrise, ready to ski. “Gonna be a bluebird day,” Mike said, and then took a bong rip
that he dedicated to his friend.
The same rules of memory apply to every other outdoor activity: the subject
stands out more than the verb. While I only vaguely remember the details of my
first outdoor lead-climb—a glorious but terrifying daddy-long-legs-covered route
in Horseshoe Canyon, Arkansas—I clearly remember the color of Erin’s turquoise
leggings as I followed her up the trails to the crags, as well as the smell of the mutt
named Chili who had big rubbery nipples and liked to follow rock-climbers around
the valley, sometimes even into their cars.
In the end, there is nothing intrinsically interesting about rock-climbing or skiing.
Hand up, foot up, hand up, foot up. Bend your knees, turn your feet, bend your
knees, turn your feet. A string of repetitive motions, stored not in memory but muscle. What I will never forget is how, standing in Mike’s kitchen, Erin got a piece of
lettuce in her eye and, perhaps because of some chemical pesticide, the eye turned
bright red and stayed red for the rest of the night and when Mike laughed at her she
whispered, “It’s not funny, babe, it really hurts.” I will also never forget the look on
Mike’s face when he explained to me what it meant to get stuck in a tree well. How
soft snow can accumulate near the base of trees and how, if you happen to land in
one of these wells, you can essentially be buried alive.
I have one other ski memory—a near-ski experience. If the mind is a mansion, then
this memory lives in the basement, along with all of the other forbidden memories,
each of them sealed away in a glass jar like a shrunken head or three-eyed frog: the
time I pooped in my friend Rachel’s sump-pump, the time I was arrested for shoplifting at the age of sixteen, the time the boy I loved admitted he wasn’t attracted to
me. The secret, of course, is that we all love to root around in the basement—open
the jars and sniff what’s inside.
This particular memory takes place somewhere in Colorado—Vail, Aspen,
Copper Mountain—what’s the difference? Think late-nineties ski regalia: hot pink
Patagonia jackets, reflective goggles, highlighter yellow snow pants. Think A-frame
condos and aspen trees. Picture white men with white teeth and white women with
blonde hair. Now picture my father: a bookish Jewish man with narrow-set eyes and
big glasses and a fat leather wallet that he keeps in the back pocket of his jeans. His
secret is that he has always wanted a James Bond life: Italian suits and naked women
and a sleek golden gun he can stow in the glove box of his Ferrari. But here he is,
with only my two older brothers and little chubby me. If I am six years old, then we
have travelled from Sugarland, Texas to be here. Any older, and we’ve come from
Wichita, Kansas where he will eventually leave us for good.
This vacation is unusual because Mom is not with us. She appears in every other
childhood memory—tucking me in, serving me lunch, wiping my butt until an
ungodly age I don’t care to disclose. It was my dad who was never there, a quivering
outline that followed us from new city to new city, where we’d unpack the circus
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tent of our house only to inevitably repack it a few months later, when my father
took a new job in a new state. When he was home, he was there only long enough
to eat, watch a football game, take a nap. Otherwise, he was either at the hospital or
“on call.” If there is one state I cannot stand, it is the state of being “on call.” Why
not just call it what it is: being a jerk. Sorry I can’t pick the kids up, Honey, I’m being
a jerk for the next twelve hours.
And yet, in this memory, it is only him and us kids. Perhaps he already knows he
is going to leave us and so this is his final goodbye—a ski trip. A trip in which he
will put his three children on six planks of wood so that he may watch them glide
blissfully down a mountainside so cold and white that it could very well be a product
of his own imagination.
At some point, I find myself sitting beside a wall of enormous boots, all of them
big enough to fit an adolescent rhinoceros. Behind me is a row of cubbies and a tall
glass window through which you can watch tiny figures gracefully zigzag down the
snowy mountainside. From here, it looks easy. In front of me, a ski bro offers me
my very own pair of moon boots.
Are we ready for the moon? Are we ready to have fun?
I tell him I don’t feel well. “My stomach hurts,” I say.
“Everything’ll be good once we get out in the fresh air,” says the bro. Perhaps
this is something he tells himself every morning as he wakes up in a fog of existential doom, a pyramid of Natural Light cans obscuring his Bachelors Degree, which
his mother insisted he frame.
“I want to go home,” I tell him.
“You’ve got a lesson in fifteen minutes,” he says, but by now the oatmeal in my
stomach has already started its quiet journey north, back to the sacred place from
which it came.
I am less concerned with the impending vomit than I am with the fact that
someone has already gone to search for my father. Perhaps he is already out on the
slopes, or perhaps he is still in the rental area, getting my brothers situated for their
lessons. He has paid a lot of money for this and of course, like always, I’m ruining
the day. From the moment of my conception, my existence has posed a direct and
continual assault on his finances. Most likely, the ski rentals, the lift ticket, the lesson,
are all non-refundable.
When he arrives, he does so red-faced. My body, always the comedian, responds
to the situation appropriately. Before my father can finish saying, “What’s the
problem here?” my breakfast is already splattered across the floor of the rental area.
The next thing I know we’re back at the condo, where he gives me a Tylenol and a
glass of water. Soon I am in my bed in the second story loft. Then the front door is
closing and the condo goes quiet. I am alone, my fever raging.
When I wake up, the condo is silent. I’m covered in cold sweat and the walls
seem to be moving, palpitating. As I watch them, a mean face appears in the spackling, its eyebrows moving up and down, up and down. My stomach lurches. I see
more faces in the walls, more creatures moving behind the paint. A decade later I
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will read The Yellow Wallpaper in a high school English class and feel an uncanny
pang of sympathy, but for now I am only a fevered child, turning in fear from the
walls of a condo that I will never, in my own adulthood, be able to afford.
It is dark when my father returns with my brothers. They are tired from a big day
on the slopes. Knowing I was too sick to join them, they went out for burgers and
French fries. When I tell my dad I’m hungry, he looks at me with suspicion. He does
not want me vomiting in the condo.
“Have this,” he says, and offers me a can of pizza-flavored Pringles.
I yearn for my mother, who, if she were there, would have wrapped me in a
coat and carried me to the lodge where she would order me chicken noodle soup
and a Sprite. After dinner, I would lay with my head in her lap and she would stroke
my hair until I fell asleep. Then she would carry me to my bed and tuck me in. The
walls would not move with her around. The ceiling fans would not dare to turn in
her presence.
To this day, just thinking about pizza-flavored Pringles, or pizza-flavored anything, makes me nauseous.
Ryan and I arrive at Boreal Mountain Resorts just as it’s opening. The sky is blue and
cloudless, which I think means it’s a bluebird day.
Inside, I pay for a lesson, thinking of all the food and books I could buy with
$60. A new hardcover. A sushi dinner with beer and money leftover for dessert.
Even though I feel fine, I wonder if my body will remember old habits once it sees
the wall of ski boots, the instructors zipped up in their orange jumpsuits. Are we
ready for the moon?
Because nothing is free when it comes to skiing, we pay for a locker and, piece
by piece, prepare to hurl ourselves down a snow-covered mountainside. Snow pants,
goggles, gloves (all borrowed from my roommate). Ski socks, ski boots, jacket, hat.
Thirty pounds heavier, we trudge into the morning light, blinking against the sun.
I go to the area where you wait for lessons and a guy who is maybe 6’5’’ asks me
what level I am, as if we’re actually here to play World of Warcraft.
“I’m not sure,” I say. “This is only my second time skiing.”
“Can you stop?” he asks.
“I think so?”
“Can you make a pizza?”
Only if the dough’s pre-made, I want to say. Instead, I repeat, “I think so?”
“We’ll put you in Level Two. Wait here.”
I wait where he tells me, thinking maybe I should have told him I’ve never really
skied before. When the instructor appears, he is all reflective goggles and beard. He
speaks with an accent and I read on his nametag that he is from Chile. Despite the
fact that I can’t properly see his face, I understand immediately that he is attractive,
that he has come here from Chile to shred fresh powder, drink American beer, and
sleep with as many American women as possible.
“Hello, follow me,” he says, and off he goes, to the bunny lift.
The only other person taking the lesson is a blonde girl, thin and sleek as a

62

Ski Lesson
breadstick. She smells like expensive shampoo and her smile tells of good dentistry
and teeth whitening and rich parents who have bankrolled all of it. She is beautiful.
Already, I can see how the lesson will go.
On the lift, the Chilean sits in the middle.
“Where you come from?” he asks us.
Pretty Girl says Sacramento, I say Kansas and then Davis. None of this means
much to him—he has not left the Tahoe/Truckee area since coming to the states
two months before. He has heard of Yosemite and San Francisco, beer pong and
Bieber. He is here not for the culture, but for the powder.
The lesson is not so much a lesson as it is a game of follow-the-Chilean. At the
top of the hill, he says, “Okay, follow me, please,” and then proceeds to ski backward, perhaps so he can more closely watch us suffer. To my surprise and delight,
Pretty Girl is even more scared than I am. She follows hesitantly, slowly, her new
skis pointed inward. I would also love to follow slowly but, being unable to control
my speed, end up zooming past the both of them, skiing what feels like a thousand
miles per hour off into oblivion. I stop the only way I know how, which is to fall
onto my side and hope that I don’t hit anything hard as I slide to a stop.
“You go pretty fast,” the Chilean says, once he and Pretty Girl make it down the
hill to where I’ve stopped.
“How do you go slow?” I ask.
“You make pizza,” he says, and then skis off with Pretty Girl, toward the lift.
The day goes on like this. Pretty Girl and I follow the Chilean down one slope,
then another. I make pizzas of every shape and size. Sometimes the pizza turns
into French fries and I gather speed until I’m racing uncontrollably toward a cluster
of trees or children. This is when I throw myself to the ground and hope I don’t
slam into anything solid. While I don’t learn much about skiing, I do learn that the
Chilean is twenty two and in school for engineering. I learn that Pretty Girl is a professional photographer who hates working weddings. She has a fiancé (A what?—A
fiancé—What is this, fancey?—He will be my husband soon.—Ohhhh, I see. I want
to say: It means she won’t sleep with you, but I hold my tongue.). Her fiancé works
for Red Bull. In the summer, they will get married and have a tour of Europe.
“Will you ski?” the Chilean asks.
“Probably not,” Pretty Girl says. “It’ll be summer.”
“Ah, yes,” he says, as if he’s forgotten such a season existed.
In the courtyard of my elementary school stood a statue of a girl jumping rope. The
statue was carved from wood and painted in bright colors—a happy statue, meant
to make people smile. The courtyard also had a bench and a ceramic birdbath and
a row of scratchy bushes that produced tiny pastel flowers in the springtime. The
ground was made of bricks, each one engraved with the name of a donor. It was a
decorative space, meant to be appreciated briefly while walking between buildings.
I was in the 5th grade when I learned that the statue was actually a memorial, built
to remember the older sister of a girl in my grade—a girl named Paige Park. Everybody loved Paige. She was more beautiful than any 10-year-old had a right to be,
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with a head of platinum blonde hair and a raspy voice that made her sound like a
chain-smoking celebrity sexpot.
Every time I read Lolita, I imagine Humbert Humbert would have had something to
say about Paige.
I don’t remember who told me the statue was Paige’s sister’s, but I do remember
what they told me next: she had died when she was our age, by hitting a tree while
skiing. I imagined the girl as Paige, her raspy voice calling out for help as blood ran
down her face.
At this age, I thought of death as something caused exclusively by illness, car
crashes, or murder. One did not simply ski into trees—the idea of it was preposterous. There wasn’t even anywhere to ski in Kansas. I knew from personal experience
that in order to even see a mountain you had to go all the way to Colorado, which
seemed, at the time, like a distant land. A Kansan dying from skiing was like a snake
drowning in the ocean. And yet there it was, the statue. In loving memory.
I wondered, then, why my father had subjected my brothers and me to something so dangerous. Had he wanted us to die? Had he wanted to watch three more
statues lose their luster in a courtyard that nobody ever visited? Or perhaps, knowing that my brothers were athletic enough to survive such a perilous sport, he had
only wanted to get rid of me.
After exactly two hours of “lesson,” the Chilean releases Pretty Girl and me from
his charge. “Remember,” he says to me as we glide back to the lift area. “Make pizza.”
The Chilean and I both watch as Pretty Girl joins her fiancé, who is tall and
chiseled and has been skiing black diamonds on the other side of the mountain. I
watch the Chilean watch her, dejected and exhausted, like a lion whose antelope has
just leapt into the mouth of a passing crocodile.
Even though we planned on it, I’m astonished to find Ryan waiting for me by
the bunny lift. This whole time, I’ve subconsciously assumed he would bail on me,
leave me to tumble down the slopes alone so he could blast through the more difficult runs at his own pace. But here he is, all smiles, his cheeks flushed with windburn.
“How’d it go?” he asks.
I tell him about the lesson, about Pretty Girl and the few good runs I had. “It’s
even harder than I remember,” I say.
“It’ll get easier,” he says, and then asks if I want to go down a run together.
“I can’t do anything hard yet,” I tell him. Aside from embarrassing myself, I’m
also worried about boring him—we’ve paid a grad student’s fortune to be here and I
don’t want him wasting precious minutes watching me flail down the baby hills. As is
my nature, I’m worried I’ll be a burden on him.
“I don’t care,” he says. “I just want to go together.”
I’m still surprised when we get on the lift and head up the mountain, the other
skiers and boarders turning to dolls beneath our feet.

