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———FOREWORD———

“THE FIRST YEAR OF ANNE SEXTON, POET":

Four Rebiscoveren Poems
AND AN Essay

I nthefallof 1956, AnneSextonreturnedhomefromhermost

recent stay at a psychiatric hospital. It was a difficult period
forher.On paper, the basicfacts of Sexton’s lifeat thistimering
oftraditionalsuccess:shehadmarriedacollegegraduatewhod
served in the Korean War (they eloped) and was the mother of
twogirls,agedtwoandfour.Shewasaone-timefashionmodel
and a graduate of the Rogers Hall boarding school. But details
likethese—whichthepoetwouldeventuallycallher’masks”—
reveal little or nothing of the individual she was. Behind them,
Annereeledatthevergeoftotalbreakdown.Asshewouldlater
put it in her poem “The Hex,” “someone is in the shooting
gallery / biding her time” Mourning among other things the
death of her great aunt Nana, the woman who'd cared for her
duringherchildhood, Sextonexperiencedregularepisodesof
depressionandmania.Sheattemptedsuicideseveraltimes.She
wasshuttledinandoutofinstitutionsperiodically.Sowhenher
therapist, Dr. Martin Orne, encouraged Sexton to write poetry
to complement to her psychiatric treatment, she promptly
enrolledin poet John Holmes'poetry workshop at the Boston
Center for Adult Education.

On Christmas Day 1957, Anne Sexton presented her
motherahomemadechapbook,withanaccompanyingletter.
“Herearesomeforty-oddpagesofthefirstyearof AnneSexton,
Poet,” she wrote:

You may remember my first sonnet written just after
Christmas one year ago. | do not think all of these are



good. However, | am not ashamed of them. They are
notinchronologicalorder,butlhavearrangedthemin
asortof way, inasortof story. But nottoo much ortoo
well. I have tried to give a breather between the more
difficult onesthat use amore modernidiom. Afeware
obscure.ldonotapologize forthem.Ilike them.Mood
canbeasimportantassense.Musicdoesn'tmakesense

and | am not so sure the words have to, always.

Eachverseinthisdiminutive book constitutesachapterin her
poetic“sortof story,"and nearly all of them madetheirwayinto
Sexton’s first volume of poetry, To Bedlam and Part Way Back
(1960). But a few did not.

Though they are some of Sexton’s earliest publications,
the essay and four poems reproduced here didn’t make it to
Bedlam, never mind Part Way Back. The widest audience they
reachedwasthatoftheChristianScienceMonitor,betweenJuly
1958 and July 1959.They are ayoung person’s writings, about
skiing,hiking,Christmascelebrations—formativepoemsfroma
formingpoet.Evenherbylineispliantanddevelopmental:she
signsone of them”“Anne Harvey Sexton.”"Regardless, even this
earlyinhercareerSextonwasalreadysoaestheticallyradicalas
tobealmostoracular.Thisgave herreadersabitoftrouble, not
to mention her friends and fellow poets.

Inpart, thisis becauseitdid nottakelong forSextontolose
interestinkeeping“private”mattersoutof herpoetry.Holmes,
her teacher and mentor, had warned her away from intimate
poetic confessions of the sort she was beginning to explore—
poemsaboutabortion,infidelity,thedeathwish.Buthisadvice,
while sternly given, didn’t take. He may have been Sexton’s
“academic father,” writes fellow poet Maxine Kumin, but he
was not her god. Just the same, Sexton asks his forgivenessin
the poem “To John, Who Begs Me Not to Enquire Further,’
which begins:“Not that it was beautiful, / but that, in the end,
there was / a certain sense of order there; / something worth
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learning."To her, the value of what we do and think in private
is not that it is lovely, or “fit” for publication, like woods on a
snowy evening or the plums that were in the icebox, but that
“the worst of anyone / can be, finally, / an accident of hope.”

That Sexton became famous, and quickly, is no accident;
she'd tapped her own head, as she says, and her body too.
Whatemerged,fromtheveryearliest,wasdomesticlifeall-too-
realisticallyeviscerated,gutsstillquivering.Visceragetvisceral
reactions:writingtoHarper’seditorsaboutSexton’spoem“The
Farmer’s Wife"—with its frank discussion of “country lust”and
a“raucousbed”—onereadercomplainedthat’nocontemporary
poetofstanding couldanylongerconsiderbeingpublishedin
yourpages.Youhavenotonlybetrayedthecauseofpoetry(bad
enough)butyouhavedebasedthevalidcurrencyofverse...The
examplesprintedinthe Mayissue [Sexton, Holmes, etc.]reach
anewlowebb!Eightyearslater,Sexton would winthe Pulitzer
Prize.

By anyone’s standards, the rate at which her“currency of
verse"wouldappreciateisastonishing.Sextonwentfrombeing
defined mainly in her relations to others—an early Harper’s
bio lists her as a student of Holmes’and Robert Lowell’s (true)
and a mother of three (false)—to existing in a state of almost
unheard-of self-definition. It was during this early time (1957-
1958) that she wrote the four poems and one essay presented
here, which do not redefine Sexton’s output so much as they
exemplify the subtlety with which she helped redefine poetry
and prose.

Ironically for a Pulitzer Prize winner, that redefinition
would come at the cost of acclaim. By 1967, friend and fellow
poetLouisSimpsonwassoappalledbySexton’sLiveorDiethat
he publicly panned it. In his review, he wrote that for “many
poetsnowadays...freeverseis theirmedium,”which Simpson
concedes is natural enough, though:
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at the worst, this makes for flat, confessional writing.
AnneSexton’sLive or Die, whichwonthePulitzer Prize,
showsthelimitofthemethodwhenitisn'tstrengthened
byideas.Herpreviousbookswereinteresting,butnow
mere self-dramatization has grown a habit. A poem
titled“Menstruation at Forty”was the straw that broke
this camel’s back.

That is all Simpson had to say about the book. Does it help to
know that he was one of the jurors who awarded Sexton the
Pulitzer Prize for Poetry? (He doesn’t confess it, but of course
he flinches from “confessional writing.") Or that she'd been
his sixth choice for the award, after poets Theodore Roethke
(then deceased), Sylvia Plath (deceased), William Stafford,
John Haines, and Ann Stanford? “Sexton,” he grouches in
his nomination notes, “does not improve with time." Indeed,
timemayhavebeentheproblem.Sextoninnovatedfasterthan
most;everyone,even herclosest friends, neededtimetocatch
up—and, for all his grumbling, Simpson was her friend. Not
too many years earlier, in one of her first major reviews, he'd
rhapsodized over Sexton:

For once the blurbs don't lie. The book [To Bedlam
andPartWayBack]isanexperience—original, moving,
and delightful. Above all, delightful—for though Mrs.
Sexton’s poems sometimes deal with Bedlam, that is,
scenes in a mental hospital, and often with anguish,
yet the mind at work is so keen and the technique so
excellent that her book is an uninterrupted joy. It is
a book, as so few collections of verse are, everywhere
infused with the character oftheauthor.[...]Thisthen
is a phenomenon, like Rimbaud, to remind us, when
we have forgotten in the weariness of literature, that

poetry can happen.

From this, to breaking the camel’s back? The disconnect here
isacommonone,severing Sexton'searlyreviewsfromherlater
ones—thisveeringfromshehassaidwhatnooneelsedarestosay,
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toshesaystoomuch.ltisoneofthegreatquestionsofthe 1960s:
Are there things a poet should not say?

Sexton never seems to have thought so—the poems
reproduced here are proof of that. Today, the idea that a poet
might avoid sensitive topics sounds almost quaint, but at the
time, tradition dictated a great deal. Even words themselves
were not exempt from censure. In her epigraph to “These
ThreeKings”(reproduced on p. 17), Sexton quotes none other
thanLouisSimpson,whosays:“Likeceremonyanddance,praise
shouldbeforbiddento poets of thisgeneration."These nouns,
inotherwords,areapparentlytoohackneyedandthreadbareto
beofmuchuseinverse.Sextonembracesthemanyway, justas
they are, her “three kings” for which “no new sounds” can be
made. For her, words are no more dispensable than emotion,
thevalueofboth beingintheirsincerity.”She saw sincerityasa
technique,"poet George MacBeth remindsus,sosheused“the
stylethathappenedtofitwhatshewantedtosay."WhatSexton
says, she means.

Not that she was beyond ambiguity. As Sexton explains to
hermother,“moodcanbeasimportantassense.Musicdoesn't
make sense and | am not so sure the words have to, always.”
The music of the poemsreproduced hereis in their studiously
careless meter, their sophisticated rhyme, which is modal,
exploratory, jazz-like. (See her rhyming in “In Your Freshman
Year,forexample:road/wood,camp/step,spring/long,sculptures/
yours.)Sextonundoubtedlywanteditthatway.Shewasterribly
severeinherdrafting,revisingendlesslyforsenseandpurpose,
avoidingallornamentaladjectivesunless,asWaltWhitmansays,
“theyhavecomemoltenhot,andimperiouslyprovethemselves.”
Maxine Kumin, who worked alongside Sexton for years, later
recalledhowmeter,rhyme,tone,andpurposematteredsomuch
toSextonthatshewouldoftenreviseasinglepoemthirtytimes
or more, sometimes after rummaging discarded versions out
of the trash.“She worked to achieve through rhyme,” Kumin
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says,“and the shaping of the poem’s...parts, a direct rendition
oftheactual experience"Whateverexperiencestheydrawon,
theresults, from a freshman poet of all people, are shockingly
mature.

Forthisreason, itis puzzling that the essay and four poems
reproducedbelowneversaw collection.Theydonotappearin
To Bedlam and Part Way Back, or in anything afterward. Our
only guess is that they somehow did not fit the arrangement,
the “sort of story,” of Sexton’s first book. Broadly, they flesh
out the arc of Sexton’s early career, breaking ground that her
laterpoemswouldseed, nurture, harvest,andburn,andfinally
sow with salt.These pieces are footprints, left by Sexton along
the “irrational margins / between the artist / and the object
of art, / between the love / and the lover” With the generous
permissionofdaughterandliteraryexecutorLindaGraySexton,
Fugue reproduces them here for the first time.

LINDA GRAY SEXTON
EriN C. SINGER
ZACHARY TURPIN
2018
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Four RepiscovereD PoEms
AND AN EssAy

Anne Sexton
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ARGUMENT IN THE GALLERY

And this is the cube.

The cube?

Instead of cube, say club.

What is the difference

between the black as a shape
that the artist found and defined
and the real object:

a color I've seen!

Orisitonly

an unusual bulk that anyone sees
in the distant shape

of a chair or a block?

And this is the oval.

The oval?

Instead of oval, say eye.
What is the dimension
inside of the object?

Is it a liquid circle,

a color of air,

as changeable as rhythm?
Orisit, | suspect,

an alphabet O, an eye

in the keyhole of the camera
for looking once?

And this is the line.

The line?

Instead of line, say edge.
What else is this, this mark,
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but a troubling break between
the black color and the light:

a left over arrow,

put there, after all,

to keep them apart.

Considering conceptions

like this:

shape is as careless as its color
and space is filled

with irrational margins
between the artist

and the object of art,
between the love

and the lover.

July 1959
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WINTER COLONY

Stylishly, in the white season,

we come here wearing awkward logs
on our feet, to skate on icebergs,

to ride pulleys into the sky

and ride the sky down.

We ride the sky down,

our voices falling back behind us,
unraveling like smooth threads.
Say, | am the air | break; or say,

| am a spool unwinding.

| am the spool that unwound

while riding the sky down, that waits
now to ride the pulley back into the sky,
that comes here, stylishly,

each weekend, for the same trick

in the white season.

16 | ANNE SEXTON
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THESE THREE KINGS

Likeceremonyanddance,praiseshouldbeforbiddento
poets of this generation.

—Louis Simpson

in The Hudson Review, Autumn 1957

Mutual in the charm of the gesture
We grew a circle of hands;

Each turn of the holidays

It was always the same,

Ceremony and dance

And praise.

The giant ballroom was aired and opened annually.
Great-grandfather pumped over his marble floor,
Past the Italian statues, past the clapping family,
Waving her, weaving her as he did the year before.
As always, he waltzed a turn with each of his five
Gray daughters while two gay uncles played a duet
On the grand pianos. All of the room swung alive
With candles and children and cousins that met
Each Christmastide. But when the chimes rang six
We melted into a circle around the great tree.
Knobbed fingers and new fingers touched to mix
Their generations in. The manners of unity

Became a sudden bracelet when we began to sing
The family carol. The seven foot tower of balsam
Was a city of light, its mirrors reflecting

Our motion as we circled it and the song was sung ...
That ark of a room, two pianos, the Italian statues
Are gone somewhere now. Today our Yuletime suite
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Is broadloom and short. Everything here is new,

Where the candle and children and cousin still meet;
But hand in hand we will move like a marvelous chain
When the room moves alive with wonder and the clock
Rings six again.

This is the magic of the festival.

Here, in the charm of their gesture
These three words are kings.

It is much the same

With no new sound for the ceremony
Or the dance or the praise

That we name.

December 1958
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IN YOUR FRESHMAN YEAR

This is the last of the tote road,

Boy, it is four miles into camp.

The forest grows a city of wood.

Know the camouflage you step
Because walking in these woods

Is to tramp your legs in.

Inform your senses, know roots,

A rock dislodging, those thin

Branches, deep bellies where spring
Floods made early sculptures.