64

Ski Lesson
“I forgot to ask the most important question,” he says. “Are you having fun?”
The question requires some serious analysis. Throughout everything, fun has
been a distant notion—the tip of Maslow’s hierarchy of skiing needs, positioned
high above FEAR OF DYING and EMOTIONAL PARALLELS TO CHILDHOOD. “I think so?” I eventually say. I then tell him about my father, about how
skiing has always reminded me of him. How failing at anything athletic makes me
feel small and stupid in the way made my father often made me feel small and stupid—a burden. I trust that Ryan will understand. On the drive up, he shared a story
about installing insulation with his father, whom he no longer talks to. He said every
time he thinks of insulation his skin itches, sends a river of chills up his spine—that
this itchiness is, in the way these things work, part and parcel with his father. For the
rest of his life, his father will be insulation in the same way my father will be skiing.
It is exactly the same or perhaps exactly the opposite of the way my mother will
always be Judge Judy and Scrabble and eating cereal straight from the box.
“I get it,” Ryan says, “but I think today could just be about skiing.”
My stomach flutters as we hop off the lift and glide to the top of the green
run—whether it’s altitude or adrenaline or something else, I can’t be sure. For a
moment, I wonder if skiing could ever really just be skiing.
The first couple runs go okay—mostly because I’m slinging pizzas left and
right. Soon I get cocky and try to straighten out the pizza, bend my knees, turn my
hips, flatten my feet. Things feel like they’re finally coming together—I’m making
turns, gaining speed, slowing down on my own volition. But then we go down a
run that suddenly steepens and turns and narrows, so that one must turn quickly to
avoid a wall of trees on either side. Ryan is already down the run, on flatter ground,
as I find myself gaining speed, hurtling toward a pocket of pines. As I learned to do
in the lesson, I throw my body down to the ground and brace myself for impact.
When I come to a stop I’m half-buried in soft snow, my ski embedded so that I can’t
move my right foot. Fuck, I think, but don’t call out. I try to get my foot loose from
my ski but I’m too far stuck. I try to pull myself up but the ski is in too deep and I
can’t get leverage. For a moment I just lay back and watch the sky—a film of baby
blue moving past the trees. I understand I’m not in any real trouble—I can breathe,
and any skiers coming down the run will see me—but a familiar feeling is building in
my chest, moving up my throat. It is not vomit but the invisible bile of frustration.
My throat burns and tears build in my eyes. Why did I think I could do this? I’m still
the same uncoordinated fat kid I was fifteen years ago. I’m still bad at anything that
involves going fast. I have no courage. I’m lazy. I’m stupid. I’m weak. I’m nothing.
I’m afraid of a thing that most people love and pay hundreds of dollars to experience.
And then, before the tears can really come, I see Ryan, one moon boot unclipped
from his board so he can side-step uphill to where I lay in the snow. “You all right?”
he asks.
“I’m good,” I say, trying to make my voice jovial. “Just a little stuck.” I force a
smile as he comes closer and gives me his hand. After a few awkward maneuvers I’m
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free of the snow and back on my skis. “Actually, you know what? I don’t think I like
this,” I say. “I don’t think I’m having fun.”
He looks at me, concern in his eyes. “You want to leave?” he asks. In another
life, he says these same words in an entirely different way. You want to leave? As in:
“You want to leave already?” or “You expect me to leave with you?” But this is not
my father and this is not a malicious question. This is a person asking me if I would
like to leave a place I do not like and go someplace else I might like better. I tell him
I’m done for the day, but that I’m happy to wait while he skis a few more runs. We
agree on a time—he will ski for another hour and I will go get a beer.
Inside, I find that it is $12 for a plastic cup of Bud Light, so I settle instead for
water from the drinking fountain and a Clif bar from my purse. I go outside to the
big wooden patio and, in a little pocket of sunshine, read Baldwin’s Going to Meet
the Man, which I’ve brought with me. Less than an hour passes before Ryan appears
on the patio. Once again, I’m surprised to see him, to discover that he hasn’t left me
behind.
The next day, when my mother asks how the ski trip went, I will answer her
honestly: It was fun. Of course I will not mean the skiing itself, but the moments
before, between, and after: burgers and beer in Truckee and the long, dark-night
conversation on the drive back to town, weaving through the mountains. The moment when, before dropping me off at my house, Ryan looks at me and said, “You
did it. You skied.” The knowledge that we are not always eight years old. That not
every man is like our father. That courage is still courage even if you don’t succeed.
Only a couple months before skiing with Ryan, I had dinner with my father and the
rest of my family in Wichita. The fact of the dinner was, in itself, a miracle. My family hadn’t come together in years, due to a series of conflicts both minor and major.
Now, my father was living and working in Kansas City and wanted to take everyone
out to Thai food while my oldest brother and I were in town for winter break.
“It’s so weird,” I told my mother beforehand. “Why’s he all of a sudden trying to
be nice?”
“He’s getting old,” my mother said. “He’s probably afraid of dying alone.”
At the dinner table, my father sat a few chairs down from me. Like always, we
were awkward around each other. Over the last five years, I’d seem him only twice.
The first time, he was driving from Kansas City to Wichita and stopped in Lawrence
to take me out to dinner. At this point, I hadn’t seen or spoken to him in more than
seven years and was so nervous that two of my best friends offered to sit incognito
at the restaurant’s bar in case I needed support. It was during this dinner that I asked
my father some of the questions I’d been wanting to ask him during our near-decade of silence: Why did he leave our family? Why did he never like me? We’d both
ordered IPAs—I ended up drinking three that night—and it was the taste of the
beer that brought me back to my body as he answered, “How could you think I
didn’t like you? I adored you.”
I thought then of my mother, a woman who spent years of her life holding me
while I cried because someone called me fat, because someone called me stupid,
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because I didn’t want to go to P.E. or go shopping for clothes or do the potato-sack
race on field day. A woman who took me to drink hot cocoa when she knew I
wasn’t having fun. A woman who made me banana smoothies when I felt sick and
who, throughout my childhood, was as reliable and predictable and true to the physical world as the sun and moon themselves—there to tuck me in at night and wake
me up in the morning, the first and last person I wanted to see each day.
Who would have guessed that after all these years, it was my father who had
adored me?
And yet on this night, at the Thai restaurant, I found myself unafraid of him.
Unlike my middle school and high school years, when even the idea of talking to
him would send me to tears, I now felt unfazed. It seemed impossible that this was
the man who made me feel terrible about myself for so much of my life, this short
person with yellow eyes and a salmon colored polo shirt. He could have been anyone. He was anyone. His hair was going gray. His teeth were turning brown. He was
getting old, and not in the silver-fox way that James Bond gets old. The screen had
come up: the Wizard of Oz was a humbug. For a moment, I felt sorry for him. My
father. An old man with three children he hardly knew.
“So, how’s California?” he asked, leaning across my brother so I could hear him.
“It’s fine,” I said. “Warm.”
“You know, I went to Davis once, for a medical conference.” This, as if we had
a mutual friend and could therefore ourselves be friends. “Cute town. And close to
Tahoe.”
“It is,” I said. “I try to get out and go hiking when I can.”
“And skiing?”
“Not yet,” I said. What I really wanted to say was: How do you expect me to
afford skiing?
“It’s a great sport. I try to go at least once a year. It’s really a lifetime thing. A
lifetime sport.” He smiled to himself, pleased to have stumbled upon such poignant
terminology: lifetime sport.
“Good for you,” I said. “Maybe one day I’ll learn to like it, too.”
At this point, there was still part of me that wanted him to love me, to be impressed by me. For him to see me flying down a black diamond, no altitude sickness,
no pizzas or pizza-flavored Pringles. Just snow and air and speed. His daughter. A
skier, just like him.
And yet, another part of me knew it would never be true—that no matter how
much I loved being outdoors, it would always nicer to sit by a fire, a cup of hot
cocoa in hand.
From across the table, I caught my mother’s eye. She gave me a knowing look
and winked, blew me a kiss. Before turning back to my father, I blew her one back.
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The Hunter Isn’t Coming and Grandma Is Dead
Sarah Blake

Before I die I dream about turning into so many stones
that the wolf has to stay in this bed forever
Before this I was in the woods and even when
I wasn’t smelling flowers I could smell them
Before this I was on the path through the woods being
propositioned by a wolf and putting my fingers in his fur
Before this I was putting my mother at ease
waving to her in the doorway of the kitchen
Before this I was in my mother’s arms
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The Hunter Did Come
Sarah Blake

The hunter’s knife cut my arm but
I was glad for it.
To have passed through all those teeth
without a scratch—
who would have believed me?
He apologized as I poured the antiseptic
down my arm
without care for my dress
and as I put the tape-like stitches and gauze
and more tape
from the well stocked medicine cabinet
like good grandmothers have.
Then I realized I hadn’t showered yet.
The wound, urgent.
And I’d have to tend to it all over again.
I’d have to keep tending to my body.
He apologized so much I wanted him dead.
I think because I wanted the knife,
and it was so near
to us both, and still wet. And there was
his rifle in the corner of the room
behind him, where he was still holding
my grandmother, cradling her,
such that I loved him too,
this nameless man, such that later
I married him.
Thus I married the knife
and the rifle and
the kills he bled behind the house.
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Lilm
Helen Phillips
We like to sit on a rock. We like to sit on a rock shaped like a turtle. We like to dig
holes in the sand and watch them fill with water. We like to drink rain. We like to sit
in sun. We like to look at our toenails. We like to shut our eyes and see orange. We
like to eat things from the sea. We like to dream of house. We like to put our nose
on the sand and smell how it smells.
But. I should say I. There is no we here. Just I. I. A good word to carve into
sand, rock, leg.
“I.” That’s my voice! My voice talking! I said I. “I.” We like to hear voice. It’s a
funny thing to hear. One must avoid overusing voice so as to avoid overexcitement.
“Leg.” Isn’t it funny. “Eat.” “Rock.” One becomes hysterical. “Dig.” “Fill.” “Shut.”
Voice is as funny as a little mouse running up and down turtle rock. “Mouse in
house.” “Mice in house.” “Mice in hice.” Ok! Stop! Enough!
A white bowl. A white bowl on a table. A white bowl on a table in a room. I
remember.
We like to walk around our island. Count fifty-six steps and find yourself back
where you started. Sometimes voice is used for numbers. “Nine.” “Twenty-three.”
“Forty-one.” But sometimes it is too much and voice must be put away.
There are many black rocks, or one black rock that pokes through in many
places. We like to sit on turtle rock. We like to watch our toenails grow. It is nice to
watch things grow.
But. I should say I. “I.” Voice sometimes insists on being used. “Frang.” “Turt.”
“Heg.” “Lilm.” “Plu.” These words are harder and less funny. It’s hard to remember.
Does “lilm” mean white bowl on table? Voice slinks away for a while after insisting
on these tiring words.
We like to cup our hands and blow into them. It sounds like wind. It is pretty
nice.
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The Impossible Angle
Helen Phillips
The shoes of the dead man are innocent. They had no idea, when their dog-like
hearts swelled with joy upon their purchase some years earlier, what would become
of their owner. They had simple yet pressing desires: to be walked in, to occasionally
be run in, to travel over city sidewalks and also country roads. All of those desires
were realized. Even now they cling with leathery naïveté to his feet; they do not
know that he is dead.
The socks of the dead man are innocent. They are primarily concerned with
their twin holes, one for the right big toe and one for the left big toe. Vaguely, they
recall being darned once, long ago, by a woman with smooth skin. But it has been
months if not years. They recall the patience of her fingertips. Also they recall that
once they were more white than brown. Like his shoes, the dead man’s socks do not
know that he is
dead.
The trousers of the dead man are innocent. They are too short for him and
always have been. Once a girl made fun of the dead man’s insufficient pant-legs,
which fail to cover his ankles. The dead man defended his trousers. He informed her
that these trousers had been sewn by a good woman in a good corner of the world.
The trousers ignore their fledgling suspicion that perhaps the dead man is dead.
The dead man’s underwear are not innocent, now filled with defecation and
urine. The dead man’s shirt is not innocent, already wet through and through. The
dead man’s hat is not innocent, lying yards away.
This is what I cannot recover from; this is what I hold in my mind like a blackand-white photograph; the sight of the dead man’s legs from the knee down, which
look much like the legs of a live man; the dry dirt road; the pebbles and tire tracks;
his trousers; his socks; his shoes; the stiffness of his right leg; the impossible angle
of his left.
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in the flood
Rusty Morrison

curve of a banister you
remember as sensation
its turn undulant under
your hand when you wouldn’t go
farther couldn’t see courage
is a privilege earned in
the climb to find some corner
of an attic all the years
you lived there you still ask why
didn’t you right now do it
mount the stairs you heard nothing
in particular stubborn
in your need to leave alone
what’s as yet unrecognized
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Naseeb or Not Naseeb
Hafeez Lakhani
In Rawalpindi, Anil lived downstairs. My father had kirana shop—small grocery—
Anil’s father, dry fruit in same lane, and whenever I met Dad as he parted red dust
of colony on scooter, it seemed he was offering me sweet dried dates from Anil’s
father.
While hanging clothes on balcony then, seeing boys play cricket in colony
courtyard, I had watched Anil, but not spoken, every day as a girl—and then looked
on with more interest, quietly, as I developed into woman, wondering hours later sometimes what Anil was thinking while he stood at edge of boys. His watery
black eyes behind golden-rim glasses always looked down, with fingers of one hand
raised, tugging at one eyebrow. Later, it was my third year, B. Comm., Anil’s college
finished, when those liquid eyes began to fix on me, briefly, in passing—before we
each would turn away, embarrassed, but also unable to conceal the smile.
It was that year that Anil began to wait for me, in monsoon season, at gates to
Karimabad Colony. There I slowed, each of us shielding eyes from sprinkling rain,
and he would ask, Amina, how is your Commerce studies? Fine, I would say, looking down, like him, at soft dirt beneath us. But giving him time. Amina, are—are
you managing with rains alright? Yes, yes, thank you, Anil. Neither of us daring to
mention last letter, or next, which he would slip into my school bag then—letters to
which, then, I never replied, but for which I almost ran home through mud to read
behind closed latch of washroom.
Dear jaan, he would begin. My life, he called me.
Always he spoke about dream to go to U.S.
The big dream in Rawalpindi, it seemed.
His wish to marry me, after my college was complete.
Of this I would think, smiling at desk, every moment of lecture through third
year and fourth. Imagining while preparing for exam those same hands that wrote
two and three page letters now touching me, keeping me safe.
But then Anil received visa.
From Tampa Anil’s letters arrived in waxy envelopes dressed in rectangular blue
stamps, par avion air mail, long handwritten papers inside, wrinkled soft from taking
to job at his chacha’s store. He wrote in those letters about store, mainly: night
shift; selling beer and cigarettes to the American people; working deli, at back of
Chacha’s store, where he would slice blocks of cheese and cold meats bigger than
any hen he ever saw in India. His letters came at least two every month, but after
one year passed, and then two, his tone changed. He would describe instead long
silences between customers. The sound of car’s tires crunching small rocks outside.
The squeaking mice hiding beneath deli case. Every night, he wrote, as he fell alone
into sleep, he would think only of me. He imagined me a beautiful mother, he said,
the most beautiful. And reading this in Rawalpindi, waiting for him, it made me
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feel beautiful. He pictured our daughters, he said, with hair full of shine like mine.
This was when I began to spend entire days imagining our children, too. Anisa or
Amreen would make lovely names for daughters, I wrote, imagining in my hours at
home a tiny girl, our creation, looking up from my arms with Anil’s thinking black
eyes. Akeel or Altaf, I wrote, would make brave boys, like him. Because I did think
him brave for going there, trying to create something from nothing. These letters
went on for six years, desperate years in which I wanted nothing more than to begin
life with Anil, whether in Rawalpindi, or there, I didn’t care. Early one morning then,
long distance phone call came to Anil’s father’s flat. His elder niece came running
upstairs, Amina Chachi! Amina Chachi!
Jaan? Anil said in phone when I arrived, breathless. Are you ready?
Life changed quickly then. Fifteen days after call, after my rushed but wishful
goodbyes—for all of us, Anil’s soft-spoken elder brother squeezed my shoulders
and said—after changing planes in Doha then Amsterdam then Atlanta, in Tampa,
in small nikkah ceremony without presence of Anil’s parents or mine—without
same aunties and uncles who had seen each of us cross Karimabad Colony from
grammar school to college, who had seen us blushing at colony gate in rain and had
faith that this was not scandal but spark of something honest—with only presence
of Anil’s always smiling chacha and chachi and Chacha’s three small sons who knew
all words to fast American songs but who could not understand my Hindi, and ten
or fifteen Indian families who seemed excited for occasion to wear sherwanis and
sparkling lengas, and to apply mehndi designs to the hands of their children, before
these guests who at my pithi touched turmeric to my forehead with wet-eyed wishes
but with whom I had never shared a rainy season, finally, just after my twenty-eighth
birthday, Anil and I completed marriage.
Next day, I remember, I woke to bright morning on large hotel bed, my ear
pressed to soft beating of Anil’s heart. Anil’s fingers played at roots of my hair, and
in my half-sleep, enjoying his touch that he had been saving all this time for me,
feeling of good fortune washed over me that finally we were together. Beside us on
bed sat open box of sweet kaju kathri—ground cashew pressed in sugar and moist
ghee—the same mithai Anil fed to me night of our promising ceremony six years
before. He placed the sweet again in my mouth before he left India, at engagement,
in front of more than hundred members of our two families, and here, his special
surprise, he fed it to me again, sweet crumbs of kaju kathri tangled with urges in our
wedding bed.
We begin new store in few weeks, Anil said, before I fully opened my eyes. Sun
had filled room through curtains we had not bothered to close.
In Bartow, he added.
Bartow?
Our new life, jaan. Together now, he said.
Because bank did not approve us loan, we had to buy store—only shop portion we
could afford, not gas—from owners, Gus and Joanne, on note, which meant first
seven years we had to compulsory pay every month two thousand dollars to Gus. If
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we pay even one day late Gus can take back store, Anil would tell me, late at night
sometimes while he turned with no sleep. In beginning, store did not earn well and
right away Anil had to borrow from Chacha to pay Gus on time, every month on
1st when he came, Gus arriving in big truck, wearing big boots, rough gray beard
growing over big chin. But even when Anil was passing envelope of cash to Gus,
giving him free tin of chewing tobacco, Gus was speaking to Anil like Anil is deaf
and dumb. Always pointing this and that thing we are doing wrong. Pigeon birds on
canopy over gas pump. Frost on vent over freeze. You people should have noticed,
Gus was saying, spitting something red-color into Pepsi can. Always he would say
you people, to which Anil only pulled on one eyebrow over glasses, and stared at
linoleum floor.
I worried about Anil’s sleep, about note payments, too, but my stress was different in beginning. Our first morning opening store in still dark, I remember, I felt
nervous, not for store in our hands now, including small breakfast diner, but because
already, first time in my memory, I was few days late for ladies’ cycle. Late, but afraid
to feel hope too soon—to give purpose, one month since marriage, to six years
apart. That first morning, I worried not about food items I did not know on diner
menu—I would be waitress, Anil explained, part-time cook staying on from days of
Gus and Joanne—but instead about my growing hope for child.
Sorry? I said, taking first man’s order, wishing, as more men strolled in, all in
charcoal uniform—for limestone quarry, I would soon learn, eight miles up US60—that I had studied American foods on menu. His voice came from deep inside
belly, his English clipped, like all the men, it seemed, and so I could not understand
first order, or next, until one man, brow creased with irritation, pushed menu at me,
only pointing to items. By this method, I managed.
When every chair of nineteen seating capacity was filled, a round-bellied man
with pink face under sports cap entered diner. Bill, this man said, a hello to someone, his voice deep over others. He flicked a nod—George, Bill replied—and then
to other men, George saying just names with loud vibrations, until he stood in front
of me.
Mmm. Hello darlin, he said, while I removed plate from one seat opening. On
his face hung half smile, but in his pale eyes, in parted shape of his mouth, there
flashed some hunger that made me afraid. He reached with one hand then and slid
two fingers down my arm.
I shook on his touch. In every part of my face then I felt sudden pain of tears.
Alone there in diner, I could only remember night canteen in Rawalpindi, where
these days college girls go, too, the time I saw one man in western dress touch a
senior girl in this way—and how she boldly stepped back and shouted on man
so loudly that two uncles pulled vulgar fellow away by ear. But here, this man still
looking me over, I found no courage to do anything but place menu, shaking in my
hands, onto counter. No fathers, no uncles here; just Anil, three customers waiting
for him, Anil’s sloped shoulders tense over gas pump monitor—our service to Gus,
who still owned gas.
Hold up there, the man said, as I tried to shift away. My shaking hands did not
please him, it felt.
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I want two eggs, two pancakes, he said—and two of more things I could not
understand. And make that bacon extra crispy.
Sorry sir, I said, collecting my voice. Can you show me in menu?
Menu. I said the word in way I had been saying since first standard English. The
way every person in Rawalpindi says, I am certain.
But he coughed then. Ha. Ha-ha. What was that? Men-ooo?
All workers looked up, and I felt strings of panic.
You want me to show you on this men-ooo? His laugh grew deeper, more punishing.
P—please sir. In this. I managed to touch menu in his hands.
Aw. Don’t worry darlin, he said then, looking around. He raised one palm for
others to stop laughing. And with it, look on some faces softened, as if this man is
kind father to a broken girl.
Then he was kinder. He slowly pointed on each item of his order. I took few
breaths, steadied myself, copied to pad. Last he pointed to bacon.
Oh, I said. And tried then to pronounce this food every man seemed to order.
What? Back-un? he said, too loudly. Kindness gone. Ha. Ha-ha. No, no, darlin. I
don’t want no back-un! Again his belly bounced, and workers’ laughs returned.
Backun!
She said backun!
Hey. Hey Bill. For lunch? How bout a backun double cheeseburger!
It was there in diner then, surrounded by foreign laughter of these men, our
first morning of new life, that I felt for first time in my twenty-eight years completely alone. Without Mum, without my father. Without Karimabad Colony circling me,
without uncles riding past on scooter, without friends at night canteen. I wanted to
run. I wanted to find Anil and press my face into him until I could no longer see, or
smell, or listen to this unfamiliar world. I wanted to feel his hands lost in my hair, so
to forget for one moment all of these changes.
But Anil was busy, Florida Lotto machine beeping, one sale after another.
Hey, uh, no offence, George said. But where’s big Joanne gone to?
Hello, sir? Anil said to this, turning from register. He pulled pants higher as he
approached then, line at front kept waiting. Behind glasses, Anil’s eyes shined with
pride. But first he touched my elbow, his face changing for one moment to apology.
Asking with eyes if I was okay. Then Anil extended handshake to George. We are
new owners, Anil said, his strong cheeks filled with pleasure. Gus and Joanne are no
more here.
Slowly George accepted Anil’s hand. New owners? he said. He looked on other
men; blank faces stared back. I mean—woulda been nice of Joanne to say something.
Anil tried to keep smile then, trying, I knew, to keep important breakfast
business—bread and butter of this store, Gus had told us—but mostly Anil looked
uncomfortable. Like he was searching for where to put hands.
Oh, and hello? Anil only announced after one second. For our opening, please
know we are having nice cigarette and beer special for you all.
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After workers left for quarry first day, and after I bussed tables and mopped diner area, I felt sudden need to use bathroom. But on walk past Anil and down two
aisles of grocery, feeling of dread settled on me like an illness. Inside, I could feel
that which I did not want to come coming. Sitting on toilet, I did not need to touch
tissue to myself to know that hopes for child, this time, would fail. As I removed
maxi from purse, my last remaining from home, and afterwards, as I caught glimpse
of my puffy face in faded mirror, my heart sank low in my chest. Looking into toilet
at stained tissues, no tears came but I felt the breathless feeling, the same I felt those
years waiting for Anil, that wishes are so small compared to reality.
Little by little, I adjusted. Late mornings, after store grew quiet, it became my habit
from stool at register, with some pleasure, to watch steam of Anil’s tea curl over
his accounting ledger. After breakfast close I would make this tea in small pot on
griddle, brewing until boil always with milk, too, not only water—the only way we
know taste of tea. Anil had ritual while tea cooled: every day, he slipped ruler across
new page in ledger and proudly sketched six fresh columns. Then, while sipping tea,
he worked through pile of breakfast receipts, invoices, personal checks from quarry
workers, all with small calculator, and in those numbers Anil, tugging at one eyebrow, got lost—so much so that later, putting away ledger, I would dust ten or twenty small hairs from page, all pulled from his brow. Baby Aunty ke jaisa hojainga, I
joked to him once, watching him pull. You’ll become like Baby Aunty—a woman on
second floor of Karimabad Colony whom as children we had each feared, for her
stern eyebrows drawn in with pencil after she had plucked them bald in her youth.
Those quiet late mornings on farm road, I, too, would examine pages of numbers, but mine inside weathered date diary, not ledger. Thirty-two days, I counted
with difficulty once. Thirty-two days late my cycle had arrived previous month.
Twenty-one days late before that. Since store, since Anil sometimes turned with no
sleep whole night—from eleven at night to five in morning our only time home
together, including for love, when we managed—I had been late too many times.
These months, with every miss of starred date in diary, I could not help but take
hold of some small hope, a wishful feeling that found its way deeper, close to my
heart, as days numbered more—that pregnancy would bring joy to this life we
slipped into without thinking—but then eventually, every time, came my cycle, and
with it the crushing feeling. Like Anil’s sleep, my body had become unreliable.
After Anil left to go rest—he would return for night shift beginning at four,
then I would return with car after ten-thirty to bring him home for dinner—I often
spent lonely stretches of afternoon staring into lemon trees planted opposite US-60.
When we began store, these trees were only twigs, few leaves rising to sun. But with
time new branches emerged. Small green fruits sprouted from buds. Watching these
filling leaves, seeing nature’s cycle quietly at work, I often thought of Mum. You
spent seven years in my body, she used to joke, these same afternoons in Rawalpindi. After mitha moda—Anil and my promising ceremony, the feeding of sweets—
and then our immediate engagement before Anil left, it was Mum who taught me,
over my six years waiting, to perfect my portions of dhana giro and turmeric and
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cumin to coat over cubes of goat and tomato for saak; or, on ambitious days, teaching me recipes for occasions, too. For mutton biryani, she explained, first find pot
big enough to feed twenty or thirty, and then over course of whole day, layer meat
and masala and potato and saffron rice—color important, too, in how family will
enjoy—before slow cooking all together. As my twenties passed in Rawalpindi, as
Anil’s written wishes for making family began to feel sometimes like broken promises—and while colony aunties talked beside lift of time running short to break
engagement while I was young enough—it was Mum who occupied my mind. Not
with new recipes but with stories of her life as new bride. She had difficulty, she
would tell me over afternoon tea, moving into small flat of not only mother-in-law,
but four unmarried daughters, my fuimas, who expected housework to fall in bride’s
still-soft hands. While missing her mum and dad three hours distant by train, Mum
bore this, washing by hand all of the sisters’ clothes, including ladies’ cloths, alongside seven years of her own irregular bleeding.
After marriage, after love, you do not know what difficulty may come, she’d
said. Mother-in-law difficulty, money difficulty, pregnancy difficulty. Anything may
come. Even in U.S.
After eleven one night our second year, while I was roasting fresh chapattis for dinner, Anil surprised me. Tenderly, he pressed himself behind me at hot tawa. Humming tune of Hindi song, he slipped arms around me, laid one hand flat over my
stomach. This touch of his hand was our gesture, one we both melted into, especially while we fell into sleep—maybe in place of our ever talking about conceiving.
Sundays, Anil whispered. Sundays we’ll hire employee. We’ll go into world, together.
In my surprise I forgot to flip chapatti. I did not understand—with loan due
back to Chacha, with note threatening store, with Anil’s poor sleep, we would take
time to enjoy? I removed burnt chapatti then, found few breaths to relax, while
Anil rocked slowly behind me. The curve of my body fit into his like we were two
spoons. Slowly following his mindset of not worrying, and thinking now of Sundays—the excitement of exploring this place—I allowed myself then to feel warmth
of Anil’s breath against my ear. I felt safe there, I was certain, just like I had imagined when reading his letters back in B-Comm. Our bodies swaying lightly then,
content with only sound of our breathing, I let one hand, still dusted with chapatti
flour, reach back and touch him.
Our first Sunday, Anil drove us one hour to Patel Brothers in Orlando, where
until then I had been driving once a month alone to buy Indian groceries. I was
proud that day then to guide Anil, the address new to him, showing him where