This bear print, a whole foot long,

Is for matching one of yours.

Hump it to the breath because

The forest grows long uphill;

Boots use the earth like paws

to boost the body. Train the muscle
That makes it; test where the city leads.
Go boy, but stay aware,

Because walking through these woods
Is to learn more than getting there.

July 1958
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FEELING THE GRASS

flunderstood men, | would understand their need fora per-
fectlawn.Weliveinasquarehouseonanaveragetractinthe
suburbs, where the lawn is a very important thing.

| have tried to pretend, over these six years, that | care. |
havegatheredwithneighborsinsidewalkgroups,arguingthe
price and merit of seed, fertilizers, weed-killers, and under-
groundsprinklersystems.Onthoseyellowbuzzingdaysof Au-
gust I have moved four different brands of sprinkler from side
toside,frowningbesidemyhusbandatalternatedroughtsand
washouts.But up and down the street, I think they all guessed
thatlwas secretly”Non-L,"with a childish preference forafield
of dandelions.

This March I felt frankly bored when my husband fretted
over our gray ground. When he informed me that we would
havetoputinanewlawn,ljustshrugged—myfarminginstinct
nil.was still shrugging when the young man came to rotortill
the lawn.

| stood at the living room window watching him drag the
machine off his pickup truck. He pulled off his shirt, his skin
gleaming like summer in the March wind. He worked for a
three-hour stretch, pushing and prying his machine over our
ground,hookingintorocksandtheunderside oftangledgrass.
The yard became a plowed field, its thick furrows of black dirt
marking it like a waiting field.

When he left, | walked outdoors to touch the dirt. It was
the miraclethatthe grass had never been.lwanted, suddenly,
to plant rows of corn and beans.

There were two days of stones first. All the children on our
street ran about us with tiny rakes and baskets. It was a beach
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oramine-field, fullofdiscoveryandbattle. Afterthatthere was
loam from the fat back of a big truck; loam for climbing and
smoothingandraking.Therewasloaminthekitchenandloam
inside the ears of dusted children. The circus was over on the
daywerolledandseeded.Theyardgrewsolemnagain,flatand
neat. We tied strings around the edge to make a fence. | spent
onehourcuttingupoldshirtsandfastenedthemonthestrings
to frighten the birds.

It was a neat job. However, it wasn’t until my husband left
the next morning for a business trip that | felt my singular re-
sponsibility. On the blackboard in the kitchen he had printed:
KEEP THE LAWN WET. That meant, he said, “twice a day”
Now | know that twice a day means one hundred and twenty
minutesofholdingthehosegentlyoveralawnthatisn'talawn.

| watered gently. And | waited. The little torn rags flapped
on their strings like flags in a gas station. Why didn’t some-
thing happen? For one week and four days the lawn was wet,
butbrown.Dogsandchildrenstayedbeware, butthefrontyard
stayed flat and bald. It looked all right, but it didn’t grow.

On the day of one-week-and-five-days, a neighbor called
across to me, “It’s green!”and | rushed out beside it.“No. Not
there,” he called, “over here!” | hurried out into the street and
copied his motion of crouching over with my head level with
the sidewalk. Looking that way, through it, instead of onit, |
couldjustseethebeginningofthegreen.Agentlegreen,ascool
asanimpressionisticpainting,hoveredoverouryard.Ifyounar-
rowed your eyes, it was even better.

The next night, when I met my husband'’s plane, he asked
about the lawn. Driving home | told him about my long wait
and my first vision from the sidewalk. As we swung into the
driveway, theheadlightscurvingacrossthefrontyardinanarc,
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he said.”l can’t see it. It looks just the same."We got out of the
carand he followed me over to the ground. We crouched over
in the darkness and stretched out our hands. The little first
lawn brushed our palms.

“See,’| said.

“Yes,” he replied, “yes.”

And now, every night before we lock the front door, we go
outintothedarknessandkneeldown,ourheadstouchingand
our hands stretched out to feel the grass.

ANNE HARVEY SEXTON
June 4, 1959
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From The Christian Science Monitor, 1958-1959 © 2018 Christian Science
Monitor.Allrightsreserved.Usedbypermissionandprotectedbythecopyrightlaws
oftheUnitedStates.Theprinting,copying,redistribution,orretransmissionofthis
content without express written permission is prohibited.



16™ ANNUAL RON MCFARLAND PRIZE
FOR POETRY

JUDGED BY VIJAY SESHADRI

WINNER: “Again On the Brink of Nuclear War, Apparently”
BY SETH SIMONS

“ladmired—andwas,actually,deeplyimpressed—byallthefinal-
ists in the Fugue poetry contest, but ‘Again On The Brink of
Nuclear War, Apparently’spoke the most deeply to me. It is a
beautifully written, beautifully paced poem.That, though,can
be saidaboutall the poems|was giventoread.Whatdrew me
powerfullytothispoemwasthewaysinwhichitscomplexand
rueful ironies don’t deflect for us, don’t protect us from, the
desperatemoralcircumstancesthepoemcontemplatesbut,in-
stead,condition—throughtheirrhetoricalsuavity,theirsubtlety
andindirection—themindofthereadertolookstraightandun-
flinchingly at those circumstances. Awonderfully precise and
profound piece of writing.”

—YVijay Seshadri
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SETH SIMONS

AGAIN ON THE BRINK OF NUCLEAR WAR,
APPARENTLY

It's eighty-five degrees and chilly, smoke
or one of smoke’s contemporaries roped

around the foothills, flies, the sound of crows,
then crows themselves, the lot behind the pho

place glazed with, let’s say, oil and soap...I'm sure
we'll live to see it all dismantled, or

otherwise collapse—under its own weight,
I mean, if you can call this weight—but what

do | know about annihilation. . .
| read this quote by Thomas Jefferson,

something about the future, and one more
about pride, another about war,

peace, art, law, all of it wrong,
but not in that | disagree, or wrong

like I know better, just—it didn't work.
Goodness wasn't good enough, it never

is, not his kind of goodness, anyhow. . .
Around midday the rain begins. The crows,
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now silent, unfurl into the woodlands.
Save me. Don’t save me. I'm on the pavement.

26 | SETH SIMONS



16™ ANNUAL FUGUE PRIZE
FOR PROSE

Jupcep BY CARMEN MARIA MACHADO

WINNER: “American Girl”
BY ZINNIA SMITH

“Thisgorgeous,experimentallystructuredessayaboutloveand
writing and the body and illness and connection straight-up
wrecked my heart. The intelligence of inquiry, the deft move-
ment between sections, and the quality of the prose are top-
notch. | can’t wait to see where this writer’s career goes.”

—Carmen Maria Machado
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ZINNIA SMITH

AMERICAN GIRL

1.

| wonder, have | reached a point where I've lost the ability to
love?

2.

ThisessayisstylizedlikeTheWhite Album (1979),or"TheWhite
Album”(1968-1978), by Joan Didion, who was inspired by The
Beatles' The White Album (1968). Within “The White Album”
isanote,writtenbyDidion’sdoctor:Itisasthoughshefeelsdeeply
thatallhumaneffortisforedoomedafailure,aconvictionwhichseems
topushherfurtherintoadependent, passivewithdrawal.Inherview
shelivesinaworldofpeoplemovedbystrange,conflicted,poorlycom-
prehended,and,aboveall,deviousmotivationswhichcommitthem
inevitablytoconflictandfailure....Didion, herself,proceedsto
prove this feeling, conclusively.

Icannotproperlyexpresshowpertinentthedetailsofthismedi-
cal report are to me.

3.

Allyour life, you were only waiting for this moment to be free.
The Beatles, “Blackbird,” The White Album
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4,

| should clarify. | do not have a problem falling “in love." | fall
inlovewithanyoneandeverythingandeverywhereallthetime.

My problem is a problem of a deep love.
5.

On the ferry from Boothbay to Mohegan harbor there is a boy
holding flowers. The ferry passes the Wyeth island. | have al-
ways loved Christina and the sadness of her world.

6.

“Pea-soup”;ribbons;blueberrypieforbreakfast;diners;thename’Dot”;
milkchocolatecaramels;coastalMaine;mygrandmother,Dot;texture;
drygrass;petalpinkmakeup;laceunderwear;layers;hotcoffee;col-
lage;glitter;velvet,delicatejewelry;laughter;tea;symbols;longmeals;
mixed-mediaartsecondhandbookstores,openwindows;freckles;snow
falling;snowfallingatnighttime;watercolor;longsummercarrides;
French;books,realbooks;bluebeads;whiteChristmaslights;coldcu-
cumbers; honesty.

7.

This is not to clarify if | do, or do not, still love these things. |
cannotrecallany pointin my life thatlactually enjoyed a bowl
of pea-soup, or why such a thing might be in quotations.

If itis not obvious, this is a list written by a nineteen-year-old.
If it is not obvious, this is a list written by a person very dif-
ferent from who | am today. What might be unsettling is how
anineteen-year-old felt the need to write this list on paper, as
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if for reserve. As if to create an emotional vessel for whatever
might come....

8.

Write about falling in love with Frida. Write about Frida and
Diego Rivera. Write about falling in love with Frida (2002).
Write about Selma Hayek and Harvey Weinstein. Write about
loveand commitment.Writeaboutloveand commitmentand
men like Weinstein. Write about men like Weinstein who you
areinlovewithandincommitmentwithbutwhodothingslike
the things Weinstein did to Hayek. Write about the Weinstein
with the roofies. Write about the Weinstein who was your boy-
friend. Write about the Weinstein who didn’t use a condom.
Write about sanity. Write about painting. Write about disabil-
ity. Write about disability and love.Write about broken bodies
and love. Write about broken bodies. Write about art without
limbs. Write about Frida without love. Write about art without
love. Which is— ?

0.

| wonder if this problem has anything to do with Lana Del Rey.
When | listen to her music it sounds like she might have the
same problem: the simultaneous abundance of romance and
loneliness.lwentto herconcertinJanuary,onacold day, right
aftermygrandmother’sdiamondnecklacefelldownthebath-
room sink.The same night laccidently dyed my favorite white
blousepink,afteralsothrowingabandanaintothewashingma-
chine.By thetimelmadeitto the concert, | was tired and sick.
By thetimelmadeittoourseats, I realized | had miscalculated
the amount of insulin | should have taken, or had underesti-
matedhowmuchsugarwasinthesaucesatdinner.Thesesymp-
toms were alleviated some by the time Del Rey took the stage,
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andevenmoresoonceshestartedsinging,becausetheybecame
easiertoignore.Although,lhavealwaysbeencapableofignor-
ing them.Hersis a sad music. A music that exists despite. | was
surprised how many hits she sang from heralbum Born to Die
(2012),and notmuch from her new album, Lustfor Life (2017),
which sprung the single, “Love.” During the concert, | wonder
whatDelRey’sfeelingsareaboutthisloopingtracklistanddoes
she getsick of it? Some sort of detachment | hear tells me she
doesnot.lthasbecomeeasierforhertoignoreit. Whenllisten
to her music collectively, | think there isa more mature sound,
moregratingguitarsandlongernotesin LustforLife.Asitturns
out, when | return to the apartment, my mother has called a
plumberand the diamond has been retrieved from the pipes,
andthe nexttimel put my white shirtinthe wash, thered runs
out. I'm not sure you will understand me if | write, | did not
want the diamond back.

10.

hereis the truth: something about my words in the same way
Ifeelsomethingabouthim—thissomethingmightnotbelove,
but I don't think that really matters. there is a morning we sit
in the diner on the corner of 116th and 3rd Ave. | order coffee
and milk and eggs. Tom Petty is singing on the radio, and the
waitress tells us to get back to“our comfortable conversation.”
I know when we step outside in the rain, he will kiss me under
theumbrellahe gave meforthewalkhere, butlwillreturnitto
him beforel catch thetrain out of Penn.attheroad therewasa
greatbigworldwithlotsofplacestorunto.’'msureyouunderstand
what | mean when | say this, despite the fact I'm not sure | un-
derstand whatl mean when I say this. the one thing 1 do know
is that | neither wanted a road between the world and him,
norany other place outside that diner, and that I wish the rain
couldhavekeptusthereforlonger,butmaybenotforever.what
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do they say about all good things?
this same week, Tom Petty dies from cardiac arrest.
11.

| cannot pinpoint the exact moment where diagnosis and my
decision to love art be art chase art make art hit heads. | do
know thatatsome pointlresolvedthatiflwasgoingtolivethe
rest of my life disabled, | would live the rest of that life full of
art and love.

| could not anticipate back then what disability meant when
it comes to the physical love between a pairing where one is
“abled”and one is not.

| could not anticipate how a chronic disease might make my
tolerance for heartache greater than others, but really, I'm not
sure this is true.

“It's too easy,’ | say.

“It'ssupposedtobeeasy.Ifit'snoteasy, thosearetheassholes,”
my friend, Tyler, says to me.

12.

Samson went back to bed.
Regina Spektor, “Samson,” Begin to Hope (2006).

It couldn’t be about bringing the columns down.

Unless it is?
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13.

Fact: On an old Tinder account, | have nearly 290 matches. |
didnotdoublecheckthisnumberforaccuracy.Fact:lhaveover
100 matches on my Hinge account.

Itseemsthatlamalways capable oftalkingtoamanwhenever
| feel lonely, and I'm starting to think this is not a good thing.

14.