to exit I-4, which shopping plaza to enter, in which corner to park. Inside, Anil
wheeled small cart while I led us to long Basmati rice, to chana and moong daal, the
different types of lentils that he loves. We found atta for chappati dough, fresh goat
in corner freezer, and ground spices like we use back home—sharp smelling dhana
giro, deep yellow turmeric, fresh cumin seeds. Anil watched, pleased, it seemed, as
I chose large bunch of minty coriander, still wet from morning’s washing, and tiny
chilis so green my mouth prickled even smelling their skin. Placing vegetables in cart
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then, guiding Anil down these aisles I knew as well as our own store, I felt thrill like
I was small girl again. Thrill to be out in world with Anil. I felt like dancing down
those aisles, and I would have soon felt silly, if first, in Anil’s still mouth and thinking black eyes I did not see a pride—looking at me?—that I had not seen since first
days we owned store, when Anil said, We are new owners.
It was at display counter then that Anil picked up box of Shan Masala, labeled
Kadai Ghosh. And I watched, irritated suddenly, at curious way he turned box over
in his hands.
Jaan? he said. Why do we not buy these?
There were maybe eight pre-mixed spice packets on display. Kheema mutter.
Tandoori chicken. Daal fry. All with color photos of appetizing saaks and meats
served over rice. Of course I had seen them—you could not miss Shan Masala at
Patel Brothers. So many times these months, I had studied ingredients of those
boxes, debated in my mind how fresh spices might be, and most important, whether
I wanted food I prepare to be spiced by Mr. Shan’s formula or by me.
Anil picked up three Shan packets then, like they were cheap toys for a child,
and moved to add them to cart. It was this—his decision, so casually, of the method
in which I should be cooking—that turned something in me.
Ye kya! I said, and pulled cart back.
He let go, but I watched as irritation formed over his lips. Seeing it, anger rose
inside me. Did he not believe anything wrong in pushing Shan Masala on me? Did
he not consider that I know better than even his own mum what balance of salt he
likes; or that he eats my food, and only my food, breakfast lunch and dinner, with
same animal appetite—his fingers soaked in saak, his hiccupping—as he shows
during love?
How much, Anil? I said then. How much change, jaan, am I to bear?
I snatched packets from his hand and pressed them back onto shelf. Kya? I said,
pushing past him. My mum didn’t teach me to cook myself ?
With time, quarry workers, and as some switched the job, construction workers, too,
became familiar. Hey hey, Amina, men would call, even across store if only buying
cigarettes. And with time, too, I learned not only proper names of foods, but each
man’s name, and his usual order: sausage patty, eggs over easy, and gravy for Bill; or
bacon shred into bits and scattered in four eggs, scrambled, for Joe.
They stay longer in store because of you, Anil would tell me at night. They
enjoy your company.
Anil had not had such luck, I knew, regarding friendliness. Late one morning
once, after I had taken over register, he had gone out to join George, who had
scared me first day, but had since learned to keep decent distance, and three or four
more men smoking in small circle in front of store, all of them nodding occasionally at shiny bumper and big double wheels of new truck George had bought. Anil,
only man without cigarette, stood at edge of this circle, only tugging shyly at one
eyebrow, until finally he interjected with one question about truck, and was met, it
seemed from disappointment on his face, with type of slow-worded answer—some-
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thing like Gus calling us you people—that only made him feel more like outsider.
At least we are beginning to save, Anil would say at night. By third year, I knew,
we were already close to paying back loan to Chacha from days when we could not
meet note payment. Worker who used to buy High Life is buying more expensive
Budweiser now, Anil would tell me. Public is buying water bottle even when they can
take fountain water for free.
Tangled together, Anil’s hand gently at my stomach, we spoke at night about
these store matters—customers, money, diner. But as our fourth year in Bartow
came, and then our fifth, still I could not bring myself to speak to Anil about how
every afternoon alone at shop, staring at lemon trees, I could not help but think
about pain of our isolation. And my pain of not conceiving.
Sundays became our common distraction, it seemed. Something else to focus
on. In Ocala, at fruit market once, we found sitafal—custard apple, we learned it is
called here—and chicoo—sapodilla—fruits that once marked passing of seasons
for us—September, always in our memories when to drink chicoo milkshake at
night canteen—but fruits we never found in Publix. At Lakeland Mall in Christmas
time, we watched American public go crazy over shopping. There, Anil took me
in JC Penny and pushed me to try on long dress, which I agreed looked elegant on
American women, but in which I could not bring myself to walk out of changing
room. In jeans, pant-shirt, I was comfortable, since college days. In shalwar kurta,
since childhood. But other than nightie, I could not imagine wearing open dress. In
months where it was not too hot we attended picnics, hour and half away on Clearwater beach with Chacha and Chachi and their three now teenage boys, all already
taller than Anil. On these beach days, I would watch the boys especially. Between
each other they spoke American slang I could not understand except for f-curses,
which even I knew to be vulgar. Sometimes oldest and youngest would beat with
closed fists on quiet middle brother—and it was in those moments that, despite my
hope for pregnancy, I felt afraid for what American child might mean. But mostly,
Chacha’s sons spoke sweetly to me. They called me Amina Bhabi out of respect,
asked always about our store. And they were kind, too, to stop teasing after some
years about when Anil and I might allow them to be chachas.
It was in sixth year, year I turned thirty-three—neither of us brave enough yet
to raise topic of our problem—that nearly every afternoon, it began to rain. It was
bad storm season and for three months, maybe, it seemed rain arrived when Anil
left store to sleep, then fell like rocks while I sat alone, looking out at wet US-60.
One Sunday in this rain, Anil drove us for South Indian lunch to Tampa, where in
empty restaurant, its front glass foggy beside us, we ate moist white idlis drowning
in spicy sambar. There was unusual silence between us, our growing misery, it felt,
rising like steam from our food. And in that silence I began to feel certain that he
felt my same pain—for how long we had been trying—because his eyes would not
leave his bowl of sambar.
We could sell store, Anil said then.
And suddenly my ears opened. Anil’s eyes did not meet mine, but only fixed on
steel bowl.
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Chacha is paid back, he said. Note payments are going fine. And we are saving,
too.
Images flashed in my mind of life without store, and by instinct, I thought of
life before—of family. My Mum, Dad, alone there; and Anil’s parents now showing
signs of age—diabetes in his father growing worse every year.
Business is slowing, actually, Anil said. You can see some days we do not fill all
seats at breakfast.
I thought of Anil’s soft-spoken elder brother and his small wife—my bhabi
now—with her warm smile, still living in Rawalpindi. Fulfilling duty to care for his
parents. I pictured their two pony-tailed daughters whom I had watched grow from
toddlers to school age, whom in my six years after engagement Bhabi taught to call
me Chachi, in advance of my marriage to their Anil Chacha. They had a third girl
now, too, whom we had only seen in photos sent by post.
We’ve grown business from when we bought it, Anil said. And we have good
accounting. From those numbers we could sell for profit. With money buy house,
maybe. Or bigger store, close to Tampa—
In wet glass of restaurant then, I pictured, with heavy sadness, this empty house
Anil spoke of. My images of India washed away over asphalt.
A house to fill with what? I said, through choke of tears now. With our two
bodies alone?
Anil finally looked up. Behind his glasses there was surprise. But after a moment, sympathy too. My tears began to run, dripping from my cheeks onto idlis
growing cold on my plate. Anil reached for my hand but I pulled it away.
I would go back, I said, through my tears. If it were my choice, if it would not
crush you and your hope for earning and your dream for improvement for this family you’ve wished for but that my body won’t give, if it was at all possible, I would
go back to Rawalpindi. I sobbed openly now—these words six years in hiding.
Together, Anil. Together we could watch our parents grow old. In colony we could
see schoolmates with their children. Together we could ride scooter to night canteen
and eat pani puri with our hands and drink chicoo milkshake. In Rawalpindi we
could dream in Hindi. Watch films at theater instead of shaking video copies from
Orlando.
I wept into my masala-filled hands then, while rain continued to slap at parking
lot. I felt burning inside my eyes, but welcomed the pain. Pain for an absence. In my
weakness I wanted to reach for Anil, but felt afraid.
He came, though. Lifted me from my seat. Ran backs of his fingers down my
hair.
For what, Anil? I said, pressing into him. Because we love this work?
But there in his arms, as my breathing slowed, I remembered Rawalpindi again.
The day before I left, my bhabi, pregnant with her third, took my hand in colony
and held it near her heart. These years, Amina, that you were waiting, she told me.
Her free hand rested on her swollen stomach. I knew U.S. was in your naseeb, she
said. My destiny. It is not written for all of us—we have tried and not received lottery so many times—but it was in your naseeb all along, Amina.
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The next week, Anil took me to doctor, a friend of Chacha in Tampa. Anil had
gone earlier that week, too, during my afternoon shift. It was first doctor either of
us had seen in my six years here.
Doctor Surani was thin in shoulders but still had Indian man’s belly, and so he
felt familiar, more like uncle than doctor. We sat across from him in small, cluttered
office, a degree from Ramachandran University in Ahmadabad mounted behind
him. I am G.P., he said, sitting back in chair. So I cannot treat your—situation—my
dear. But I have run a test on Anil’s sperm—which has returned normal—and so,
once I learn few things, I would be happy to explain options with specialists.
Thirty-three, I said, when he asked my age.
A sad smile fell over his face. You are still young, dear.
Six years, I answered next. How long we’d been trying.
Once a week. At least, Anil answered the next.
There are treatments, doctor said to me, his eyes pinched in sympathy.
Next to me Anil pulled at eyebrow.
The most common has roughly 80% efficacy—if you qualify. But—and he
looked at desk—it is expensive.
He explained: doctors take my egg and Anil’s sperm and fertilize in lab and then
insert into my uterus.
Listening to him, somehow I pictured chickens laying eggs in labs. All of it
twisted in my mind, unnatural. It felt as if they were declaring as fact that my body
had failed at its natural right.
How—how much? Anil said.
Seven thousand a treatment, I believe. Doctor cleared his throat. Most patients
require, I think, five to seven treatments. Not covered by insurance, he added, in a
murmur.
Anil’s arm looked in salute pulling at eyebrow. Doctor looked on with sympathy,
at Anil now. Probably he knew we had no insurance anyway.
Mum, I said then. Mum did not conceive until seven years after marriage.
But no hope appeared on doctor’s face.
I can prescribe fertility drugs, if you like, he said. You’re still young—you might
try that for a year, then see where you stand?
I don’t know if it was drugs or my own renewed commitment but in months
after seeing Dr. Surani I became hungry for Anil. Not only in how often we loved—
but in our intensity of love. I felt myself feeling desperate for him to grab me, to
suck and bite me with same urgency he had when I first arrived. But these months
after doctor visit coincided with Anil’s stress—gas prices rising to highest level we
had seen. Diner filling then with only ten, fifteen seats maximum each day. Then
layoff at construction site, half of shop customers suddenly without work. One day
soon after, Gus came shouting, making scene in store, in front of customers, about
decline in gas gallons—the first time Anil had seen decline in any month, either at
our store or at Chacha’s. I swear, Gus threatened, in front of seven or eight quarry
men who did not request Gus to speak with dignity, but only watched. You people
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miss one fuckin payment, and I swear I’ll grab this store back—
One Sunday soon after, at Patel Brothers, I observed Anil from small distance,
the stress unhealthy, I felt, almost permanent on his face these days. Down aisle, I
watched him stop in front of sweet mithai display and reluctantly touch one box
with special ribbon at corners, special rose-colored film over top.
Ye kya? Kaju kathri? he asked shop owner. Is it kaju kathri?
Hearing kaju kathri, I remembered, as Anil must have, how he fed me these
same moist squares in our wedding bed. Our union to celebrate, our future children
shining ahead of us. But at Patel Brothers, Anil did not look back toward me; he
only returned kaju kathri to shelf. When I passed, I saw box cost twenty dollars, and
I understood this was why. I decided to act, though. I found ghee and churma and
ghord then, slipped them below other items in grocery cart. From these ingredients
I knew to make another sweet Anil loves, one I could make for him at home.
The next night, after I picked Anil up from close, entering apartment, I told
him to close eyes. Don’t move. Over his still face I could see he needed to rest, not
only from day, but from our life here. Still he obeyed, waiting there by line of shoes
wearing look of tired amusement. It was then I touched one round ladoo to his lips.
The sweet I had made.
Surprised, he took small bite, but the way Anil moaned then, crumbs of churma stuck like sand over his lips, I felt for that moment he had forgotten all worry.
He did not open eyes. He only accepted second bite, his smiling mouth now full of
ladoo, like brown sugar. Then Anil found my lips and pressed me against wall like he
had not kissed me in how long. With urgency then—what I felt we’d been lacking—
he pulled me by my thankful fingers to bedroom.
Before long diner became worst. Only six or seven men wandering in each morning,
every head tilted down to linoleum. Still Anil did not say to me anything about note
difficulty. Instead, one sticky Florida afternoon of type I had come to know well,
Anil drove me to clinic in Tampa to which Dr. Surani had referred us.
We entered small exam room together, with clear vase of fake flowers on one
counter, and rectangular table in center with aluminum arms pointing from one end.
From doorway, nurse asked me to take off clothes, put on green gown folded on
exam table. Anil squeezed my hand then, knowing I would not like changing in this
place. Still unsure about this, still I did it. Anil tied gown at back for me.
Rest your feet in those stirrups, doctor said when he entered, reading file. He
was tall, muscular, but his face glowed a strange orange, like American suntan. When
he finally looked up his eyes fixed on me, searching, smiling slightly, so long it made
me uneasy. Right here, he said, touching each of his hands to cup at end of aluminum arms.
I looked to Anil—this was too much. I had never seen male doctor for woman’s
health. Had never separated my legs over such a table.
Anil kissed side of my head then. It’s okay, jaan, he whispered.
I closed my eyes. Lifted my legs. Laid on my back. Moments later, in that position, I felt touch of cold steel.
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Nehi! I cried, and squeezed my knees together.
Doctor cleared his throat. Whenever you’re ready, he said. But I was not ready.
I wanted to go from that white-walled place. I wanted to keep trying with Anil. The
ladoo night did not work, but it felt right—to feel close, attached to one another,
and forget everything else. Forget store. Forget note. Forget accounting ledger. Maybe that way we would succeed.
Anil held me then as doctor slowly pressed steel instrument inside me. I could
not breathe. Then another, sharper object entered. To scrape the cells, doctor
seemed to be saying, while in blur of pain I felt for half moment that Anil was not
holding me, but pinning me there.
You’re both good candidates, a big-breasted woman in business suit told us
across one desk afterwards. She was not doctor. I was still shaking. Unable to meet
even Anil’s eyes. The chance for fertilization will exceed 80% after six trials, she explained. Six trials would cost forty-two thousand dollars, she said, like other doctor,
murmuring as if in embarrassment. But with approval from Credit, we do offer
payment plans, she said, her voice turning to cheerful.
Like note, Anil said to himself.
That night I found no sleep. In our bed I turned to Anil, pressed my fingers inside
soft hairs of his chest.
Jaan?
He mumbled something in sleep. He had been restless these nights with store
doing badly, but now, since he decided—no discussion, he told me, on drive back
from Tampa—that we were doing procedure, he was sleeping like dead. If I did not
wake him, I knew, he would not remember next day what I wanted to tell him.
Jaan? I begged, shaking him.
Tell me, he said, turning finally. In dark I could not see if he opened eyes, but as
if by instinct, he touched hand gently to my stomach.
Jaan, I—I don’t know, I said. I don’t know if procedure is right decision. Maybe—maybe making family is not in my naseeb.
At this Anil’s whole body shook. Jaan! he said, pushing onto one elbow. Dammit. Yes. It is in our naseeb. I promise you that.
My hand had slipped from his chest, and his from my stomach. In cold pause
then, between sounds of my trying in dark, desperately, to push back tears, maybe Anil began to understand how alone I felt. How though I could not label with
words, I felt—found the courage to believe—that what was wrong was not in my
body but in this life we had thrown ourselves into.
Jaan, Anil said. Softer now. Jaan, it was in our naseeb to get visa, right? And
store? To get note from Gus? Even if we lose shop, it was in our naseeb to earn
savings, no? To use savings for this?
But it was you, I pleaded. You applied for visa. For you I waited six years. You
agreed to pay Gus every month. I tried to breathe, tried again to hold back tears.
How much, Anil? I said. How much do you want to go on changing our naseeb?