Christina’s World (1948) hangs in the MoMA. Around the cor-
ner,inthehallwaythatleadstothebathrooms,onthewallright
next to the escalator.

15.

Now think of this. | am in the backseat of a car between two
girls.Narrative.So the girlsare named...Cardiand Lucy. In the
front seat is Andrew and Tim. Cardi opens the back window
and throws up. I rub her hair. Lucy is getting worked up about
what happened during a break with her boyfriend, and Tim
tellsme I'm on the“hot scale,”not the“cute scale,”and the guy
Iwas talking to all night was definitely on the“cute scale”Iturn
to Lucy and say,“ljust want to stop feeling like men are always
using me for my looks.”

16.

Somewhere in history, Frida lies in bed painting.
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17.

| find a note written to myself, tied ina pink bow. It reads, | love
myself, as | am, right now.

Whenlwasthirteen, | hid underthe kitchen table,and despite
what my father said to me, | did not come out for quite some
time. This was a week after | was diagnosed with T1 diabetes.
Not a long time after the table incident, | thought seriously
abouttryingto off myself with a carton ofice cream.Inowfind
this funny.

Although,doknowthatiflwantedto, | potentially could have
amucheasiertimeatpunchingoutearly.However,itisalwaysa
dirtybusiness.Itisalwaysadirtybusinesstobringthecolumns
down.

You might think this is uncomfortably macabre, and it is, but
you havetounderstand.WhatI'mtryingtosayisthateveryone
has a certain understanding of existence and a certain knowl-
edgeofdeaththatdrivesthewayweliveeveryday,andlbelieve
thatloveiswhentwo peoplecometogetherandseeaperson’s
storyacrossatableandstillseesbeautydespitethedancingskel-
etons in the air.

America is a loveless country. You might not understand me
whenlwrite, ifcould bring every columnofthis society down,
| would. To unlearn every lesson of ableism carved into me.
To unlearn every lesson that a woman’s worth is based upon
her physical qualities, and this is an infinity rope knotted and
tangled for any woman, but particularly any woman who has
“something wrong with them” physically.
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18.
Summer, 2015.

Duetopreviouscircumstancesandeventsmeanttobeaddressedina
verydifferentessay,lhadagedquiteabitinmyhead.Myperception
onlifechangedandllosttheabilityofrecliningintocarefreeleisure.
Rather,lwasstrictlydeterminedand“ambitious’Whatbecamecon-
stantwastheawarenessofcertainresponsibilitiesandfrustrationwith
humanity’s struggles and hypocrisies.

19.

What actually comes about is me deciding that | forgive him.
Me deciding that | do not think he had the intention of hurt-
ing me. He either did not know how to tell me properly what
he was feeling, or he did, and | did a poor job listening. This
is something | often do: fail to listen. | understand that this
might be the naive understanding, and I've been told before
that sometimes there are just assholes in this world, but | do
notliveinthatworld. My skeletons tell me thateveryonehasa
story, and that life is hard, and despite our best intentions, we
often never hit our mark. My life has entirely become my art.
Ormyarthasabsorbed mylife.Therearenopersonalthoughts.
There are only words and readers and narratives floating over
tables. | have become absolved from the physical.

Optima dies, prima fugit.

(2012-2017)
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TANYA GRAE

HERE IS SOMEWHERE

just as late sun bends the edge
of Arizona west light climbs through the window
& warms my face running in Tennessee wild
blackberry fields grass brushing my thighs
shirt full of summer blossom honey
another house spinning in mid air
seven homes in thirteen years
repacking unpacking myself
books posters pinned maps
a dresser mirror flowering over questions
my looks white but  not Cherokee
my father’s face passing erased
my mother’s Irish skin who exactly is what
the doubt against the push
to fit not looking
beneath my feet
an exponential line
of ancestral mothers
holding ground
Here | am—
wherever here is
anyway
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R. CAssANDRA BRUNER

WHEN | DEFEND MY NAME IN COURT

larrive  smeared with filth

& crushed

asters.  Palm pressed

to a leather bible  Isay

my goddess is a nest of grime  my worship
a cheap strap-on  pursed under the tongue.
The jury of gleaming women staple my birth
certificate to my forehead reciting

the deadname while by hand or

by vise  witnesses

fail to pry my hips wider.

Without verdict the judge recounts

stories of women hexed

by the sun’s spit of women never

believed. Locked out

on the courthouse steps  my love

watches transfixed as ashrike

pins robin hearts to her leftindex. For want
of relief  for want of a branch.

R. CASSANDRA BRUNER | 37



—Runner-up, 2018 Ron McFarland Prize for Poetry—

ErNESTO L. ABEYTIA

THE PORT CITY OF CADIZ, ANDALUCIA

Breaking inside meis a line | once read

about a hill, mole-colored and bare.

Its long windings ebb and swell, guide me,

heavy like a ship, along the edge of thought

until I rest, moored at a stop.

The line is a moment | lose with my breath,

the hill, a fleeting vision in an Italian square.

Here, in Cadiz, there are few hills, fewer lost breaths
except when looking to the sea,

saltwater lapping at hulls,
callous-handedmenhaulingthickropestretchedacrossfoam,
woven nets spilling over with cuttlefish and tuna.

This city, this southern coast, holds no promise of snow,
no hunters, no loneliness—

instead, fish markets, clams and mussels,

the smell of caballa asada next to overripe oranges.
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KeviN CALLAWAY

SELAH

/Night/

he dark forgets there is a horizon that divides water from
sky.
It is the void we sail into.

Ahundredfeetbelowwaves breakinto little white manes that
rush back to theflat darkness. Air, warm and sluggish with hu-
midity, fills the black so it is not a prime color but anillusion.
Thesound of collapsing waves provides directional reference.
Downiswherethesurfcutsoutfromunderthekeelinblankets
of foam and is sucked into the sea and lost. Up is where the
floodlights illuminate the sea’s self implosion.

And there is gliding,
through the black and breaking water.

There are no distant ships, no rigs nor signs of a coast. The
world is a vessel lit like fire and entirely alone. The string of
bulbs which runs from the bridge to the nose of the bow is an
arrow that points to a morning coming. Away from windows
and away from railing you'd never know we were moving.
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/Morning/

Think of rivulets. Water flutters machine-like and peaceful.

Constant and unchanging.

Theislandwrapsaroundthebay,ajunglereachingoutintothe
ocean.Ajunglefallenin.Themangrove pastourmooringlines
shootsupamongthepocketedrocksthemselvesnearlytumbled
into the water. This is where water moves hypnotic like and
peaceful. Where the breeze is not visible and the humidity is
not present but filling every space it can. Where the language
of nature is distant. It is evident we are only borrowing space.

/Night/

“Sailors are the last of the Victorians” the captain said to me,
“the only modern men who's lives remain at the mercy of the
weather.”He ladled soup into his bowl and stepped with the
ship as it thudded against another swell.

Wavesintothehullorweintothewaves
ordrinksoutofaglassorchowderon
the table.

The water should want to devour us.

And Crane is right.
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Thoughthenextwave cannotswampus.lt'sannouncedwitha
ruffle of glass and firm grasping.We don’t ride waves.They are
no mountains. There is no overcoming.

We cut like a dull knife. Better. We barrel like drunkards. We
hardly notice pitches, at least while working. But in bed we
roll like cans and drawers crash and close and doors slam and
open.

There is no sleep.

/Morning/

Sunlight looks peaceful, lapping against the water, but winds
still sweep down fromTexas and Louisianaand up fromYucat-
anandoverfrom Cuba crashingintowavesthat,fromthefour-
teenth deck, lookinsignificantbut cause meto pitch violently.

Violence is selah.

That is, an undefined break. A direction. A violent hack in ac-
celeration.

Hemingway is right.
The water should devour us. But we crush it under the heel of
luxury. Water, no matter how crystalline and anxious, isan un-

conscious sentimentality. There is no danger. We cannot sink.
We have a heading. We are not lost.
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/Night/

Thereis settling.Waves reach and collapse.The wind has died.
And in the distant, fiery, far side of the sea, where the world
ends and falls through the black of night, colors simmer and
sink, floundering out of reach. Then nothingness. A sky with
no stars and a moon bound in clouds. It is calm and we know
thistobeforeboding.Butthereisadividebetweenhorizonand
water, a small weakly illuminated line that draws itself in front
of us, beckoning we fall off the edge.

/Morning/

Towakeupthereisthesoundoftheanchordropping.Lowand
turbid. Rumble and vibration. Then, | know this shouldn’t be
happening.

But the sea is calm.

| turn left from my cabin and walk out onto the observation
walkway below the bridge.

Fog.

The Houston shipping channel is shut down.We are anisland
in nature’s last impenetrable jungle;

Fog;
The ocean’s last dirty trick; blindness in daylight; hatred pour-

ingoutinnaturalform;dread as shape-taker;ahazard; orchal-
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lenge; the touch-and-go what-if; plans b, ¢, d, and e; a lack of
wind;alack of waves, thatis, the lack of violence; a psalm with-
outselah;sharp pointsof painatthethoughtof; peaceandthe
settling of water;

Angerisdirectedatus,theapparentkeepersof waterandtam-
ersof wind, asifitis ourfault for not having done enough. Not
beingenoughofconquersormastersoftheseas,asifourinabil-
ity to navigate this challenge is an affront and not the utmost
fear we hold. All we can do is apologize.

But convenience and luxury
do not afford forgiveness.

/Night/

Lightbouncesonthewaterdropletsandburnsbacktowardus.
We are walled in, submerged and floating, blind and without
scales. No sky, just the grey swirling cover. There is a distant
deephorn,lonely,andnooneanswersback. Wedonotanswer
back.

An inventory of what | can’t see:

1. Cat-eyelightsorskeletaloutlines
More than an inch
The slow list of the ship
The waver of water
The shore
Or Galveston
Weknow whereweare.Butaimlessisaswanderingdoes—ex-
ceptwe’vedroppedanchorandthethrusterskeepusfromspin-
ning madly around the tether.

ok wnN
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| watch and peer and let my eyes wander like snakes towards
prey, but we are all blind and searching for one another with
gropinghandsandl'vecometorecognizethisasthegreatequal-
izer. | must keep watching the sea, what | can’t see, because
thereisnothingmorecaptivatingthanbeinglostinthoughtsof
being found. We know there is no shore.

/Morning/

Isolation lifting. At 8, now 9, now 11, the graveyard of ships
comes into focus. One two three four just from the starboard
side and damn they are close.

Sorattle and shake and all begin to move. We departin order
ofourarrivaltoblindness.Theincapacityweexperience,evenif
we knowtheway, isthelastgreatjest. Atleastif we cannotsink
we can be shut down. We cannot die, there are no mysteries
leftinthe sea, weanticipate and conquer, but unpredictability
flounders us. Says the captain,”It’sabit too dangerous”and we
stare wildly into nothing.
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CaMPBELL McGRATH

ARIEL IN FLORIDA

for Michele Oka Doner

1.

Before thought was born the dawn arrived—
the sun rose and that was the first idea,

shadows of coconut palms against sand, images
running away from the bodies that spawned them.

Mangrove root, cypress knee, scapula, polyp, frond.
A language of bones, an archaeology of the umbilicus,

syntax, propagation, the unfurling
of the mist-loving tree fern, leaf by ancient leaf.

Before words, seeds. Before songs, spells.
Before representation the things themselves.

At night the stars wheeled past, inventing mathematics,
and spiders learned to weave webs in their honor.

The full moon called the Atlantic to her side,
its waters growing salty with her envious tears.

Before hymns to hydrogen and atomic geometries,
before pistil and stamen, before gnosis—the sun.
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2.

Before the tempest, before Prospero’s whirlwind,
they were alone together on their island,
Ariel and Caliban, rough creatures that they were.

Even after the storm he refused to leave

so she sailed west on a raft of Sargasso weed,
adorned in its bestiary of jewels and flagella,
washing ashore on a beach of chalk-white marl.

This was Florida, the real world, fully formed.
No more enchantments, no more primitive rapture.

And so she became the spirit of the place,
strange as it was, mangrove pods for fingers,
anole eggs for eyes and conch shells for ears,
her footprints spinning small hurricanes of coral,

given entirely to the life that lay before her,
hour by hour, blessing by blessing, task by task—

to sleep exhausted at the pleasure of the waves,
to dream clothed only in an amulet of moonlight,
to arise at dawn and join the chorus of birdsong,

to command eternity to echo within a lightning whelk,
to hoard her cornucopia of husk and bract and calyx,
to reign as golden as the tabebuia tree,

to praise above all things the sun and love it

as it loves every flower that blossoms there,
tirelessly, deliriously, without thought of tomorrow.
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HoLL CARRELL

| KEPT DREAMING

Mother marked
the door

with rooster blood

after it snowed
sooty pepper.

Ash piled

inside the toilet bowl,
in the open

cabbage, stinging

and deep as lice
folded

inside our hair.

The clock stopped.
All our minutes

hanged
and even liquor
wouldn't fix it.

Our chests shook
but we couldn’t cry
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over the sun

or our lost Orion.
| kept dreaming

of drinking gasoline

and lying down
in the charred grass

pulling a paper
chain of rabbits

out from between my legs.
| bled in the bed

and tried to work
the dirt, but it was useless.

My best skirt snagged

in the fence, and | let it tear.
Everything forgot

to make its sound
—do you

realize what I'm saying?

Even the last calf
stilled as a folded napkin

and silent for days.
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MAGGIE QUEENEY

THE DRESS DREAMS OF HANDS

All | ever wanted was to be stilled
as a mare is stilled

by the weight of a body across
her spine, shiver of fingers

in a waterfall shines her flank
smooth as the familiar waist

hanging in the closet. To be split
open to innermost

self and not find another body
beating silent and perfect

and alien as laughter as the seams
left groan and my skirt swells

in a wind still sweetened
with distant grasses, crushed

and fragrant. | cover and wear,
cut and enhance. | cower inside

the heavy amber air of a basement
bar, under the words of a man
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near stranger, each tender as
a hoof feeling out the field

at night, describing a love
long gone with more kindness

than | have ever accepted or allowed,
near breaking into flames

from flinty shame, taut between fear
and want, the cringing electric

haunches and starving heart
of a stray.
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ALLISON FIELD BELL

SOMETIMES ATATTOO

Yourﬁrsttattooisatrampstamp.You hatethephrasetramp
stamp.Youlikelowerbacktattoosand soyoutelleveryone
tofuckoffandyouletabald mandraganeedleoveryourspine
for three hours. Your high school boyfriend is there—the one
who will cheat on you and eventually marry a French girl. He's
holdingyourhand, andtenyearslater, he'llremind you of how
hard you dug your nails into his palm.

“Igot the worst of it,"he’ll say.”You almost broke my hand,’
he'll say.“Do you remember?”

The tattoo is of two sharks in an oval, head to tail. You're
a Pisces but that’s not why you choose it. Tiger Sharks: a thick
blackCelticdesignyoufoundontheinternetbeforeitwaseasy
to find things on the internet. On your mother’s side, you're
somepartlrishsoyouthinkit'sjustified—theCelticness.You're
eighteenand you show your motherand she won'ttalktoyou
foraweek.AbigFuckYouonyourbackiswhatshe callsit, a big
FuckYou,Momforeveronyourback.Yourfatherdoesn'tbelieve
it's permanent.

Later,whenyou'reonyourthirdcollege—asmallliberalarts
schoolinhighdesert Arizona—thethingyourmothersaysbe-
comes a great joke. But why there, your friends want to know,
why there on your lower back like a sorority girl?

“So everyone knows I'm a whore,” you say.

And it’s true, in the colloquial sense. You're reckless with
yourbodyandnomatterhowmanyempoweredrighteouswom-
enyou meet /read/ listen to, no matter how many times you
swear off gin / vodka / red wine / white wine, no matter how
many promisesyou makeaboutthathousemate/friend/rock
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climber/poet, youjustcan'tseemtokeepyourclotheson.You
don't enjoy it, but you own it, embrace it.

Whore.

Andyearslater,inIndiana, yourfirst serious grownup part-
ner (by then you'll be sure to use the word partner) will ask if
you really don’t regret that tattoo—the one on your back, the
sharks, the tramp stamp.

“Not at all,” he'll ask, tracing over your skin in a motion of
erasure.

And you'll move his hand away.

Your second tattoo is a gnome. An outline, bearded with a
hatand an axe. A stick-and-poke, anarchist, or as your mother
callsit, a prison tattoo. This one is mostly her fault: the gnome
legacy. A bet, because she thinks you're incapable of scarring
yourselfwithsomethingsotrivial,sothe opposite of profound.

She says, “The day you and your cousin tattoo gnomes, |
will”

Yourfriendtattoosyouthenightyougraduatefromcollege.
It's taken you almost six years, and now you want the gnome.
Your cousin is there with you, pouring shots of bourbon, pick-
ing out the place on his body for his gnome.

Yours is on your ankle, he picks his calf.

But your friend takes too long with the needle. Each line
is tens of needle points and you're all drunk. But your cousin
is there! He's sitting with you and your friends, like you always
imagined he would if things had been different. If you had
stayed in California. If he had picked Berkeley instead of LA,
one friend or woman instead of the others.

Thenextdayyourbodyisunmanageable.Heavyandsleep-
deprived. Your whole family is there and driving to the Grand
Canyon. They look at your new tattoo and sigh, smile, shake
their heads. It’s winter, and you're wearing jeans and long un-
derwear.Your whole leg aches, but you have a college degree
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and this is what it means to be finished with something.

Exceptthetattooisn'tfinished,andaftertheholidayswhen
you'rebackinthattownwhereyoufinallyfinishedyourdegree—
highdesertArizona—yourfriendwhobecomesyourroommate
whobecomesaone-nightstandwhomovesoutonedaywhile
you're at work, tattoos the rest of it. A daffodil. Stretched from
ankle to knee. It takes two evenings and two fifths of whiskey.

“My hands are steadier drunk,” he says.

This should have been obvious to your body.

A friend, a man: his hands forever on your shin.

Your third tattoo is on your wrist. “An Ocotillo,” you tell the
artist.Youpronounceitcorrectlybutthickandclumsybecause
you're missing sleep and meals.

You've just left Indiana.

California. Arizona. Indiana. California.

Your partner is still there—you left Indiana and him.

And now you're standing at the tattoo place in the town
where you spent your whole childhood hating its smallness
and grayness which, after Indiana, seems not gray, not small.
And you seem to have two options: tattoo or floor. The floor is
checkeredandsmoothandwhenyou'reinthechair, thetattoo
artist gives you sweet tarts to keep you from blacking out.

You'retwenty-fiveandit’s yourfirstgrownup breakup.You
also cut off your hair. Along thick blonde braid your mom do-
nates to an organization that turns haircuts into charity.

It's cliché but it also may be about survival. Survival in the
waythatOcotillopreservesitselfnomatterwhatshapeismade
of it: fence / wall / shrub / tree. But it's probably more about
painandtryingtoappearaboveit.Youbeingthetoughgirlwith
the wrist tattoo.

The location being essential: the wrist. A vulnerable place
onthebody,aplaceapartnermayfeeltooentitledtotouch,to
bruise.
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Your wrist is sore for weeks after the tattoo. It’s still sore
whenyouandyourpartnerdecideyoustilllove each otherbut
maybe only in California, maybe only when it’s less gray, less
small,moreocean,wherehe’snotinmedicalschool,whereyou
don't sell shoes.

Still, you insist on moving back there. California. Indiana.

Your fourth tattoo is on your neck, which means it’s on your
face.”Doesn’t make sense,”you tell the man who is attractive
andyoungandtired ofwomenaskingforsillyshitputintotheir
skin forever. He shrugs and asks you to sign the waiver. It’s a
roadrunner and it doesn’t hurt much. You're in New Orleans
but your whole life is still back in Indiana, waiting to sink you.

Your motherand your father and your brother advise you:

“Don’t do anything impulsive.”

“Don’t run away.”

“Don’t run away again.”’

You move to New Mexico.

In New Mexico, you let your hair be long again. Everyone
congratulatesyouonhowfastitgrows,hownaturalblondeand
natural straightitis. Likeit's something you've chosenforyour
body.

“Iltmeans you're healthy,"you rememberyour partner say-
ing.“Stable”

Long hair is about stability.

Yourememberhow,inArizona,afterthegnome, beforethe
partner, your hair would break and fall and knot in the drains.

He’s never seen the roadrunner.

Indiana. New Mexico.

Yourememberhow, beforeyoulefthimthefirsttime,when
your hairwaslongand healthy, hecombeditoutforyouinthe
shower, each strandslid from scalp tocombtohand.He'd hold
itthereinhispalm,displacetheweightofwaterfromyourbody
to his.
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His hand, your hair.

“Sometimes hair just grows,” you want to tell him.
His hands, your wrists.

Indiana. New Mexico.

Sometimes a neck tattoo is a face tattoo.

InNew Mexico, youfindawomantattooartist. She tattoosyou
twice, but you have plans for more. You like her and her shop
andthefactthatshetakesonlycashandtalkstoyouaboutyoga.

But mostly, you like that she’s a woman.

First, she tattoos a redwood tree on your upper back, from
the base of your neck between your shoulder blades, its trunk
extending down your spine.

“Because I'm moving back to California,” you say.

New Mexico. California.

Except, a few months later, you decide you're not sure.

New Mexico...

The same woman, your tattoo artist, you call her now, tat-
toosthemountainrangeofthistownwhereyou'vebeenliving
forthe last three years—Las Cruces, the Organ Mountains. It’s
across your ribcage and, when you show a friend who has her
own tattoos, she frowns a little.

“A stomach tattoo,” she says.“That’s a clear statement.”

You know what she means. You're thirty and many of your
friends are thinking marriage, babies. Not stomach tattoos.

You'rethirtyandyou'vestillonlyhadonegrownuprelation-
ship.

You're thirty and you're not even sure if you want to count
that one, your partner, left in Indiana, twice. Except lately
you've heard he’s moved to Colorado. You don't know for sure
because hewon'ttalktoyou, because sometimesthereareno
clear statements.

Your wrists, his hands.

Sometimes the body makes the statement.
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Sometimesyouwanttobeclearaboutit.Youwanttosay,for
example, “Yeah, | don’t want babies” or“When I'm a mother, |
won't care about my own body like that” or maybe, “Fuck off”

Sometimesyoujustshruginstead,youstoptryingtotalkto
him.

Indiana. Colorado.

Indiana. California. Indiana. New Mexico.

Sometimes a tattoo is just a tattoo.
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BriT BARNHOUSE

HOW TO BEFRIEND BIRDS AND BEASTS
1.

TO BEFRIEND BIRDS AND BEASTS, FIRST KNOW
WHERE TO FIND THEM. WHETHER BY SEA, LAND, OR
SKY, YOU CANNOT RELY ON BIRDS AND BEASTS TO
COMETO YOU; YOU MUST GO TO THEM.

| float the Salish Sea in search of humpbacks, gray whales,
and orcas, but rarely find them. Despite the odds, | start each
paddleboardadventurethinking,todayistheday.Toalleviatethe
disappointment when lam met instead with a flock of laugh-
ing gulls orteenagers that catcall from the shoreline, | exit the
park through Five Mile Drive—a winding road in the north
end of Tacoma surrounded by nearly 800 acres of mossy trails,
dampferns,andplentyofwildlife.Asthesunbeginsitsdescent
behind the mountains raccoons, crows, and deer speckle the
shoulderwheretheonlythingmissingareechoesof“Zip-a-Dee-
Doo-Dah”with a grand splash at the end.” Although raccoons
peeroutfrombehindsandwich boardsclearly stating DONOT
FEED THE WILDLIFE, they are in no short supply of trail-
mix, stale fries, or whatever else can be found in crumpled fast
food bags and back seats. This reliable food source results in
near-fearlessness onthe part of the little wash-bears. The mo-

' The tune comes from Disney’s Song of the South, a movie that for years
hasbeenkeptoutofthe public’seye.Therelatedride (SplashMountain)still
exists, but has had all the most racist moments of the movie scrubbed out
ofit. Tacoma prides itself onits diversity, but| still see the occasional Proud
Boys or True Cascadia stickers on light posts, disguised as messages from
moremundanemovements.ltwouldn’tbeacompletesurpriseifourwood-
land creatures started singing racist tunes disguised as joyous adventure.
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menta carstops nearby, they scrambleup alongsideanyopen
window and hold open their palms.?

Raccoons in any other part of the city don't panhandle.
They know humans aren’t to be trusted. Outside the realm of
the park, theanimals scurry into bushes and scramble behind
bins, cautious of commuters heading to and from work. They
shufflethrough shadows where oftentimesthe only evidence
that they’ve been by is the absence of a few calico koi from a
backyard pond.

2.

TO BEFRIEND BIRDS AND BEASTS, AVERT YOUR EYES.
BINOCULAR VISION IS A SURE SIGN OF A PREDATOR
IN SEARCH OF PREY. TRY AN INDIRECT APPROACH
WHEREVER POSSIBLE.

The term of venery for a group of raccoons is a gaze. Once
the animals of Five Mile Drive approach a vehicle, they sit in
silence, perfectly content to stare straight into the eyes of the
nearesthuman.Thefirsttimeoneoftheseraccoonsapproached
me, | was not filled with the usual delight | feel when graced
with the presence of a wild animal. The beeline saunter of a
largemaleraccoonasitlocked eyeswithmyownmademyskin
feel suddenly smaller. Rabies is not a concern in the area and
| knew the animals were acclimated to human contact, but |
couldn'tshakethefeelingthatthisbehaviorofasmalleranimal
deliberately approachingamuchlarger predatorwas a threat
to be avoided. He didn't fitinto my prescribed ideas of what a

2 Inamove somewould considerreminiscentof this century’smostreviled
generation: millennials. | hesitate to ask forassistance of any sort for fear of
obligatingmyselforfurtheringthestereotypel'mburdenedwith.lliveinan
area where the future of affordable housing is precarious at best. The sug-
gestionbysometosimplymoveaway(orevenbetter,togetyetanotherjob)
misses the root of the issue.
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raccoon should be, orhow itshouldact.lassumed something
was wrong with him.

Just as the raccoons of Five Mile Drive have learned that
humans who drive through are not going to harm them, | feel
comfortableflockingtotheoceanstogetclosetoanapexpreda-
tor.>We know from data collected throughout history that or-
cassimplydonotharmhumans,despitetheirimpressiveassort-
mentofhuntingstrategiesplacingthemfirmlyatthetopofthe
ocean’s food chain. All other animals, including members of
otherorcaclans, tend to avoid them when they’re nearby; not
doing so, especially for smaller mammals and fish, isaninvita-
tion to be eaten.