84

Naseeb or Not Naseeb
Hmph. Anil slapped bed with full force then. It would be foolish, Amina, if we did
not take this chance.
Then I am fool! I said. And I turned away from him.
My tears arrived then in chokes and panicked hiccups. I pressed my face into
pillow, tried to hide sounds of my weakness. Every second Anil and I remained at
this distance I felt sharp pain in my stomach. How many minutes passed this way
I don’t know, but after some time, my face aching from tears, I felt Anil’s touch at
my side. I allowed it, desperate for his understanding. I allowed him to lay one arm
below my head, to wrap other arm over my stomach. In this position, his heart beating against my back, he whispered: Trust in me, Amina. I promise, nothing we have
done is worth if we do not keep pushing. Nothing.
And so lying there, not knowing yet that procedure, after five rounds of steel
instruments reaching into me, would succeed; not knowing yet that in forty weeks I
would give birth to our new jaan, Amreen; long before my dream-like hours staring
into her tiny wrinkled face—not my face, but rounder, Mum’s face—or my hours
following her wandering eyes—Anil’s eyes, definitely—and my wondering, with
her being raised here, how much, or how little, she would wind up like me; those
thoughts yet to distract me while Anil went back to work for Chacha for some
time, before diner and store and even failed note to Gus became only fond memories of beginning; there in our bed where we had loved so many times, in this first
apartment of our new life together, I allowed myself to feel warmth of Anil’s body
pressed against mine, and I sank further into him, my tears falling quietly in dark.
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Davis McCombs

Last of the umpteen times our neighbor cracked the door
to find our other neighbor, Elmo Blot, wavering
in the borrowed light of his porch—he thinks now, thinking
back on that night when snow was swirling over the gutters
and surely not even the barn owls were out and about,
that Blot was likely already dead by the time he showed up there.
I seen a truck come up this way and wondered if y’all
was alright. There was no truck, no tracks on the road.
What could he have meant? Why would he stop at Ray and Deb’s
one last time before departing our frozen world for good?
This had been going on for years. Once Deb heard a pecking
in the middle of the night and found Blot on their stoop
with a dead beagle draped around his neck: Bisco didn’t make it.
Figured y’all’d wanta know. It was always something: a sack
of turnips, a shred of neighborly suspicion, some pretense
trailing into dark ellipsis: I come to get my chain back…so…
It’s snowing again tonight, and I’ve been thinking of Blot,
dead nearly a decade now, wondering if I believe in ghosts
or in oblivion. My breath fogs the window, a membrane
beyond which the hill is a whorl of stiffening silver, flakes
fastening their geometries on every branch and blade,
the kind of night when whatever is out there shouldn’t be.
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Katherine Heiny
I’m not big on holiday traditions. I don’t get up early enough for the Fourth of July
parade, carving pumpkins makes me nervous, and my children leave a shot of whiskey for Santa instead of milk and cookies, because Santa doesn’t need the calories
but she often needs the alcohol. And on New Year’s Day, when other families were
having black-eyed peas and watching football, we went to Hooters because my sons,
ages 14 and 12, had always wanted to go there.
(Imaginary school essay topic: Write about your family’s holiday traditions.)
Right away, Hooters lived up to our expectations, or at least, the expectations of
some of us—i.e., there were a lot of very pretty girls wearing not much. Our waitress was named Brandi. She smiled and led us to our table, and my older son, Lucas,
followed her in a sort of joyful daze.
(Imaginary conversation with my parents: “This is my daughter-in-law, Brandi.
She works at Hooters.”)
Brandi seated us and we all looked at the menu. If you have children and an
hour to kill, you might want to download the Hooters menu just for fun because it
seems to have been written by a preteen boy: “Hootersizers,” “Training Burgers,”
“Strip Cheese Sandwich,” “Have It All the Way Hot Dog.” My boys were in heaven
and dissolved in a flood of laughter when Lucas ordered the “Chicken Breast Tenders” although I think that was actually just the name of it and not a double entendre.
(Imaginary request from Lucas to school cafeteria worker: “Could I have a
more-than-a-mouthful burger?”)
Actually, I was the one who ordered the burger and it was delicious. I recommend it without reservation. Our conversation over lunch centered on whether
Lucas could have his birthday here and whether they had a party room, and if so,
did it smell like athletic socks the way the party room at the gymnastics place did?
(Imaginary invitation: “Please join us at Hooters!” I could Photoshop a birthday
hat onto the owl in the Hooter’s logo.)
My younger son, Oliver, kept asking if Lucas had enough allowance saved up
for a lap dance.
“It’s not a strip club,” I said. “It’s a restaurant.”
“How much is a lap dance, anyway?” Oliver asked.
“In my experience,” my husband said in a loud, expansive voice, “lap dances are
not very good value.”
You’ll notice he didn’t say, Lap dances are immoral and degrading to both parties, and your mother and I hope you never have one. He didn’t even say, Lap dances
are a waste of money. He said they’re not very economical.
“But how much are they?” Oliver persisted.
My husband looked thoughtful. “In a nice place, maybe fifty dollars,” he said.
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“Plus the cover charge and some overpriced beer. The whole thing could be a hundred dollars, easily.”
“A hundred dollars!” Oliver said, shocked. “That’s like three Xbox games!”
(Imaginary future valedictorian speech: “The most valuable life lesson I learned
from my father was not to spring for a lap dance.”)
The family at the next table was looking at us very judgmentally, and I wanted to
point out that people who take their families to Hooters should be a little more accepting in general, but then again, the father at that table wasn’t talking loudly about
lap dances. At least my husband had said “nice” places. I gave them a flinty smile
and they looked away.
Brandi brought the bill, which she’d signed “love, Bran” and had drawn some
hearts near the total.
(Imaginary conversation with my accountant: “What’s this receipt with a girl’s
name and stuff ?” Me: “It was research.”)
We asked Brandi if she’d be willing to pose for a picture with Lucas, and she
kindly agreed. She sat next to him, and was more poised and gracious than I could
ever hope to be. I would be proud to have Brandi for my daughter-in-law and now
I’m only sorry she didn’t write her phone number on the check so I can call her in
a few years. I can also tell you that she’s extremely photogenic and in the photo she
looks like a gorgeous if scantily-clad angel. (Lucas, on the other hand, is leering at
her and looks like an underage pimp.)
On the way home from Hooters, we had a spirited family discussion about
whether to use the photo of Lucas and Brandi for next year’s Christmas card
(“Lucas is developing new interests! Happy Holidays!”) and I realized that too much
imagination may be a bad thing but a family tradition is a good one. Come Easter,
you’ll know where to find us.

88

Knuckleball Song
Caki Wilkinson
So this is it:
		

the grip you got,

your last resort
		

the sport of spin

rescinded—proof
		

perhaps you’re not

a has-been bent
		

for injury.

Forget your old
		

trajectories,

the bids against
		

diminishing

returns, the hits
		

you can’t unearn.

Admit it, when
		

the pink dirt burns

where someone’s thicker
		

skin just slid,

you’ve got this grip.
		

Another trope?

A trick play? Sure,
		

but so is hope.
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Letters to Jim Harrison
Sean Lovelace
Letters to Jim Harrison #13
Another winding down, December. Thus attempting to name more trees, a field
guide and close study of bark and berry and leaf. But it isn’t snagging the brain, too
much folly. Still too jumpy to stop and seriously consider the rain, only the sound—
ticking and tapping—only the gray brushstrokes of mist, touching over here this
hillside, over there the crumbling stone silo…my son squinted doubtfully into a
sideways squall and I said, “Don’t worry. Deer don’t get wet. Only hunters do.”
Eastern redbud leaves resemble giant hearts; winged maple seeds as tiny helicopters;
the deer eat the persimmon fruit so I don’t see many. Only when I nick the stomach during field dressing, something I naturally never do (along with slicing open
my knuckles)… So I know blood, but very little of trees. Another project gone
awry. Buddhist kōans or ceiling fans. A reshuffling of the paper avalanches of my
office. Fewer beers and blocks of pepper jack cheese. This fidelity or that one, this
denial, etcetera. Going to run barefoot since that’s the way when only cavemen…
now my right heel swells purple melon. Apologies, but shoes. And nachos. And I’m
going to visit a website—inappropriate. But then possibly memorize a Frost poem,
one of the darker, cosmic ones never found on kitchen calendars. Back to running
again. And running. And running…only one half of one half percent has tried a
marathon, so yippee for me. All this staggering: my finisher’s medals hanging by the
fuse box where inside I keep a cheap cigar and a half pint of wonderful Smirnoff…
yin and yang, a funny notion when nothing holds actual shape. No squares or tidy
circles. It’s fine though, it is. Or as you said, “Even on walks, I follow the dog.” And
I still do own mirrors. Hair ties for this unruly hair. When did everything suddenly
go metaphorical? The first cut shadow. The flickering flame. Next year I am going
to read more of the Zen poets. And eat more garlic, work, cook dinner, clean the
kitchen, additional poetry, a bedtime story, buy a scented candle, drink something
green…This December I’m really feeling fine, with only the hawthorn thicket waiting for me in the dark—weeks ago my son and I by flashlight trailed his first archery
deer, a gut-shot button buck, for three miles through the thorniest, inkiest black
swamp, sinkholes slurping, boots wet with rotting bog, blood petering out, then
appearing in splatters, petering out, a thin trickle…then nothing, nothing…studying
by weak light a single red dot on a fallen leaf…I bent over huffing and sweating,
gasping to my son, “We’re going. To find. This deer.” While thinking hard in my
soul: There is no. Possible way. We are finding this deer. But we did.
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Letter to Jim Harrison #26
Stupefying—this parading of the Chicago Cubs. This Election Day. This Super
Moon, big-ass angry, orange eye, as I stand in the mist of the Mississinewa and
name each wakening bird…nuthatch, yes, downy woodpecker, then a crow and
some call I cannot identify. Another. Then mockingbird. Then the shadow of a
hawk cut sudden and low and it perches on a limb and the forest goes silent…No
tallying cry for Yesenin, only blood. Or as you said, “Politically, I’m clumsy and full
of rages…” Meaning Dostoevsky said it all better anyway, on a good day, Dalva;
you held tight with common sense and Kierkegaard—Join someone else’s cause?
Cue the muck boots and the muddy laughter. A person first has to needle out their
own trembling salvation…I cast one with all the poets, my rose petal into the Grand
Canyon, my ballot into the yellow sea of Indiana corn…time passes like a fistful
of sticky spare change I’ve gobbled from the cup holder; time oozes through my
gut…They are marching now at the White House gates; marching in California,
tear-gassed in Oregon; a few miles from this apartment they are marching, in Indianapolis, crying out that love trumps hate…My dogs stand shaking in history. On
the balcony and barking at crows and passing cars and emphysemic city buses and
college students walking by, nodding off into their phones. And that cloud looks
like a mushroom and that one, too…The dogs bark at the thick clouds, saying what
they always say: “Why? Am I barking? From a balcony?” My mother calls to inform
we wear safety pins on our shirts now to show others they are safe, but I’m going to
pass. My breath is shallow and my temples pound. Enough of symbolic logic. No
more flapping tongues or talismans. Marble statues or white, stone crosses, etcetera.
Only Miller time, I suppose. Or at least to pet the dogs until my hands fall off. Time
for cold showers. To grapple in rumpled beds. Choke down the pillow. Swallow the
sweat. Snort something. Time for a longer marathon, some agony, its actual truth…
The Veteran’s Marathon of Madness. The Marathon of Rope. Of Jobs and Jawbones. Of Spleen. The Death Valley Trail and Troll Marathon of Hacked Knees. Of
Wicked Itches. Of Wading Through Expressions. Of Darker Rooms. Burnt Paper
Peeling. Scuff, Scuff…The Indoor Marathon of Flying Pig Shit. The Eyes Swollen
Shut and Bruised Blue 26.2. The Boo. The Boot. The Jackboot. Shush. The Yearly
Marathon of Fuck You! Well, Fuck You, Too—Second Annual…enough! Have I
had enough? Have you had enough? Is this enough? But wait.
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This week’s bomb? Hidden along the route of a charity 5k in New Jersey and made
of flip phones and Christmas lights. Another blink of evil. But the local brewery
has a new pineapple IPA and Duras helped again. Especially when she mentioned
the clouds and their silent indifference to the place of our agony. And also there is
no actual consolation for sobriety, but moving on…In other news a woman named
Marie Kondo earns millions by selling a book titled, The Life Changing Magic of
Tidying Up. Wherein we pick out everything we own, look closely, and ask, “Does
this bring me joy?” If not, toss it out…This morning was nothing particular, except
on whim I kicked at my daughter’s pink beanbag. Missed. And broke my toe. Purple
and pulsing a fit. Some angry eggplant, a variety of your ordinary gout, another
anaphylactic attack of the self. So abracadabra, green chair. And also the dog, pissing on my side of the bed…Abracadabra, my side of the bed. The other side. Cold
pillow. Dawn in Indiana. Tap water and Advil. Floor and rumpled blanket. Kitchen
drawer and letter from the IRS. Checkbook and check. Contemplating a hoarded
growler of ogre stout, a crumpled, secret note stuffed into a hunting boot. My
mental house, physical house—the very nature of the body. Look, my toe is white
and waxy and dead! I’m relying upon the usual homemade treatment: ignore. My toe
is my lever to the gods I sense passing in the sweat or rivulets of breeze, my daily
sloggings through the beaten paths…O coffee button. O frozen waffle. O Holding
to my nose a pink, soft, cotton sock. An email. Another email. An empty bottle of
indifferent merlot. Running shoes. Pop-Tarts. A crayon drawing. Shin pads. A box
of Band-Aids. A toothbrush. Today’s dank breath, some callous words lodged in the
head, the lingering odor of truth at the bottom of every shouted lie…I slammed the
door drunkenly last night. Or maybe it was thunder, I hope for thunder, then a long,
warm rain to fade it off…in the sunlight and holding tight my daughter. And those
three days with my son in Missouri, chewing venison jerky while sitting on a smooth
stone beside the horse pasture, as the dove dip and twirl by the clouds, the red fox
slinking the switchgrass along the drainage ditch, rattle of shells in the pocket, odor
of gun oil, shrieks of killdeer and jays, the noble kingfisher on the powerline, studying the ripples of the minnows…while the four horses, rowdy teenagers—three
chestnut and one a crazy white paint-bucket splash of pinto—snort and whinny,
gallop the pasture in various orbits, clearly so far from grabbing up a life, weighing
its entirety in hand. Staring hard at the garbage can.
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An Interview with Sabrina Orah Mark
Sophie Weiner
Sabrina Orah Mark is the author of Tsim Tsum (Saturnalia, 2009),The Babies
(Saturnalia, 2004), and the chapbook Walter B.’s Extraordinary Cousin Arrives for a
Visit & Other Tales (Woodland Editions, 2006). Her novel Wild Milk is forthcoming from the Dorothy Project in October 2018. She received a BA from Barnard
College, Columbia, an MFA from the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, and a PhD from the
University of Georgia. The prose poems of The Babies and Tsim Tsum are a rare
event, and it’s still happening. On the back cover of Tsim Tsum, Stephen Burt says
of Mark’s book, “You’ll remember what Mark has done with the prose poem: you’ll
wonder how on Earth she does it, too.” I contacted Mark this past summer in something of a fever, after encountering on her website the phrase, “live plants, corsages.” Is it possible, I wondered, to make grow again, something cut off from its life
source? You will follow her to the place called Mother, and to the cloud that cracks
open to spill out men like many yolks. And she’s come for your trash. The following
interview was conducted over email.
First, thank you very much for speaking with me. I’m a very big fan of your
work. In your Eleventh Hour lecture, “The Poet as Collector,” you start by
describing a project you’d been working on. You said:
Over the past few weeks I have gone from poet to poet asking for their trash,
their rust, their fading lines, lines on the verge of decomposition. I am working on an essay that will reveal this teetering heap. This tower of compost.
How do we differentiate the junk from the treasure? What grows out of our
collective debris? A humming? A hymn? A nothing? I’ve been told if you
stare into the dumpster long enough eventually eyes, or something like eyes,
begin to stare back.
What about the “collective debris” of poets, or the line on the verge of decay
is most interesting to you? How did this project begin?
I think the project began as most projects begin: with that thing called “Hope” laced
with fever and blindness. I had this idea that through this act of rescue, I could
make a kind of prayer poem. I imagined what poets shed could be sewn into a skin
the world could wear when the world got too cold (or too hot, for that matter).
“Dear Poet,” I wrote. “I have come for your trash.”
I wrote, “I am working on an essay on debris. Specifically, lines poets throw
away. My goal is to build a glowing city out of garbage. I am thinking about the
history of ruin and repair. I am thinking about rescue. Sometimes I imagine it as
holding the body against my body so it never turns into a ghost. There will be some
mysticism here. And there will be some foul play. Will you send me a line? Even if
it’s a word or two? You will, of course, be carefully cited.”
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Some promised me their lines and never sent. Some couldn’t stop sending.
Many ignored me. Ariana Reines sent me a photo of a dumpster named LIBERTY which solved the whole riddle before I even began writing, but I carried on.
One poet told me he’s keeping his trash thank you very much. A few sent me edits,
asking me to tweak their dreck. Some regretted saying yes. Josh Bell wrote, “It’s
about time!” It was sometimes funny, but mostly it felt shameful. It occurred to me I
might be begging for garbage. The lines piled up one on top of each other like a big
mistake. I looked at them out of the corner of my eye. They couldn’t really care less
about me.
Many of the lines referred, it seemed to the body and what had not happened
and what was missed, and many of the lines referred it seemed to not knowing and
failure, an inability to decipher, a question not asked, and things off in the distance.
It strikes me too that the project of collecting other poet’s trash seems linked
to a theme common to your books: exile. I’m thinking also of a phrase I
found on your website, “live plants, corsages—” the idea that something
that has been cut off, so to speak, or removed from that which keeps it alive,
turned into a kind of product of ornament but one that withers, can still sustain life— I love this idea. Is there a relationship between the two for you? Is
there a way in which a “tower of compost” is at all like a kind of exile? And
what grows there? And how?
This question is so beautiful I wish I could wear it around my wrist like a dying
flower.
Years ago, when I lived in New York City, there was a store in the East Village
called Obscura that I would often visit. It still exists but now it lives at a different
location: obscuraantiques.com. It had, I remember, a dark green awning, and on
the side of the awning it had once read Live Plants Corsages. Which is to say, Live
Plants Corsages had been painted over or scrubbed off, but it was still very much
legible like a body under a thin sheet. The store was filled with taxidermy, and old
dentist trays pocked with teeth, and broken dolls, and bone dice, and medicine
bottles, and antique safety pins, and Russian flight goggles, and lace gloves too small
to ever fit anyone I’ve ever known. Everything in the store was in a state of exile, as
each thing was removed from what once kept it. But there everything still was. Safe
and sound, and odd, and bewildered.
In retrospect, I must’ve gone there as often as I did because it gave me comfort.
I felt a sense of belonging. “Live Plants Corsages” became a tiny prayer I would say
to myself because it summoned up for me this idea of a home where everything
was in exile, but in exile was where everything belonged.
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You said in your lecture that there is a lot of shame in the process, asking
people for their trash—have you found that to continue to be true, is it a bad
idea?
Halfway through this project, my son broke his arm and then soon after the
doctors found a dark spot inside my husband. A poet friend wrote, “it occurred
to me this morning that maybe when you asked the universe (poets) for their trash
you got some stuff that maybe wasn’t the most useful right now… i do NOT NOT
NOT mean to imply that you are at fault for ANY of this in any way, but I wonder
if saying a prayer or making a request for the poets/ universe to take some of your
worries AWAY or to send you healing and blessings… i don’t know—just thinking…”
And I wrote back, “Thank you for your note. It fortifies me. I should print it
out, fold it up tiny tiny, and eat it. And it’s funny (ha ha horror) because I was thinking about the debris / the lines / and how as I was writing this lecture the doctor
found a dark spot inside my husband that needs to be biopsied, and then I started
thinking about human tissue, and what do they even do with human tissue after
it’s been biopsied, and how do we know what to keep and what to discard / and
how will the boys and I live on this earth without him / and maybe we (our bodies)
throw out so much of what we need, and maybe the stupid world does too. My
great-aunt (a holocaust survivor) never threw out a single newspaper. Or a plastic
bag. She said she was slapped by a Nazi as a baby and something froze inside her. I
am writing this lecture and panicking about my husband and trying to stay calm for
my boys and what I really want to do is throw out everything I own and keep everything all at the same time.”
And also I was thinking a lot about this photo of an albatross. Its intestinal
filled with marine debris. And then I began to think about how much it reminded
me of Joseph Cornell’s “Pharmacy.” Colored sand, speckled shells, maps, newspaper
clippings and cork live inside this miniature apothecary like medicine for the imagination. As I studied these two images it seemed almost impossible to differentiate
between the poison and the pill, between the kill and the cure.
How do you negotiate the known and unknown in your work? I’m thinking
in particular in the way in which your poems are tightly framed, sometimes
by a particular word, definition, phrase, or action. They are restrained but
also have a sense of expansiveness. How much do you know going into the
writing, and what most guides you to the next word—sound, syntax, the idea,
something else?
I usually follow a word or a name as far as it will take me, and somewhere along the
line it will start to lose its feathers or skin or old shell or fur. Words really molt. You
just need to be patient, and follow gently behind. Words are shy and cruel and beautiful and tender. I once followed a word all the way to a place called Mother, and by
the time we got there we were both unrecognizable even to ourselves.
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JOSEPH CORNELL. UNTITLED “PHARMACY,” CA. 1942. ART © THE JOSEPH
AND ROBERT CORNELL MEMORIAL FOUNDATION/VAGA, NEW YORK, NY