One way to gain the trust of a prey animal such as a para-
keet, is to only let them see one eye at a time during interac-
tions and to “lead with the wrist” when trying to pick them
up.Inthisway, youarelesslikely to be perceived as a predator
graspingatthemwithtalons.Maybeorcasdon'teatusbecause
weapproachthemasanotherpredator might:directcuriosity,
rather than terror. Our behavior toward them is counterintui-
tive, inspiring a novel response in turn.*

3.

TO BEFRIEND BIRDS AND BEASTS, MAKE THE INTER-
ACTION MEANINGFUL. TRUST MUST BE EARNED.

Orcas are coordinated and intelligent. Consider how they

3 lamlessfrightenedatthe thoughtofapproachinganorca—ahyperintel-
ligent predator capable of tossing 300 pounds of mammal 80 feet into the
sky—thansomeonelikemyfather,whomaintainsdramaticallydifferentpo-
litical perspectives from myself. I'm afraid that if my words aren’t exact, as
canbefoundinlegaldocumentsandpolicylanguage, thathe’llunravel the
spirit of everything | have to say.

4 Maybethereisadifferentwayofapproachingmyfatherthatdoesn’ttrigger
his drive for prey.
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hunt seals from ice in the arctic: they start outin a line, fin-to-
fin,headingdirectlytowardafloatingpatchoficebeforediving
downatthelastmomentandcreatingapocketfortheicetodip
into.Thevoidcreatesawavethatthenwashesoverthefloating
platform.The seal, having only his claws for traction, is swept
into the sea toward the expectant hunters. It's not surprising,
then, to find out wild orcas will work with humans ifit benefits
their own survival.

Old Tom, the leader of a pod of orcas, became famous for
his cooperation with local whalers in the Australian coastal
town of Eden in the early 20th century. Old Tom and his pod
herdedbaleenwhalestowardhumansinexchangefortheirfa-
vorite piecesofthekill. The practicebecameknownasThe Law
of theTongue and continued until Old Tom died from injuries
sustained in a bout of fish-net tug-of-war with one fisherman
who refused to pay the tax. When the orcas stopped receiving
their pay they went on strike, never to return. The fisherman
who injured Old Tom didn’t do so out of malice, but because
hewasafraid his catch—avitalform of subsistencefor hisfam-
ily—mightbe the last of the season.The thing is, knowing the
fisherman’s intent doesn’t repair Old Tom’s jaw.

There are a handful of other cooperative relationships be-
tweenhumansandanimals,includingthehoneyguide,anOld
World passerine bird thatleads locals to sources of honey. Hu-
mansdothe heavy-lifting, being more equipped todispatcha
bee colonythanthebirds, butbothend up withatastytreatby
theendoftheprocess.Byrespectingboundariesandensuring
both partiesgetwhattheyneed outofaninteraction,relation-
ships are strengthened.®

> Hearing my father say | matter to him doesn’t negate actions he’s taken
that conflict with my ability to safely exist in the spaces we both inhabit.
Frankly, I'm tired of being called a snowflake for pointing out that things
like “Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah” aren’t as innocent as they sound on first listen.

¢ As it turns out, everyone’s idea of honey is a little different.
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4,

TO BEFRIEND BIRDS AND BEASTS, KNOW THAT YOUR
BODY LANGUAGE CARRIES DIFFERENT MEANINGS
FOR DIFFERENT SPECIES.

Orcasandhoneyguidesaren'ttheonlyanimalstousestrat-
egy and group cooperation to take down prey.Wolves are the
poster-children on both ends of the spectrum when it comes
to evil and goodness, thanks to their ability to communicate
andhuntasacohesivegroup.They’recunningandelusive, but
untilrecently notverywellunderstood, whichhasresultedina
tumultuous reputation.They are portrayed in media and con-
versationasboththebloodthirstydemonsoftheforest,andthe
epitomeofstoicleadershipearnedthroughdeterminedstrug-
gle.What's unfortunateis that both ends of the spectrum mis-
understand theanimalsentirely. AsFarley Mowat cametofind
outnotsolongago,wolvesareratherreservedifcuriousabout
humans,andwhileit’struethatwolf packshaveanalpha, beta,
oromega, theserolesaren’tearnedorassignedthroughbloody
conflict as many believe. The lens we use to perceive animals
completely changes our relationship with them.”

The truth about wolves is that they typically live in packs
consisting of a breeding pair acting more like human parents
teaching their offspring the ins and outs of life in the wild than
a group of infighting beasts struggling for a leadership role.®
Researcherssometimesusethetermsdominanceorsubmission
toexplaintherelationship dynamics betweenindividuals, but

” Therewasamoment,sometimebetweenmyfirstgoatcollegeandthesec-
ondseveralyearslater, thatlrealized myfatherdidn’thavealltheanswers—
thatheisjustanotheradultpretendingheisn'tmakingthingsupashegoes
along, same as the rest of us.

& The truth about my father is that he mastered the act of carrying himself
confidently and for most of my life, | had no reason to suspect he could be
wrong about anything.
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these concepts are usually lost on the layman. That is to say,
submission is not taken by a dominant animal, but given by
an animal that hopes to relieve tension, and therefore might
bebetterdescribedasappeasement.Rollingoverandexposing
the belly is an indication that the submissive animal doesn’t
wantany trouble. An upturned lip and closed jaw, sometimes
accompaniedbythetipofthetonguelickingthroughthefront
teeth, iscalledasubmissive smile.Tous, thewrinkled noseand
bared teeth look aggressive, like a silent snarl, but to another
canine it comes across more as an “oh, sorry, excuse me”than
anything else.

TO BEFRIEND BIRDS AND BEASTS, BEGIN TO THINK
OF INTERACTIONS AS GIVE AND TAKE, NOT GOOD
OR BAD.

Domesticateddogsdontgrowlbecausetheythinkthey're
incharge,orbecausetheyarebeingdominant,butasamethod
of communication (onethatoften happensasaresult offear).’
Maybeit'sbecausedogshavebeenhumanity’soldestalliesand
canreadourbodylanguageandfacial expressionsbetterthan
anyotheranimalthatwesooftenassumetheyshouldintuitour
every intention and thought.'When their behavior does not
fit neatly into our expectations, we punish them for it. This is
an unfairapproach.They're stillindividuals with autonomous
desires and unique ways of experiencing the world. When we

° Thedistinctionissubtle,andonethatmanywillimpulsivelyrejectbecause
itgoesagainstwhattheyhavealwaysknowntobetrue.lt'simportanttochal-
lenge what we think we know.

19 ] always respected my father. | thought him to be intelligent and well-
reasoned.Hewasagoodsourceof practicaland financialadvice.He always
provided for the family and did everything right by society’s standards.
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reach forthe bowland are met with a growl, old-school beliefs
on canine behavior told us that the dog was trying to become
alphaandweshouldrespondwithashow offorcetoteach him
who is boss.

We so often miss other signals the dog has been giving us
ahead oftime—theonesthatshow he’safraid of somethingor
aboutto exhibita certain behaviorinresponseto hisfear." It's
important to note that whether we see his fear as unfounded
makes no difference forthe animal going throughit. Some ca-
nineappeasementsignalsincludeextendedyawns,oraverted
eyesandhunchedposture.Anotherisexcessivelip-lickingasthe
dogdesperately triesto communicate that he's afraid his food
will be taken.By punishing the dogfornotletting us take what
ishis (asifwewouldbejustasacceptingofanotherhumantak-
ingourplate,orourclothes,orourbeloved smartphonesfrom
us) we prove hisfearsright.Instead of working with thedog to
teach him we're an ally instead of competition, we punish the
growlandstampouttheonlywayheknowstocommunicatehis
fears.”?Whenhesubsequentlyskipsthegrowlforabite (andhe
will because it clearly didn't work the first time), we label him
an evil, no-good, bad dog.™

" Afterthe 2016 election, | didn't feel like | knew my father anymore. What
signsdidImissbeforereachingthispoint? Healwaysvoted Republican, but
Ithoughttherewasalinehewouldn't crossand wasleftwonderinghowfar
thingscouldescalate.Did he, likeothervoters,seemeassub-human?Could
he be dangerous to me under the right circumstances?

2 How could | see my father as an ally again, after this last year?

3 The shock of seeing my father instead as his evil doppelganger stems
from the idea that only the other can be evil. People fall for it all the time
when they find out their neighbor or relative has committed a heinous act
like murder. He was always so normal, they say when told the news. We
can'tbelievethatsomeonesosimilartous,whoisanotherwiseupstanding
citizen, cando evil deeds.There must have been something he was hiding,
or there must be something wrong with him. The truth is that ordinary
peoplecommitatrocitieseveryday,andlumpingthemintobinarycatego-
ries of good (like us) or evil (not like us) doesn’t do us any favors.
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Byfailingtochallengeourownperceptionsandknowledge
oftheseanimals, we perpetuate untruths. If we spenttime un-
derstanding ourdogs’behaviorsfromtheir perspectiverather
than our own prescribed ideas of how they should act or feel,
maybe we would have better relationships with them. Maybe
we could learn more pragmatic ways of approaching them. As
it sits currently, we glue our morals onto other animals a little
toohaphazardly.Weassumethatbecause we wereraised with
rightandwrongthatourdogs—thosebeastswhoknowusbest—
shouldinherentlysubscribetothesameideologies.Butdogsare
amoral,notimmoral.Ourinabilitytoseethemforwhotheyare
is our failure, not theirs.

6.

TO BEFRIEND BIRDS AND BEASTS, BE PERSISTENT,
BUT KNOW THAT PATIENCE IS MORE THAN JUST PRE-
FERRED. RUSHING AN INTERACTION RARELY YIELDS
DESIRED RESULTS.

Sometimes approachesto problems are counterintuitive,
likerunningawayfromadogtogetittocometoyou,instead of
chasingitdown.Togetaparrotto play withatoy she’s afraid of,
the last thing you should do is stick the unfamiliar object into
the cage with her. A tried and true technique is to play keep-
away with thetoy.Byslouchingoverit, asif shieldingorhoard-
ingitfromonlookers,youpiquehercuriosity.Youslowlylether
getcloser,drawnin by the elusiveness ofit all, while still trying
tokeepthetoyforyourself." Yougetherinterestedtothepoint
ofwhereshedemandstobeletinonthefun.Dogsaresimilar—
forcing them into a frightening situation to help them

* The best ideas are the ones we think we come up with all on our own.
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overcome it often results in phobias instead of acceptance.”™

Having meaningful experiences means being physically
present, and like paddle boarding, it takes practice to build
muscles and habits; it means knowing limitations so as not to
induce injury from trying too much too soon.'® Whales travel
through the Salish Sea all the time, but it’s a big area to cover
andindividual chances of finding one are slim without persis-
tent attempts. If | gave up after my first or tenth paddleboard
adventure,I'dneverhaveseenthehumpbackundermeonthe
eleventh,orthefamilyoforcascruisingaroundthesoutherntip
of Vashon Island on the twentieth.

Thepredicamentl’'vealwaysfoundmyselfinwhenattempt-
ingtogetclosetootheranimalsisthatlcomeacrosslikeElmyra
Duff—smotheringandobsessive—whichhastheoppositeofthe
intended effect. I'm learning restraint and with any luck, I'll
make some progress.

> The wounds were still too fresh when my father asked whether | had
“calmed down" yet after the election. In that moment, | was a cornered
animal. It's exactly a year later and I'm still not sure I'm ready to discuss it.

16 One can get concussed from too much head-butting.
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ZACHARY SCHOMBURG

FALLING FORTHE WILY ONE

That wily Jamunapari had a beard
| couldn’t stop stroking.

We spoke without speaking
for what seemed like

an hour, and then it
bleated a bleat of real love,
or something that sounded
disproportionately like love.
Suddenly, | remembered
my past life, or maybe

it was a future life.

| was on a bumpy train

to only God knows where.
My conical teats shook
almost imperceptibly.
That's when the big one
came. It came in six

to ten silent and sorrowful
pulses. When | opened

my eyes, | was looking

at a patch of amaranth

on a new cliff, over-

looking a different

cliff in the distance.

| had yet to know

that goat, a world

overfilled with bridges.
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ZACHARY SCHOMBURG

THE SUNRISE LASTS FOREVER

You're doing a great
job lifting five people
above your own head,
The Mangler, Jr.

But you're just making
everyone miss your
father. He was so
unnaturally strong.

| remember once when
you were a baby, how
he lifted five people
while lifting you too.
He was so kind too.
And beautiful. He

had such beautiful
hair and skin, and
when he spoke,

his tongue floated
above the heads of
everyone in the room
licking the evil away
and freeing them
from the evil that

held them hostage

in their own hearts.

| wish you luck,

young man.
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JAKE MAYNARD

| HOPE YOU DANCE

ecause | hadn't planned to attend a funeral I had nothing
to wear but the black polo I'd worn to the visitation the
night before and my father’s nicest flannel shirt. It was hot for
June and the polo already stank. Neither of my father’s two
dress shirts fit me. The decision felt crucial.| was nineteen and
visiting from school and not yet good at going to funerals. So
when | couldn’t choose, | sat on my parents’ porch to smoke
potand hope theanswerwouldrevealitselflikeazenriddle. It
didn’t. Instead | again worked through what was known—
SkippydiedafewdaysearlierwhenourdrunkfriendJJames
launched them off aravine in the late model Ford Mustang he
couldn't even afford.
SupposedlyJameswasplayingagameofcat-n-mousewith
a carful of young women on the way up the hill from a place
called the Don’t Know Tavern.
SupposedlySkippywaspassedoutwiththepassengerseat
reclined as far back as it would go. He'd been passed out there
for a while after getting 86'd from the Don’t Know.
Supposedly he never even woke up.