Do you go into working on a book having the idea first, or does the idea
make itself known somewhere in the course of writing the poems? How important is narrative arc to your writing process?
I recently finished my first collection of stories, Everything Was Beautiful & Nothing Hurt, a collection of punctured fairytales filled with characters who are balanced
right at the seam of the real and the unreal. There are, for example, a lot of characters on the telephone. Things happen in bars or hospitals or playgrounds. There are
daycare centers and taxmen. But these real spaces don’t keep a cloud from bursting
open and spilling out children. Or jokes from turning into men. Or a woman from
getting pregnant by eating leaves stuck to a tin can. Or a king size bed from turning
into a twin. Or a teacher from snowing. Which is to say, I’m experimenting right
now with characters living in the present, while still maintaining what was at the center of my first two collections (of poetry): the absolute certainty of the unknowable.
I began the collection as a way to return to the I. Lucie Brock-Broido writes, “It
is true that each self keeps a secret self that cannot speak when spoken to.” I wanted to start telling the secrets I was keeping from myself. An old friend once wrote
to me about the cover of my collection Tsim Tsum. “I know you think you’re the
girl on the cover, but really you’re the animal.” That note made me happy. Because I
knew already I was the animal, and also I did not yet know.
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What drew you to character, as opposed to a lyric I, or something more
strictly persona? What can characters do for poems that the others cannot, if
anything? How does giving something a name—a speaker, character, something else—help create meaning?
I think the different between persona and character is that persona is a mask the
poet wears, whereas character is a mask the poet one wore, long ago, and lost, and
now it’s covered in must and webs. It’s a mask that might’ve gone slightly rotten on
one side, where maybe a small growth has begun to form. The job of the poet is to
watch this growth, measure it, and give it a name. And slowly, slowly something resembling eyes and teeth will begin to poke through. Sometimes it takes seconds for
a whole entire person to step into view, and other times years, and other times never.
Other times all you ever get is an eye and a couple of teeth. Maybe a finger if you’re
lucky. Maybe even a heart.
To what degree can you envision your characters? Can you visualize them,
and is it important, do you think, for readers to be able to visualize them?
See above. Also, once I see them I see them everywhere I go.
You are a champion of the prose poem. What about the prose poem do you
like most? Was there, for you, a time before the prose poem, or did you start
there?
There was a time before the prose poem. I stood quietly in a field holding sticks.
I knew I needed to either light a fire or build a house, but I wasn’t able to choose.
The prose poem allowed me to do both and at the same time.
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One of the poems I find most baffles my poet-friends, and one they also
very often seem to go back to, is “The Departure.” It brings to mind the first
poem of The Babies, “Day,” which begins “The world, in spite of everything, is very over.” When, in the process of writing Tsim Tsum, did you
write the poem, “The Departure,” and why is it important that we begin
Tsim Tsum there?
The Babies, my first collection, introduces Walter B. and Beatrice in a section called
The Walter B. Interviews. They are two figures hatched at the center of ruin. When
the book was done I began to miss Walter B. and Beatrice. I wanted them to return
to me, but because they already were goners (so to speak) I needed to make for
them a field, a field contingent on being gone, on galut (exile), and meet them there.
This order is in keeping with the Kabbalist’s conception of redemption: first comes
catastrophe, then, annihilation, and then comes tikkun or restoration. First there is
the “forgetting of the Torah and the upsetting of all moral order to the point of
dissolving the laws of nature,” and then there is repair. This is why the collection
begins with goodbye.
In another interview you mentioned another project, The Grandmothers, in
which Beatrice and Walter B. reappear. Is this still in the works, and if so,
can you tell us a little bit about it?
For a long time I have been working on a book called The Grandmothers. There
is something wrong with it, but I haven’t yet figured out what. Beatrice visited for
about a year and got so fed up she left. I mean, who could blame her? The book is
about three children who come to live with The Grandmothers. There is a birthmark in the shape of a horse that wanders from one grandmother to another. And
there is an incident with an overturned cake. This is the most I can say right now.
What are you working on now, and what’s on your personal reading list?
See above. And then see above again. Right now on my desk: The Complete Stories of
Leonora Carrington, James Allen Hall’s I Liked You Better Before I Knew You So Well, Robin Coste Lewis’s Voyage of the Sable Venus, Carmen Gimenez Smith’s Bring Down the
Little Birds, Mary Ruefle’s My Private Property, Eileen Myles’ Inferno, Larry Levis’ Elegy,
Deb Olin Unferth’s Wait Till You See Me Dance, and Samuel Beckett’s Molloy.
And I have to ask, are you willing to give up your trash?
At the last minute I have been known to give everything away.
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Austyn Gaffney
Chris Offutt is the author of six books, including short story collections, a novel,
and memoirs. His most recent book, My Father, The Pornographer, chronicles the
life of his father, a writer of science fiction and erotica. He is also a screenwriter, writing for shows including True Blood, Weeds, and Treme. His essays, full of
insight, wit, and compassion, have been published in magazines such as Harper’s,
Oxford American, and The New York Times Magazine, and his work has been
widely anthologized.
I talked to Chris Offutt on the phone on a warm August afternoon from my
back porch in Lexington, Kentucky. He was on his front porch outside of Oxford,
Mississippi, where he teaches fiction and screenwriting at the University of Mississippi. He was a warm, open, and thoughtful speaker, doling out advice on hydration,
relationships, the revision process, and how to not sound like an asshole when you
write. He let us into his kitchen, his writing studio, and his hometown of Haldeman,
Kentucky, a web of dirt roads that no longer exists. He also shared what he loves
about Lexington, and New Limestone Review’s connection to one of the first words
he learned as a child.
Before launching into the interview, he told me about his garden. He was watching it while we chatted. It was full of sunflowers that drew finches and butterflies
and hummingbirds. For our botanical readers, Offutt’s favorite flower is a black-eyed
susan.
In your biography, the first sentence is often “Chris Offutt grew up in Haldeman, Kentucky.” Why is your homeplace the first thing you want readers to
know about you?
Part of it is: whenever I picked up a book I was always interested in where the writer
was from, particularly if the book was set in that place or was about people from
there. The second reason is that Haldeman is gone now. There is no Haldeman anymore. The zip code is taken away, the mailing address is different. There’s no school
or post office. The bio is a reminder to the world that there was a town there and I
grew up in it and it’s still important.
In No Heroes: A Memoir of Coming Home, you write about both the joy
and the frustration you feel in coming home to Rowan County. As a writer
speaking to other writers in Kentucky, what is your advice in finding a place
to write from?
When you’re growing up you might take your home for granted or think it’s not that
important. If I write about a place that I know really well that’s important to me, it’ll
translate to better prose and it’ll get at a truth that people can relate to. One way of
thinking about it is: to write from within a culture with an awareness that the readers
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won’t know it as well as you do. At the same time, you can’t spoonfeed readers. It’s a
balancing act, always.
Is it more that Kentucky is a place you’re inspired by, or do you feel a sense
of purpose to write about a place many readers may not know about?
It’s a combination of things. When I started writing, I wrote stuff that I liked to
read as a child and then as a young person–mystery, fantasy, science fiction, and
adventure. When I got more serious about writing I realized that a lot of writers
wrote about where they came from. After I left Haldeman, a town of 200 people
on dirt roads, I realized it was an unusual environment to grow up in. I wanted to
write about it so I sought other books about isolated, rural environments. And there
just weren’t many. This was in the early 1980s and there was a limit to writers from
the hills. Most writers from Kentucky, West Virginia, and Tennessee were writing
about the hills in the 1930s, 40s, and 50s, and not much beyond that. I read all those
books and there are some good ones. But the world I grew up in was different. It
was during Vietnam, the War on Poverty, and the building of the interstates. It was
a completely different world than the books I could find. Part of my hope, maybe
grandiose for a young writer, was to provide literature for future writers so that they
would have something to read that more mirrored their own experience. Of course
now it’s thirty years later so a young writer today is going to have a completely
different experience. I hope they’re writing about that. Literature is a big river always
moving forward. My goal was to be a tributary.
I don’t really believe in the idea of inspiration to write. If you believe in inspiration than you either chase it and never find it, or you wait for it and it never arrives.
You just have to do the work. The land of eastern Kentucky and a way of thinking
are in every part of me. I like that. I have dirt from Kentucky that I’ve carried for
over thirty years in a little leather bag. The Kentucky flag is in my writing studio. So
I maintain my connection to the state and the land. Plus I’ve read every book about
the hills that I could find.
Do you still feel that need to go home? Or do you feel like you can write
about Kentucky no matter where you are?
The beauty of writing is that it’s the cheapest and the most portable of all the arts.
Paper and pencil is free. All you really need is a chair which is easy to come by. And
some kind of surface to write on like a board which is equally free. It’s different
from being an actor or a painter or a filmmaker where you really need to be in cities
where these activities take place. I can write anywhere.
Going home is complicated because I don’t have any family in the hills anymore. My siblings left years ago for jobs. My mother moved to Oxford after Dad
died. I’m still dealing with the fact that I don’t have the family need to go home and
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visit relatives. Which also means I don’t have anywhere to stay. It seems odd to go
to my home county and stay in a motel by the interstate. But I go home in my mind,
so to speak, by writing. I get homesick a lot and I believe it helps my writing. Of
course, writing about the hills probably increases the homesickness, too.
In Harper’s you wrote “In the Hollow”, a pre-election article on the social
backlash against poor, southern whites during Trump’s nomination. It was
the first thing I read by you and I felt like you did a really excellent job talking
about regionalism. I’m wondering why you decided to write that article and
how you went about creating it.
Well, the editor asked me to. And I said no. I’m not a journalist. This was an email
exchange over a couple weeks, and he said you can write it as an essay, you can do
what you want, but it has to be about politics. And I said I’m not interested in that.
Finally he gave me more money and said I could write whatever I wanted to. I had
never written anything like that before—sort of an overt investigation into contemporary politics. It was a challenge and I thought I’d try it. The writing was really
difficult. But once I get my teeth into something it’s really hard to step away. I don’t
know if I’ll do anything like that again.
What felt challenging about writing that essay?
It required a real careful thought process about contemporary social, economic, and
political realities. If you get something wrong it’s really glaring. It’s important that it
makes sense to people unfamiliar with the area and it was very important to articulate my thoughts precisely. So much of political writing is terrible because it’s always
completely for or completely against. There’s no subtlety or nuance. I didn’t want
that. I guess it was hard to sound smart on the page.
Are there writers from the region that you think are doing a good job writing
about Appalachia?
I read all the fiction from the region when it comes along. There’s a writer named
Elizabeth Catte and I like her stance on nonfiction. Most of my reading is fiction. I
read nonfiction mainly for research. I like fiction better, in terms of reading.
Do you think the writing you did for “In the Hollow” and its political analysis
was in any way related to your previous article in Oxford American, “Trash
Food,” that also touches on class?
Yeah, I wrote “Trash Food” first. The editor at Harper’s read it and that’s why he
asked me to write it [In the Hollow]. “Trash Food” got a lot of attention and was in
anthologies and won a prize and all that kind of stuff. I was asked to expand it into
a book, and I thought, you can’t take this thing I made in 15 pages and turn it into
a book. So I said no. Both of those essays are the result of people asking me to do
something. In fact, my whole writing career is based on that. I just stay at home and
write. If someone asks me to write something I do it. That’s how I wound up writ-
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ing screenplays. I never wanted to be a screenwriter, it’s wasn’t a goal. But producers
asked me. And I said, yeah okay I’ll try it. One thing led to another and suddenly I
was living in L.A. for a few years. I needed to put my sons through college. Hollywood paid for their education, then I quit.
When somebody gave me an opportunity I always said yes no matter what it
was and then tried to put my best foot forward. I never worked for free. Even if it
was a small amount, I insisted on getting paid. It’s amazing how people think writers
will work for free! I never had any money. I didn’t have a car until I was twenty-eight; I didn’t have a phone until I was thirty. I never worked full time, I just lived
in cheap rooms and spent most of time reading and writing. I got lucky though, too.
I’ve been very lucky.
What kind of work did you do, or what part-time jobs did you have, before
becoming a full-time writer?
I probably worked in fifteen or so restaurants. I was a landscaper, a truck driver, and
a house painter. I worked in a warehouse and a carwash. I was a family photographer. A tour guide on a boat in Florida, ran a second-hand store in New York City,
ran a touristy art gallery in Salem, Massachusetts. When I was a student at Morehead, I worked for the maintenance department painting dorm rooms. I was their
specialist in curbs. I painted them yellow. I worked for a garbage truck for a week;
that was about one of the worst. I just had labor jobs. I decided at a certain point
that I’d never work full time and devote the rest of my time to a creative activity. I
didn’t really want to be a writer but that’s what it wound up to be.
What did you want to be?
I wanted to be an actor. I studied theater in college and wrote plays and then I
wanted to be a playwright. I wanted to be an oil painter, then a photographer. But
I wound up writing about these creative endeavors and at a certain point I realized,
well, it’s not what I want to be in life that’s important, it’s what I actually do. I was
filling my days by reading and writing. To me it’s all the same well and I had to drop
down different buckets to see which one would really fill the bucket and then fill
me. It turned out to be writing. Which was not what I wanted to do, partly because I
didn’t want to be like my father. I wanted to do something else.
Did that influence you at all, the fact that your father was writing all the time?
Sure. I think everyone’s influenced by their parents. Whatever job they have influences you. I was the oldest and a boy so what my dad did was a bigger influence on
me than on my siblings. He was a big influence, good and bad. Like most fathers, I
guess.
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When you write about your father in your new memoir, My Father, The Pornographer, you talk about his work ethic as similar to Henry Ford’s. What
does your own writing process look like?
He wrote hundreds of sections longhand and organized them in notebooks with
subheadings, and whenever he needed these little sections he would go to the
notebooks and copy them. The Henry Ford metaphor was that he produced raw
material and wrote like an assembly line by adding the parts where they belonged.
My approach is more like a really messy woodworking shop. There’s just sawdust
everywhere and scraps of wood and chips and that kind of thing. I work on more
than one thing at a time. At a certain point the work seems to be going nowhere and
that often means I push a little further on it and take a break to work on something
else. When that goes bad I return to the first one. I can see it with more clarity and
objectivity.
I guess I get bored easily. I always want my writing to be fresh. I know a lot of
writers who like to write the same character in a series over time or a similar book
over and over and I’ve always been afraid of that, of being lazy and taking shortcuts.
So I change form and I change projects. The drawback is that work is not completed in a sequential way. In the past few years I finished five books. But it takes a while
to get them in print. Publishers don’t like it if you publish a book with someone
else. And it takes at least 18 months from signing a contract. At this point I’ve got
completed manuscripts stacked up. It’s not a system I recommend!
A number of essays from My Father, The Pornographer were published in
The New York Times, Men’s Health, and Slice before you published the
book. How many ways do you think there are to tell a story? And what inspires you to keep chipping away at it?
Those are excerpts from the book. The one in Best American Essays was an excerpt
from it. The book covers about 60 years of my father’s life and the overlap with
mine. There are lots of stories in there.
I’d started writing my father’s life many times before. I’d written essays, short
stories, and poems about it. I tried to fictionalize it, and I tried an experimental book
that was pretty much an abject failure. None of those attempts really worked. Dad’s
death provided me objectivity and compassion.
He had a really interesting life.
You have a man in the hills of Kentucky in the middle of the Bible Belt using
14 pseudonyms to write 400 books of pornography. I couldn’t figure out a way to
write something fictional that matched the sheer outrageousness and surprise of it.
So it had be nonfiction.
Did you ever have concerns about telling your father’s story, and in effect,
your family history?
No. The worst thing I think in literature is censorship, and the worst form is
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self-censorship. People do that all the time. You have to really guard against it. At
one point I sought the advice of an older writer who had published a memoir about
his family, and he said if they don’t like it they can write their own books. That made
a lot of sense to me. I also tried to be even-handed in my memoir. My family read
it. Nobody complained. They were glad because it was partly their story, too. My
mother participated in promotional events!
It’s easy to write a book where you blame your family for your problems. Like,
poor pitiful me, I had these incompetent parents or this awful thing happened and
that’s why I’m a drug addict or an asshole. It’s easy and cheap to blame and makes
for bad art. Or not art in the case of some books like Hillbilly Elegy. So poorly
written.
Could you want to expand your thoughts on Hillbilly Elegy?
The guy had a terrible childhood in Ohio and decided to blame it on Eastern Kentucky culture, a place he didn’t know much about. That’s a ludicrous proposition.
That’s it, that’s all I can say.
Your food essays are hilarious. They also seem to be a more recent endeavor.
What can you tell us about them?
Oxford, MS is home of the SFA which is the Southern Foodways Alliance. I had
never heard of it before and was unfamiliar with the food movement. I thought
what the hell are these people up to? What is food writing? They had a big conference and the tickets cost a fortune. So I just crashed it for the free meals. Afterward
I decided to write a food essay to get invited back so I didn’t have to crash it. I’d
have a little ticket. That was the weird motivation at the beginning. When I was writing about my dad, it was a four year project, and I was really sad and those essays
cheered me up. When I got really down, my wife would say, why don’t you go write
a food essay.
Also, I wanted to try to write humor. I like to laugh and people think I’m funny
but I’ve never really applied that to my work with deliberation. The gamble, the risk
with trying to be funny on the page is this: if it’s not funny it’s terrible, it’s really
terrible. And gosh that’s scary. The ones I thought were the silliest and most absurd,
people responded to the most. I clearly have no idea what I’m doing. I don’t know
what people want. It turned into this food column for Oxford American out of
Arkansas. The name of the column is “Cooking with Chris,” which is hilarious to
me because I’m not much of a cook. I’m a good breakfast cook and that’s about it. I
make a mean sandwich, too.
What about the platypus oil smoothies from your article in Extra Crispy,
“The Time I Thought I Invented Smoothies”?
I’m not sure if cutting up fruit and putting it in a blender counts as cooking. I drink
one every morning. Now, I mix it with a little yogurt and granola, and I use a spoon
rather than drink it out of the cup. I’m trying to be healthy. You can drink those
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vegetable smoothies but they kinda taste like dirt. I also drink vinegar and honey every day. I probably drink [the vinegar] a little too much. I have it after lunch. That’s
my afternoon pick me up. So far I haven’t noticed any change, but maybe if I quit
I’ll just collapse or something. I hardly ever get sick. Okay, let’s get back to writing.
My health tips are not very good really. I also eat ice cream and Pringles and Slim
Jims and smoke cigarettes.
What are you working on right now?
I have a new novel coming out in the spring from Grove Press. It’s called Country
Dark and is set in the hills. It’s in galley form now. It’s part of a two-book contract
with Grove [Press] and the second book is set partly in Louisville and partly along
the Tennessee/Kentucky border.
I don’t know if I’ll write any more memoirs. I hope not. I hope my life is boring
enough not to merit any more. I really just want to write novels. Oh yeah, I also
have a completed novel set in Lexington, and a book of short stories. It’s a third
collection and I thought it’d be easy to get in print but it turns out it’s a little more
difficult. I’m a not a new kid on the block with my stories about Kentucky people.
In a way it’s easier for a new young writer to get a book of stories in print than a
person in my situation. So that should be heartening to all the young writers. Not
that it’s ever been easy to get anything in print.
If you’re writing about rural people who don’t have a lot of money, it’s even
harder to get in print because the world doesn’t care about those people. I always
knew I had to work really hard to make the quality of my prose strong to offset the
bias against my subject matter, my people.
Do you have any advice for young writers, especially those based in Kentucky
or the south?
Read every day, try to write every day. Those are crucial. I try to write a minute a day.
It’s easy to procrastinate writing, just not do it, or not feel like it. But a minute a day
is not hard. I’ve tried page count and word count and I usually circumvent that one
way or another. If it’s a word count, just use a lot of small words and you’re done.
Or if it’s a page count, write dialogue scenes because they take up a lot of space on
the page. So every morning I write a minute. I know it sounds crazy but it works. It
reduces the pressure. I always write much longer.
Do you mean an actual minute or a figurative minute?
Oh, you mean like the slang term, like I haven’t seen you in a minute? No the true,
temporal measurement, one minute. That’s one piece of advice. Let’s see, other
advice: don’t get caught up in the glamour of the occupation and think you have to
drink a lot and just ruin yourself because that’s a pretty common misconception.
You ruin yourself with drugs and alcohol, you ruin the work. Always use a condom,
good advice in general. If you want to be a writer, bear in mind that it’s a lifelong
commitment. I have stories that I worked on for many years before getting pub-
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lished, and I constantly get rejected as well.
It’s hard for young people, especially these days when there’s extra pressure to
be successful because it’s constantly thrown in your face through social media. Stick
to your guns and write what you want to write. Remember that about eighty percent
of what you hear from editors or peers is not going to be helpful. But that twenty
percent is important. The trick is to figure out what that twenty percent is. Do you
want more advice?
Yes, please.
Try to travel. The more you know about the world outside of where you live, the
greater your perspective is on the world you are writing about. I’ve spent a lifetime
traveling and revising so my advice is to travel and revise. People should know it’s
just an old guy saying “do what I did.” You should do what you want to do as long
as you write a lot and make it better. Speaking of revision, another [piece of advice]
is try not to revise until you have a full draft. It’s easy to get caught up in your first
three pages and think, oh man these are great, I’m going to revise them and make
them better before I have a full draft. Have you ever done that?
Yes.
Say you have a twenty page manuscript and the first three pages have the shit revised
out of them and the last couple just haven’t been revised very much. The story is
top heavy, weighted towards the front. I’ve done it many times. Whatever I revise
I’m always predisposed towards that material later. I don’t want to cut the first three
pages because I’ve spent a huge amount of time on them. I’m biased in favor of
them even if cutting them will improve the short story immensely. You see what I
mean? You have this built in loyalty because you put the work into it. So I try not to
do that. Finish a draft before you revise.
Anything else?
Drink lots of water. That’s the key. Just try not to drink too much [alcohol]. And
when you do drink, make sure you eat first. I mean I’m not a drinker but I’m talking
from a former experience.
Whoever you’re involved with, that person really has to understand that for
significant portions of the day you will not be in the house and engaging with that
person. Writing is a job and it’s difficult. A lot of people don’t understand that.
A lot of boyfriends, girlfriends, spouses have trouble with someone who’s in the
house all day, who’s not producing something tangible or that makes money. That
pressure increases with age. It’s much harder on women who have the social pressure of childbirth. Men don’t have that. Society’s not telling men to go out and give
birth to children, they’re telling them to go out and make a lot of money to prove
your manhood. It’s harder for women. Everything is. What else? Don’t get into debt
for graduate school. Try to be the person on whom nothing is lost. See everything,
listen to everything. Write stuff down when you think of it. If it’s a thought or scrap
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of dialogue or how the light as it falls on a flower, you have to write it down at that
moment because you’ll forget it. I carried paper and pencil for decades. Now it’s
easier because you have your phone and can pretend like you’re texting while you’re
really writing. Live cheap. Not just within your means. Bottom level cheap.
I’ve heard that a previous story of yours was once published in our former
incarnation, Limestone. Do you remember that story?
In 1997 Limestone published a story called “A Dog and His Boy.” That sums up a
writer’s life right there. You publish a story and twenty years later the same magazine
runs an interview. A commitment to the long run.
Well thanks for letting us.
You’re welcome. I like Lexington. I was born there at the hospital. My mother grew
up there. She watches the Wildcats, she has special Wildcat clothes, everything. I
watch them with her on her TV. Go Cats!
I also want to say that I’m really happy that UK [University of Kentucky] has
a writing program now. It was not an option in Kentucky when I went to graduate
school. I had to leave the state to study writing. Later, when I was on the job market
for a teaching position, Kentucky still didn’t have an MFA program. So I had to
take work out of state. An MFA program is great for young writers in Kentucky. It
supports literature.
By the way, my dad worked on Limestone Street in Lexington in the 1950s. So I
always knew the name as an address. It was one of the earliest words I knew. Being
born in Lexington and spending half my life in Kentucky, it’s important to me to be
in your magazine. Thank you.
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Kate Tighe-Pigott
Raise your hand if you’re a writer who has been chastened away from the subject of
sexual violence. (Me too.) Raise your hand if you’ve been told that a queer protagonist will limit your access to a mainstream literary audience. I followed the buzz to
Carmen Maria Machado’s debut short story collection Her Body and Other Parties.
Machado writes unapolagetically about women in their bodies. She writes them into
relationships with women and men–relationships that are casual or serious, healthy
or dangerous. She tackles topics we’re told are off limits (and who decides the limits
anyway?!) and she makes them new. There’s a satisfaction for women who read
Machado at being seen, understood, known. “The Husband Stitch,” the first story
in this collection, became a kind of shorthand for the women in my workshop to
describe how the nuances of women’s lives are worthy of close examination and
depiction; how these nuances have the weight of life and death. In Her Body and
Other Parties, Machado takes on new forms, blending unlike genres in new ways,
and in doing so, changing how this reader conceives of what’s possible. She graciously corresponded with me for this interview.
Let’s start with “Especially Heinous,” the formally bold novella in the center
of the book. This story crystallized for me that TV–maybe especially crime
drama–is humanity’s way to work through its need to victimize women,
which explains why I’m often outraged at the depictions of girls and women
in TV and movies. You said in a Jezebel interview that this story “seemed like
the best vehicle to talk about [your] feelings about media and sexual violence.” Can you say more about those feelings and why you felt this story and
form was the right approach for you?
I think it’s relevant that Law & Order: SVU is as popular as it is. (It’s the only currently-running show in the Law & Order franchise.) I think we’re internalized so
much shit about sexual violence our only responses to it are trauma or obsession.
I think it’s possible to make funny, dark, good jokes about rape. I think humor is
one of the few ways we keep ourselves sane in light of the reality of our situation. I
think women live on the edge of reality, and everything about our situation is hilarious, terrible, surreal. I needed to write something that encapsulated these ideas—
trauma, obsession, humor, surrealism—so I did.
“Especially Heinous” is told in this very interesting form: episode titles with
descriptions. What challenges did you face trying to making a form like this
work and how did you overcome these?
I didn’t find it particularly challenging? I just needed to get into the rhythm of the
structure, which incidentally uses the actual episode titles—so I didn’t even have to
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come up with them! I just had to figure out my basic plot points and let the story
build symphonically. It took less time that you’d think. (Before you feel jealous, I
have a lot of trouble with basic traditional structure.)
In your story “The Husband Stitch,” you rework the classic children’s story,
“The Green Ribbon.” You said in Jezebel that you’ve always wanted to rewrite “The Green Ribbon.” Can you say more about what you think the original story lacked, and why you feel that this recasting was important to you?
I guess the original story—which is an oft-patched folktale/urban legend with a lot
of history behind it—doesn’t have a ton of self-awareness. When I was thinking
about it as an adult—with more perspective than when I first read it as an eightyear-old—I realized that this idea of the blithely persistent husband and the wife
who refuses and then concedes was sinister and terrifying and perfectly in line
with my experiences as a woman. So it seemed like a story ripe for the recasting. I
had something new to say about that story, and how it relates to the idea of “good
men.”
Today, as I write questions for this interview, Twitter is ablaze with Harvey
Weinstein reactions to the extent that there’s a burgeoning #metoo hashtag.
You have said you were interested in the “surreal, liminal horror about being
a woman or a queer person in the world.” Can you say more about the timeliness of this collection?
It’s weird because this book is timely, even though I sold it two years ago and was
writing it for five years before that. Because women’s lives have been shit for all of
human history; we’re just having a particular moment right now. I think, unfortunately, this book will always be relevant. I don’t think that the forces that make it, or
#metoo, relevant are going to abate anytime soon.
The stories “Eight Bites” and “Real Women Have Bodies” deal with women
disappearing. Can you say more about what inspired these stories, this lens,
and how you found yourself coming to this material from these so many
different angles?
I wanted to explore the ways in which women are disappeared from this world
(murder, being ignored and devalued and tucked away), and the ways in women are
trained to disappear themselves (weight loss, taking up less space).
I loved the story “The Resident” so much, because the protagonist seems to
be grappling with what kind of stories to tell and how to face other people’s
criticism or skepticism, or perhaps just the initial resistance to stories about
women. What compelled you to start this piece? Were there specific challenges to writing about a writer, or writing something so aware of itself ?
Yeah, “The Resident” was a lot of work. It took me the longest to write—three
years—and went through a ton of revisions. It needed so much work we almost
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didn’t put it in the book, but I was determined to get it in there, and spent a huge
chunk of my one-and-a-half-month stint at Yaddo trying to get it right. I struggled
for a long time to figure out what this story was about. I wanted to write about a
writer, about being a writer. I loved the idea of setting a story at a residency, which
seemed like a riff on a cabin-in-the-woods-style horror film. When I workshopped
an early draft, a reader said to me, “I tire of ‘madwoman in the attic’ stories,” and I
felt utterly stymied. I took that criticism very seriously, of course, but then what am
I supposed to do if I want to write about women (particularly queer women) and
mental health? Are all of my characters supposed to be healthy, adjusted, “normal?”
As I began to interrogate that idea, the story got longer and weirder. My characters
argued with each other over dinner a lot, which was really just a way for me to act
out this debate on the page. And of course there are references to the other stories
in the collection, so there’s a lot of metafictional possibility. Ultimately what came
out—something long, sprawling, funny and serious, weird, gay as hell, actively asking
all the important questions, messy, hard-to-pin-down—really worked for me. I’m so
glad I got it right.
Difficult at Parties killed me. The party scene really got to me because, how
does one compartmentalize trauma and then, for the sake of others, act like
everything’s normal? This emotional space echoed for me what walking
around in a woman’s body feels like. What were some of the things you felt
you had to get right in this delicate story? What were your polestars? How
did you know you were striking the right chords?
So, “Difficult at Parties” was the first story I wrote in what you’d think of as my
“voice.” It was the first time I felt like I was both developing a style and a set of inquiries for my work. Before that I was just playing around, trying to figure out what
sort of artist I was. I went into the story thinking I wanted to write about sexual
violence, but with every approach I could think of I could hear critical voices telling
me that it’d be done already. I began to think about how interiority—something
we value so much in fiction—is put in peril by trauma. So I found myself drawing
on stuff I’d been reading recently—Kelly Link, Karen Russell—and imagining a
liminal-fantasy solution to the problem. Once I started writing, the story just kept
unfolding. Then I went in and tightened and alienated the language until it fit, until
it felt right.

Her Body and Other Parties was published by Graywolf press at the beginning of October and has been garnering accolades ever since. Have you even
had a chance to think about what’s coming next?
Yes! I have a bunch of projects in the works. My memoir House in Indiana, which
comes out in 2019, is about a very specific topic close to my heart: abuse in samesex relationships. I also have a novel-in-stories and a YA novel in progress, both of
which explore memory as a central theme.
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What are you reading these days?
I’m doing a lot of reading for blurbs, so I’ve been lucky enough to get my hands on
upcoming books by Sam J. Miller (Blackfish City), Anjali Sachdeva (All the Names
They Used for God), Mark Miller (Aerialists), Mallory Ortberg (The Merry Spinster), and Rebekah Frumkin (The Comedown).
Are there other emerging writers whose work you love, who you think should
get more attention?
Yes! So many. I’m utterly obsessed with Bennett Sims—he has a brand-new story
collection out that I’ve been waiting for since 2010, and he published a brilliant
novel in 2013. I was also completely bowled over by Amy Parker’s debut collection,
Beasts and Children, and I really think more folks need to be reading her work.
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