Forty-fiveminuteslater,wearingtheflanneltuckedlumpily
into my jeans, | skulked into the old hexagonal church on the
hillabovetown.lwas:verystoned.Insidesomepeoplemourned
int-shirtsand othersin old suits. The cruel heat of the old folks'’
gazessingedthestrayfibersofmyflannelasifoundmybuddies
and sat.The church had been builtasa hexagon so there were
no cornersforthe devilto hide,anditdid not feel coincidental
thatwesatasclosetothecenterofthechurchaspossible.Most
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ofthecomplicitfriendswerethere,eachsweatingbeerfromthe
faux-wake we held the night before—

—Brett,inacrispJCPennybuttonup,whoignoredSkippy’s
12-pack+ a day habit as long as Skippy’'d buy him beer until
Brett turned 21.

—NMatt, in a Nike golf polo, who didn’t meet them at the
Don’t Know that night.

—James,inabsentia,inahospitalgown,chainedtoahospi-
tal bed for DUl Manslaughter, thirty miles away but still hover-
ing over us.

—Pat, flannel, who was as guilty as a person can bejust for
being alive.

—And me, with my shirt’s wooly threads jabbing into me
like one thousand tiny mosquito beaks. Guilty of leaving for
Ohiotomemorizeathesaurusandforgetthesepeopleexisted.
Guilty of laughing when my dad had told me that Skippy did
ashot every half-an-hour, like clockwork, at the local bar each
night.

The preacher was a local truck driver and amateur singer
who spoke about God at the request of Skippy’s mother and
stepfatherandthenreadthelyricstoLynard Skynard’s“Simple
Man,” at the request of Skippy'’s father.

But | never thought of him as a simple man.

Skippy liked Jeff Foxworthy but also liked hip-hop.

Skippy was in gifted classesin schooland spentayearand
ahalfatcollege before droppingoutand gettingajobataply-
wood plant back home.

Skippy wore glasses.

Skippysavedtrashbagsofbeercansuntilthepriceofalumi-
num was high. He was great at math.

Skippy drovea car previously owned by adisabled person;
heacceleratedandbraked withtogglesonthesteeringwheel.
Once, because he didn’t have a bottle opener, he opened six
beersonthetrunklatchofthatcarand drove homefromwork.

JAKE MAYNARD | 69



The preacherhadarmslike two-literbottlesand shoulders
like a boxand his voice boomed through the church.lcan’tre-
memberwhatwassaid butlrememberhimgrowinginstature
as he spoke and I remember Brett sitting like a stump next to
meandMattweepingnexttohim.lrememberthestainedglass
and the sweat skating down my chest.

Astheserviceneareditsconclusion,aboomboxappeared
from somewhere. Under the pulpit? A pew? Heaven? The
preachersaidthere’sarequestfromthedeceased’smother.He
pushedplay.Asentimentaldrumbeatbegan,followedbybright
guitar arpeggios.

Thebaritone preacherbegantosingfrom somelyrics writ-
ten on his sermon notes.

| hope you never lose your sense of wonder.

| looked at Brett, my best friend since kindergarten, and
could read his mind:“Lee. Ann. Fucking. Womack.”

It continued. Verse, chorus, verse, chorus, etc. | wanted to
rush the stage and stop it all from happening.

At the bridge, the preacher became dramatic.

..Andwhenyougetthechoice, hesaidwiththecadenceofa
poet, whispering overtheinterplay of guitarand cello. He was
in front of the pulpit now.

..Tosititoutordance.He eyed theroom, almost erotically,
and actually began pointing at people in the pews.The music
was rising toward its apogee.

...l hope you—

—DANNNNCCEEEEE soared over the boom box crescen-
do, solouditcracked openthesky.Theceiling flew offand was
slurped up into to the heavens.The sun poured in. Hawks shit
down upon us. Little spot-fires erupted under my armpits.

Whenitended wewereall struckdumb—acommunion of
the shocked. Matt was still weeping.

“Matt,” Brett whispered, turning toward him. He had one
hand claspedonMatt'skneeandanotheron hisshoulder.Men
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from places like this are not supposed to touch one another.

Matt sniffled. Awkward seconds passed. The preacher re-
commenced his preaching.

“Matt,” Brett whispered again. “Listen.”

Matt listened.

Brett, deadpan.“That was fuck-in"horrible.”

And together we laughed in the center of it.

Later,asthemournerswalkedthroughthegreencemetery,|
heard somewomansay,“lhopethisisalessontothegoddamn
kids in this town.”
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NicoLe CONNOLLY

EKPHRASTIC FOR SNAPCHAT STORY
PATCHWORKING A FORGOTTEN BAR CRAWL

The hourglass of me sloshes with the final cocktail. I'll hold it
like a saucer of light—despite the way it frizzles my hand,

greenlysinister.lwhooshthroughthestreetonarope-suspended
halo. Fish pour from the swing & engine into the night. Enough

for everyone! None for me, thanks. My mouth is brimming
with wristwatches | tongued from other mouths, their hands

pointing everywhere for blame, their ticks replaying the same
bland tune: There is no sea in a shell; there is no rose in a bottle.

Truthfully, I should have grown up drawing the door of my house
beige & knobless. Now, every joint is a brass opening, signed off

with neon. Water pours from every hole | shouldn’t have. Enough
for everyone! None for me, thanks. I'm beached as a tongueless

conch. There’s the miracle of a whole ocean in here. I'm empty
enoughtoliveinside of. Please, enterthe way a hand takes a glass.
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DANIEL SUTTER

RAG AND BONE

fterhustlingthreehundredatnine-balland nearly having

my ear sliced off in the bathroom, I'm thrown onto the
street. | can barely walk, and I'm shaking even though it's
summer. | find the one working pay phone left in Tampa and
call my dad collect while a man in an Army jacket laughs at
mefromacrossSeventh Avenue.lamembarrassedforbeingso
skinny.

It'sthreeinthemorningandthere’snoanswer,soltakethe
cord and wrap it around my throat. | pull tight but tell myself
to knock it the fuck off, call again. This time he picks up. We
breathe in sync until | tell him what happened.

He says he loves it, that he fell asleep thinking of types of
trouble | could getinto, played out scenarios over in his head:
me screaming while pressed over the front of a patrol car, me
pukingin a holding cell then being told to lick it up. Soothing
as counting sheep, is what Dad says.

Hefinally gets here,and onthewayhomehehandsmethe
rubbertourniquetfromunderhisseatandlwrapittighttofind
a vein. Dad hums over the radio. It’s his favorite song.

Three nights later, 'm heavinginto the kitchen sink when Dad
getshomefrom his PTSD therapistand daresmetogooutand
doitall again. He dangles a dime bag of the powder over my
head, then slides it into his shirt pocket. I'd rather peel off my
ownskin, butlsayokay,it’smy pleasure,samebar,samegame.
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Dad smiles and gives me an envelope. Inside are five twenties
and a pamphlet for the Marines.

Your choice, he tells me. Entertain him, or enlist.

Iwalkoutthefrontdoor,andthe deadboltlocksinto place.
Iremovethebrochure.Akidinfatigues—looksmyage—smiles
at me, invites me. Call the recruiter and it could all stop, this
game, this trap.

| take a bite out of the Marine’s face, chew, swallow, then
throw the rest into the bushes.

On the bus, | stuff my fingers into my own shirt pocket,
searching,feelingforabagthatisn’ttherebutmightappearlike
magic to heal me. Awoman three rows ahead asks if I'm okay,
is there anyone she can call, and why am I screaming bloody
murder. | didn’t realize | was. Now she’s looking me over, and |
getsomadathowbony myelbowsarethatIturnfromherand
push my face against the window.

A pitbull chases us along Powhatan for a while. He jumps
overpotholes,dodgestrash.Tongueflappingandteethgrinning,
he’s having fun, so much god damn fun. And for one flash of
a moment | am too, until we hang a right onto Sligh and the
dumb thing keeps running straight.

At my stop | get up to leave, and when | pass the woman,
she tries to hand me a Rosary, says she’s got plenty and that
the gas station on Twelfth will let me take a shower for free. |
stop, stalled there, and stand until the driveryellsformeto get
off, and once outside | find her window and tap on the glass.
Thewomanlooksdownatmeandwaves.Imouthanyrandom
words, so she'll always wonder what | tried to tell her.

It's not raining, but the air is hot and sticky. There’s sweat
behind my ears. | want to drink all the water in the world, so |
goinsideandorderaglassatthebar.lthinkaboutDadathome
alone, rubbinglotionoverthePOWtattooonhischest,overhis
twobulletscars.Ipicture himpicturingme.I'mcrouchedinthe
desert. I'm aiming a rifle. He says attaboy, son, attaboy!
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| ask a man who looks like a cartoon sailor if he shoots
pool, and he agrees to a game for twenty bucks. | miss every
pocketbythreeorfourmillimetersonpurpose.lshakehishand
congratulations, and he calls me rag-and-bone man, | guess
becausel'msothin.Arag-and-bonemanissomeonewhoused
to roam around during the Plague, steal other people’s trash,
and then sell that shit just to get by, day to day to day. | know
this. | dropped out, but I've read the textbook.

Now I say we should play for sixty, and he says I'll eat lead if
I'm a hustler.I've heard much better. He places his bills next to
mine onthe edge of the table, gives me a wink. | win before he
evengetstolifthiscue—astupidmove.Tooobvious,tooeager.
I reach for the cash, but he the jabs the end of his stickinto my
Adam'’s apple and my legs give out.

There’s yelling from the bartender, and the cartoon sailor
drags me to the parking lot and smashes my face against the
back of his Astro van. | close my eyes and try to enjoy the pain
for whatever rush it is. Sometimes it can feel good, like when
you bite your own tongue.

When he’s done with me, he throws me onto the cement,
takes my envelope, and preaches something from above like
he’s a tough guy, or a prophet. | give him a thumbs up and
mumble God, Guns, and Country because that’s what | see on
his bumper sticker.

| lie for a while, then stand and walk east until | come
across a group of women in front of a hotel and show them
my open forehead. The women are as young as | am, and their
dresses look too nice for this part of town. One lets me use her
cellphone to call an ambulance, but | call Dad instead. When
| finish telling him about the cartoon sailor and the beating,
he asks if that’s all. He's disappointed. | make up something,
anything—likelstoleacar,likelwrappeditaroundastreetlight,
like the cops picked me up and put their cigarettes out on my
neck. He knows I'm lying. I beg him to let me sleep at home. |
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ask for mercy. But | know the drill: notimpressed, not tonight.
| say | love him, but he hangs up.

The nice woman reachesinto her purse forsomething she
mightuseagainstme, solgentlyhand herphonebackandtell
the whole group, all of them, that | will pray for them, | swear,
if only they would just pray for me too.

It's close to one in the morning. Jim Berry and | are sitting on
the steps of his trailer while his girlfriend and baby boy sleep
inside. | know Jim Berry from the bar, back when | tried to
shake him for fifty bucks and he took pity on me by playing
dumb. Now he throws me oxys when I'm too sick to breathe.
Duringtheday, he picks strawberries outin Pasco County.He’s
offeredtogetmeajobthere, butlneverhavethetime.Picking
and picking, he tells me, all day picking. I call him Jim Berry
because he’sfrom Guatemalaand won'tgive up hisreal name,
even though | tell him everything about me. He looks around
fifty or something, but who knows.

Jim Berry does me a solid and gives me five of the things,
butthisisallhe cansparefortherestofthe month.ltake off my
shoe,andontothestepbelowme,lcrushthepillsintodustand
shapeitintoascleanalineaslcan musterrightnow.Jim Berry
just watches in silence, and after | snort the stuff and put my
head in my hands, he waits with me until I'm breathing more
easily and my right eyelid stops twitching.

| tell him, thank you. Jesus, thank you. And he asks how
long I'm going to keep letting my dad fuck with me.

Thing is, Dad’s not fucking with me. My dad loves me. Or
hewill. Hejustwantswhat’sbest,wantsmetoprotectandserve
like he did, wants me to suffer until | agree. My dad is a man of
noble causes, and thisis what I tell Jim Berry. He doesn’t buy it
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though, says we both know my dad hooked me onsmacktosit
at home with his dick in his hand thinking about my funeral.

I'm about to say, Okay, I'll just cave then, Jim Berry, I'll
just enlist, go to war for my dad’s affection like some sort of
Ancient Greek statue or dry-cleaned good old boy, but a tiny
kid, couldn’t be older than eight, walks by, drinking out of a
two-liter of Sprite.

JimBerry yells at the kid to get the hellhome to his abuela
and to take it easy with the sugar. The kid keeps walking and
sayshisabuelahasn'tbeenhomeintwodays.Jim Berry says of
course she hasn't, and he doesn’t look surprised.

| start nodding off, so | ask Jim Berry for a bed and maybe
a sandwich. But he tells me no, it’s time to leave now, that I'm
not his family. And of course, yes, he’s correct.

So l actually end up taking that shower at the gas station
on Twelfth. The woman on the bus was right. The night clerk
justgivesmeakeytothebathroomoutbackwithoutaskingany
questions.lturntheknoball the way left, freezing cold, and sit
in the water with my clothes on. Even through my shirt, | can
count my ribs.

| imagine Jim Berry, all tanked-topped and pony-tailed,
pulling my head against his stomach, holding it there and
rubbing it like he probably does his baby’s. He asks whose
country I'd be fighting for, exactly. His? My dad’s? My own?
What about the kid wandering alone with a soda bottle? Our
battles are individual, one-on-one. | don’t know, Jim Berry. |
don’'t know. And | fall asleep to the rhythm of his breathing,
unable to answer.

| wake up wet, congested, and sick. On theflooris a rusted
drain. | think of dragging my wrist across it, just to see if the
option’sstillthere, butrealize I've never wanted that way out. |
turn off the water but still feel dry inside.

In the gas station, there’s a long line which must be the
morningcommuters,buttheclocksaysthreeintheafternoon.
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Everyone gives me an odd look because I'm trailing water
everywhere and, | guess, crying. But | can’t really turn that off
anymore. Some tall guy wearing a golf shirt asks if | need any
help,andljustsay haha, swimming pool,got pushedin.Igrab
a Gatorade from the fridge in the back, as if electrolytes will
help any of this,and leave the store.What are they going todo,
stop me?

Dad’s truck isn't here but the spare key’s on top of the mat, so
thank God he’s shown enough sympathy to let me in today.
I go through his bathroom drawers, where he keeps his pills,
all prescribed by his therapist at the VA: Lamictal, Ambien,
Seroquel, Valium, Lexapro, Viagra, Edecrin, and so many
goddamnyvitamins.lemptythe bottlesontothefloorandlook
for any opiates he may have hidden. Nothing. Still, a lot of
power in these pills. | could swallow one of each and see what
happens.lcouldswallowthemalland blackout.Butrightnow,
| just need to stave off the withdrawals and the gagging, the
sweat, the cruel illusion of dying.

A dog barks. Dad whistles. | pick as many of the things off
thetileaslcanand throw them backinto the drawer. Dad calls
my name because he knows I'm here, thatI'll come needing a
fix, needing affection.

He’s in the living room, on the couch, and wants to show
me something. This big son of a bitch, a mastiff, rolls all over
him and pins him to the cushions. Dad’s got his tongue out,
licking thisdog morethanthedoglickshim.Agiantred, white,
and blue handkerchieftied around the dog'’s neck, its muscles
aresodefinedtheyhaveveinsthesizeofropes.Dadtellsmethe
VA gaveitto him,evenlethim nameit.Uncle Sam, Dad says to
me, Uncle Sammy. Man’s best friend and all that shit.
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I'm so jealous | want to tear the dog’s skin off and chew
the meat from his skeleton. | want to take his head and force it
throughthesliding glassdoor.Iwantto stabasyringeintothe
corner of his eye, make him dependent on me.

IscreamatDad, IscreamthatlamRag-and-Bone Man.lam
Rag-and-Bone Man come to serve him.

He pours Uncle Sam a bowl of kibble, even throws some
cheese on top, then tells me to hold the leash while we walk
him.I'm white as a ghost, Dad tells me, and | say | wonder why
as I'm pulled by the dog.

Andofcourseit’suncontrollable.Dadlaughswhilethedog
rips my arm to the right, left, forward. | say Dad please, | can't,
but when my shoulder cracks and my vision blurs, I fall to the
groundandgetdraggedacrossthelawn.Dadsaysifldon’tlearn
how to walk dogs, dogs will always walk me and finally takes
hold of the leash so | can let go.

lruninside.lput someiceina pillowcase and tieitaround
myarmandshoulder.WhenDadcomesin,redfacedandgiddy,
he goesinto hisbedroom, and | hear the clicks of the iron safe.
I yell to my dad that | can be good, that | can do better,and he
tossesmeashoeboxwithallthejunklneedfornow.Hetellsme
| better fucking prove it and calls for Uncle Sammy.

So | do to myself what | need to do. Then I roll my neck
around slowly to make it crack. The swirls and pastel colors of
thekitchenflooraresolightanddelicatetheyseem paintedon
by an angel’s hand.

All of this is how | find myself crouched behind Jim Berry’s
A/C unit, in the middle of the night, holding a combat knife.
Eventhoughthere’snorain,heavycloudsblockthemoonfrom
lighting the sky.
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| don’t plan to hurt the baby. | don't even plan to take it.
Theartiscraftingtheappearance oftheact.Ineed JimBerryto
catch me. And if the only guy who knows me, the only person
even close to being a friend kills me, crushes my head and
smearsthe brains across his carpet, all the betterand so beit. |
movetothewindow—pitchblackinside—andpryitupaninch.
An odor, whatever they ate fordinner, lingers.The televisioniis
turnedoff.lgetangryathowlittlemorelhavetoslide openthe
windowto fitmythinbody through,andit’shard withonearm
immobile in a makeshift sling.

Jim Berry’s stash sits in plain sight, just bottles and bottles
onthekitchentable.l pocketas many pillsaslcanand swallow
atleastsevenoreight.lknowwherethebabysleeps—inhisown
room, in his crib. | hesitate, though.

Again, always, I'm thirsty. | can't see anything at all in the
kitchen, but I feel for the sink so | can drink quietly out of the
tap. And when | do, it tastes better than good. It tastes how |
imagine the waters under a frozen stream taste.

| pull my shoes off so | can silently move toward the baby’s
room, and as | leave the kitchen I notice a pan left on the stove
with meat gone moldy and green.The oven has been left on.|
turn it off.

The door to the baby’s room is cracked open, and small
plastic stars glow from the far wall. The hinges don’t squeak
at all, but when I move forward my foot touches something,
someone’sleg,andlalmostyell. Jim Berry’s girlfriend sleepsin
front of the doorway, and her boyfriend is curled into her side.
| don't know who | stepped on, but no one says a thing.

I supposethisisfine.lwillmove behind the crib,and when
ltug the baby’s ear he will scream, and Jim Berry will hopefully
grab my knife and plunge into me until | am half dead, maybe
remove a finger or even a whole limb. And | will crawl to my
dad’s feet.
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So | reach for the baby, but as | do, I notice its hair—black
like Jim Berry’s and in contrast to the white skin from his
mother. | rub my finger along his hairline and whisper good
boy, good boy.

Jim Berry coughs and rolls onto his back, his chest lifting
and falling rapidly. I stand tall and stretch my spine. It cracks
with pain. His girlfriend inhales a breath for so long | don't
know how she isn’t inflating in size. | hold the knife over the
baby,andlthinkofRosariesandpoolcuesandheapingmounds
of dogfood, and here it goes.

Through the pain of my shoulder, | move my right hand
towardthebaby’sfaceandpokehispuffycheek.Asmallbubble
growsthenburstsbetweenhislips.Hecoughsandslowlyopens
his eyes. He looks directly through me before he screams, a
condemnation, like he’s damning me to hell. But Jim Berry
doesn’t wake up, and neither does his girlfriend so | go over
and tell him that hey, I'm going to kill your baby. No response.
| kick him in his side, and he moans.

Then I understand the obvious.

Ibendoverand pull backJim Berry’s eyelids,and his pupils
arerolled into his skull. He’s so high he’s lost in space, and the
samewith hisgirlfriend.Thebaby’s still screaming, butin short
bursts.Thekid’s saying something differentto me now, telling
methat, sure, hecansee howllive, buttake alookat his world.

I kick Jim Berry’s foot out of the way and go to the kitchen
to find a bottle. | look in the cabinets, slamming them shut
when | find nothing. | finally pull one out of the god damn
trash, but it’s broken in two and the nipple is missing. In the
fridge is a carton of milk only a few days expired, so | carry it
back to Jim Berry’s baby boy. Holding the container with the
hand of my hurt arm, | dab the finger from my other into the
liquid. | place the milk on the baby’s lips, and finally it quiets
down. | wet my finger again and do the same, and he smiles,
this baby. He’s even giggling. Again and again | bring the milk
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tohismouth.ldon'tknow why, honestly—I've neverdonethis
kindofthing—butlbendoverandkind ofkiss hisforehead.His
lashes flutter.

Eventually Jim Berry mumbles something coherent, and |
know | have seconds. So yeah, of course I think about stealing
the baby.We could roll as sidekicks, escape, grow fat, get high
onlyongallonsandgallonsof milk.Butinstead Ido something
else. | place the carton on the floor and exit the room, leaving
JimBerry'ssontotheunimaginablecircumstanceshemayfind
himself in every single day.

laskGodand God answers.JimBerry’s kid mightfindaway
out or he might not. But | am damn well nobody’s protector.

| walk for hours until | find that old pay phone, and when
| do, it looks even dirtier than before. | pick up the receiver
and dial my dad’s number, but after it rings once | hang up. |
poke the sides of my face, press into my sunken cheeks. I run
my fingersdown my forearm, stopping at my wrist to checkfor
a pulse.

| lift the phone again. This time | try a number I've
memorizedbuthaveneverused,onescribbledontoalegalpad
in Dad’s sock drawer. It belongs to my mother’s home. The
house sits against the beach, on the bay, where she and my
sisters play Scrabble and give high fives.

Awomananswers,butshehasaforeignaccent.Shesaysshe
doesn’tknow my name, lhave the wrongnumber,noonewith
those names lives there, she’s sorry.

The manin the Army jacket stands across the street again,
determined, fists raised to the sky.

Iwalk outfromthe stand, pulling the cord taught, and I say
one more thing to the woman on the other end:

| believe you. But can | see for myself.
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ANDREW GRACE

WITHDRAWAL NIGHT ONE

Cut nightshade piled on the veranda

A steer lowers into coarse sedge

The gap where its testicles used to be

Interval between dinner and Bessie Smith

Needing dope but your feet hurt

Chew ice

Sweat your perm out slowly

Bleachyour pantiesuntiltheelasticbandrubsyourwaistlineraw
A distant road snores

There is no death on this episode of General Hospital

There is no withdrawal you can't survive

A roadside currency of dirt and wood

Where a tooth used to be, a salamandered void

Needing dope but riffing and shrieking on the phone with Jane
Touch yourself counterclockwise

Mesmerized by a bad movie

In this light you have seven shadows
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They don't lean in as if to see about you
Can't sing

Do not go but if you must
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ANDREW GRACE

SHOOT YOUR LOCAL HEROIN DEALER

read the bumper sticker on the black truck
in the ALDI parking lot. Yes, shoot him
behind the store and hide

the body under your broken trampoline.
Shoot him vastly. Shoot him

with something large enough to split

the first atom of his body. Take his money,
his fake Gucci belt, the program

for his son’s holiday concert.

Give the money back to your brother,

who is an addict.

Shoot your local heroin dealer

even if he's just a kid or a part-time nurse
or your hair dresser. Use light, lead, leaf or storm.
This town used to be safe.

Now it’s two pills in a sandwich bag.

After you've shot him, if you wish,

cradle his head and forgive him.

Tell yourself you can now go

to your brother’s house

and he will be cured and his eyes

will never again hardly open when you rock
his shoulders slumped against the sink
shouting the unbelievable news

that he is still alive.
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—Runner-up, 2018 Fugue Prize for Prose—

ANNE FOSTER

THE NOVICE

T odayistheday.lamoutinthedriveway, waiting, standing
over my collapsing duffel bag when Sister Trisha arrivesin
thered hatchback.SisterTrishaisaboutsixinchesshorterthan
me with wire-rimmed glasses and a pile of white curls on her
head. Her cheeks are sagging. She has been around fora long
time. She parks the car and gets out to give me a hug.“I'm so
excited for you,”she says.”You are only just beginning.’ | smile
backather.lgetinthecarandwepullawayfromthehousethat
is no longer my house.

Sister Trisha drives us away from town on two-lane roads
bordered by half-heartedly built fences. It is summer and the
treesaretallandtheirgreenleavesthrowdiamondshadowson
the pavement. There is a trickling stream and a herd of cows
standing dumbly.Then the hill. The car lurches as Sister Trisha
downshifts.Atthetopisthenunnery.ltisvastlikearoyal estate
and bordered allthe way around by blooming sunflowersand
forget-me-nots. | will have the rest of my life to explore it all.
SisterTrishaand I waitin the car while the garage door opens.

For dinner on my first night we have pork chop and baked
cauliflowerwithcheeseandaniceberglettucesaladanditmakes
me smilebecausethesearethekindsofthingslatewhenlwas
akid.I'mwearingblackjeanshortsandat-shirtbecauselhave
not earned my habit yet and also, it is still being made for me.
The sisters said that normal clothes are okay as long as they
are modest. They seem very eager toaccommodate me.They
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haven't had a new member for along time. Sister Beth who is
the youngest nun says, “I like your tattoo.” Oh. Sometimes |
forgetthatlhaveatattooonmyarm.Itisadogwithalongnose
and pointy ears. A guard dog, | like to think. | smile at Sister
Beth and take a bite of cauliflower and cheese and think, yes, |
do belong here.

The next day | get married to God. That’s what the nuns
like to say at least. But | think of it more as getting married to
myself.1 mean | believe in God, but not the way that the nuns
believein God.During the ceremonylwearwhiteand towards
the end when | am kneeling at the altar of the church and the
nuns are kneeling behind me in solidarity, | slip a small band
on my finger.Itis not part of the official ceremony.No one else
knows about it. This is me marrying myself.

Why did | decide to become a nun. That’s what everyone
wants to know.Why did I do this.Well, it's notan easy question
to answer. Back when I still lived in town and went to parties,
sometimes people would find out thatIwas goingtobeanun
andtheywouldaskmewhyandtheanswerwasalwaysdifferent.
When | was twelve | thought | wanted to be a nun.Iwanted to
live all over the world and help people like nuns did. But now
lamdecadesolderandljust wantto help myself.lhave always
beenaloneanditseemedthatlwasgoingtoendupaloneand
solfigured I mightaswell jointhe nunsand maybe they could
teach me. How to let things go. How to be alone.

Imetyouatabarintownwithabigwatercolorpaintingon
onewallandlights sodimthat we were just shadows.We both
sat not facing each other but | could feel your eyes and it was
almost psychicthewayyouasked meiflwasgoingtobeanun.
| raised my eyebrows and asked, “How did you know that?”

“I didn’t know," you said. “That’s why | asked.”
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You never asked me why | was going to be a nun. You just
said overand overagain,”It'samazing that you are goingto be
a nun.!”And | just let you be amazed.

| first came to see the nuns about one year ago. | walked
allthe way up the hilland knocked on the thick wooden door.
SisterTrishaanswered.She asked whatlwantedand|said,”I'm
thinking about being a nun.”

“Well, come in.”

lvisitedeveryweekforayear.Theyaskedmequestionsabout
what | believed. They quizzed me on the Bible. Sister Trisha
wanted to know for how long | had been regularly attending
Mass. But the truth was | did not go hardly at all. Only on
Christmas with my family and on Ash Wednesday because |
like it when they say that | am ashes. Ash Wednesday always
seemedtometobeinoppositionofeverythingllearnedabout
the church which is power and rules. But on Ash Wednesday
theysayforgeteverythingwetoldyou,youarenothing.Weare
all nothing.

“ForhowlonghaveyoubeenattendingMass?”SisterTrisha
asked.

“For six months,’ | said.

And just like that, | lied to a nun.

Now married to God—ortomyselfdependingonhowyou
look at it—I have my own room at the nunnery. There is an
excess of rooms these days. Back when this place was at its
heighttherewerethirty-sixnunswhich,attwoperroom,meant
eighteenrooms.That’swhytherearebedroomsonthesecond
floor and on the first floor behind the kitchen. But now there
are six nuns. Not only do we have our own rooms but there is
atleastoneroomleftemptybetweeneachofus.Myroomhasa
twinbedandawoodennighttablewherelleave mywatchand
ring and phone while | sleep at night. I have emptied out my
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duffel and my clothes are in the closet. As soon as my habit is
ready |l won't need them anymore unless | go to town for work
or to visit family.

The nunnery has three floors. The first floor is long and
windingandinthefirstweeklgetlostregularly.Thereareguest
rooms, a chapel, a living area with a TV and a stack of puzzles.
Then the hallway branches into two kitchens, one where we
make our food and one where we make food that we sell to
the public. There are offices, more bedrooms, kennels for the
dogs. In the basement there is a library and an exercise room
filled with equipment thatappearstobefromtheeighties.On
thesecondfloorthereisahigh-ceilingedroomwherewemake
thehabits.Andawest-facingroomfullofwindowswhereSister
Beth does her painting. One day | see her through the sliver of
the open door and she is not wearing her habit and her long
brown hair glints from the sun.

Inmyfirstweeksatthenunnerythesistersassignmeavariety
oftasks solcanexploredifferentlabors withinthe community
where I now live. This morning my task is picking raspberries.
| do not wear my white shoes. | notice before | begin that there
are alot of bushes, but it’s not until I've been picking for a few
minutesthatlrealize thatthereareenoughto pickraspberries
fordays.ltissatisfyingtogentlytugattheberriesandfeelthem
dislodge from the branch and it is satisfying to fill the plastic
containers with them. | did not wear my watch nor do | have
my phone solhavenoideahowlonglhave beenouthere.The
farther | get the more | am lost in time.

loncedatedamansparinglyforseveralmonths.Hewanted
ustobetogether—Ilikereallytogether—butldidnot.Inaneffort
tomakemeseethefoolishnessof myresistance heblurted out
one night that he had had girlfriends since our first date. It
mademelaughtothinkabouthow,inthe weeksbetweentwo
ofourdateshehadstartedandendedanentirerelationship—
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entirerelationship—Ilikeentirelifeentirespeciesentireplanet!
IfrelationshipsareabouttimethenheandImightaswellhave
beeninarelationship.Iguessrelationshipsarenotabouttime.

Before nuns become nuns, well, we are just people. We
mighthavehadsex,orabortions,orsentnudepics,orcheated,
or lied. But when we become a nun we confess our sins. We
renounce them. Or that’s the idea at least.

Afterwemetatthebaryoucameoverandwehadsexinmy
queen-sizedbed.ltwasthreemonthsbeforelwasgoingtojoin
the nunsand you joked that | should getinas much as | could
beforehand, butit wasn't like | needed convincing. | liked that
yourhairwaslongerthanmineandinyoursleepyoutalkedina
foreignlanguage.Whilewewerelyinginbed, myskintouching
your skin, you said, “Maybe you shouldn’t be a nun.”And then
you added hastily, “But don’'t not be a nun for me’”

After my first heartbreak my mom told me about the time
she had just moved to a new city. She got a bad case of mono
andendedupinthehospital. Shewasdatingamanatthetime
who came to visit her in the hospital one day. And then she
never saw or heard from him again. Sometimes limagine that
manbeingmyfather.I'mpretty surehe’snotbecauseitdoesn’t
correlate with the timeline of my life. But | feel like my life
wouldmakemoresenseifthatdisappearingmysterymanwere
my dad.

Sister Beth gives me a book on St. Julian of Norwich. She
says she knows | like history and women who write and so she
thinks | will like it. | start reading it during my free hour after
lunch.lsitalone onacouchinthelivingroomwherethereisa
cool breeze comingin through the open window.I'm not sure
where the other sisters are but that is one of the nice things
aboutthefreehour.Noonehastoexplainherself. Wegowhere
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we want. [ flip through the introductory pages, still crisp, until
I land on page one.

There are many things we do not know about Julian, the
book tells me, because she lived so long ago. She might have
beenanun, but maybe not. She might have been married and
lost her family to the plague. What we do know, the reason we
know her at all, is that in her fifties she became an anchoress
whichmeantenclosingherselfaloneinasmallroomonchurch
grounds.Nooneenteredherroomandsheneverleftexceptto
attend Mass. During her days she prayed, dispensed advice to
strangers through a small window, and wrote the first English
language book penned by a woman. We are not sure when
exactlyshedied,butweknowthatshespentabouttwodecades
in that room.

A bruise is blossoming on my thigh. I'm not sure where |
gotit.Itcouldhavebeentryingtogetthedogsintotheirkennel
one night or maybe cooking in the kitchen one day. It is an
astoundingrainbow of pink, purpleand blueand hasrisentoa
bump.The bruise is hidden beneath my habit but when Sister
Bethandlare out picking raspberries | tell her tofeel it. It’s just
thatlam so amazed at this bruise and | want someone else to
sharemyamazement.Butassoonasshetouchesherhandtomy
thighlrealize that maybe it wasn't right formetoask hertodo
that. She says more to the raspberries than to me,“Thatisn'ta
bruise that’s a muscle”

“Iswearit’s a bruise!”l say, even more amazed now but still
alone in my amazement.

“No, no!” She moves farther down the row.

An ex-lover texts me late at night and | see it because lam
still up reading. It is obvious that he wants to hook up and it
is tempting, the idea of being in bed with another body. But
then I remember how | didn't like him anyway, how after sex
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he would never cuddle with me and | had to outright ask him
will you please just cuddle with me like, it’s not like I'm trying
to beyourgirlfriend | just want you to fucking hold me. He did
hold methatnightbutitfeltwrongandfearfulevenand when
Irememberthatitmakesiteasyformetotexthimbackandtell
him that I'm a nun now.

I'm not sure if nuns sleep naked or if they are allowed to
sleep naked but anyway, after a few months at the nunnery |
decide to start. When I sleep naked and alone in my bed there
is only me to observe my body. The feeling of my bare thighs
resting on top of each other and the look of my shoulders
peekingoutfromthesheets.Mehibernatingunderamountain
of beddinginthe morning.lam learning to love the four walls
that keep me alone.

Duringafternoonmeditationlamsupposedtobechanting
prayerssilentlyinmyheadbutlcan'tstopthinkingaboutJulian.

Raspberryseasonislongover.Theyellowandpurpleflowers
haveturnedbrown.ltsmellslikesnowbutithasn'tsnowedyet.
My habitisalreadywearingatthehem.SisterBethhasn’tgiven
me any more books to read so | pick my own from the library.
But | would like for her to loan me a book because it would
give me a reason to visit her in her room to return it and then
maybe | could ask her the questions | want to ask which are, is
she scared and does she have any regrets.

In the morning | woke up first and your back was to me
andlpushed mybodyupagainstitandyouturnedaroundand
pulled me under your arm.“You are going to be a nun,”you
said and you kissed me on the forehead. | loved you but it was
starting toannoy me, how all you could think about was that |
was going to beanun.lwanted to explain toyouthatitwasn't
just about being a nun. That there’s a whole story.
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Butldon't know how it goes. | don’t know how I ended up
here.l mean, yes, | came and visited Sister Trisha and | went to
Mass and took the quizzes and sold my things and packed my
bags.Butthere wasalso thefact thatlwasbornintoaCatholic
family. The way | was raised. The man who couldn’t hold me
andanotherwhoheld mesotightlythatwhenltriedtogetout
| couldn’t. So I don't know if it is choice or fate or even a fatal
flaw that has brought me hereandldon’tknow how to tell the
story.

Ifthingsgothewaythattheyusuallydo, whichisthatolder
peoplediefirstandyoungerpeopledielater,thenonedayitwill
justbemeandSisterBethinthisplace.Butmaybeshewillwant
toliveinoneofthe bedrooms behind the kitchenand I will live
onthesecondfloorsoitwouldtakefive minutestoevenwalkto
eachothersroomsandmaybewewon’tseeeachotheratalland
it will feel like | am here alone. Just me and the dusty library,
thelivingroomwithits stacks of puzzles. I will be like Julian but
with a basement full of broken exercise equipment.

What is enough? A look. A touch. A hand pressing lightly
on a bruise.The way the crowd pushes me closer toyou. Ifitis
enough to be able to manage then | guess it is enough.

You text me to ask how the nun thing is going. | text back
it'sgoinggood.Youwritethatthereisapartyintownnextweek
and you will be there and I should stop by to say hi. But I can’t
come. You ask if it’s really against the rules as long as | don’t
drink or do drugs or have sex. | write back saying no, it's not
technically against the rules.

lhaveshutandlockedthewindowinmyroom.Thereareice

crystals on the outside pane and I doubt | will have any reason
to open the window for months. | must be ovulating the way |
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amcravinganotherbody.lamnotsupposedtomasturbate,but
there are entire empty rooms between me and anyone else.

As soon as | step inside the house where the party is | am
filled with regret. It is loud and there are lots of people that |
kind of know and no one that | really know and | don't see
you. But I have come all this way, down the hill, and | told you
| would be here so | step all of the way in. | take off my puffy
coat and scarf and put them on the bed in the other room. |
find a spot on the wall where | can stand without getting in
anyone’s way or line of vision. | linger with a coke until | see
Claireand | gotalk to her because we used to be good friends.
Itiscomfortingtotalkto herandshe catches me up on her life.
Sheisliving with herboyfriend nowand they haveadog.Then
Claire asks, “Oh yeah how’s the nun thing going?”

“It's going good,’ | say.

“Hey are you even allowed to come to parties?”Claire asks
and laughs at her own joke.

“Well, I didn't tell the sisters | was coming here,” | admit.
“But as long as | don’t drink and stuff it’s allowed”

“You miss us don’t you?” Claire teases.

| tell her yes | do and | tell her how you invited me. And
| think I'm a bit infected by the party even though I'm not
drinking.It'sthe smell of beerand sweat, the way the windows
arestartingtofogupontheinside,somebodyacrosstheroom
whokeepsturningthelightsoffasajoke.AndIthinkthat’swhy
| confess to Claire that | love you. She is shocked.

“Nuns are allowed to love you know,” | say in my defense.

“Yeah, but, do you even know him?”

I shrug my shoulders.Idon’t really know you. But so what?
It'snotlike Ithrow the word around carelessly.lwould only use
the word for you and Sister Beth. And my mom. But so what if
lloved a hundred people.Who decided thatlove hasanything
to do with knowledge or time.
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lam abouttoleave the party when|Isee you standing with
yourbacktomeontheotherside ofthe bathroom doorwhich
keepsswingingopenandhidingyoufromview.lwalkover.My
planis to say hiand goodbye all at once. | give you a hug and
whenldoyouputyourarmaroundmywaistandkissmeonthe
cheekandyourhairbrushesupagainstmyfaceandmyexposed
neck.Foramomentlamallwrappedupandwarminyoueven
though you are a stranger and | am a nun and | think about
theraspberrybushesand howlIgotlostthere.Please don't say
anything. I will accidentally on purpose flush everything that
tellstimedownthetoilet.lwillgetlostandwanderamongyou.
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JEssicA MoReY-COLLINS

TO THE ESTATE OF

The frog husk between finger and thumb

was dry as sticks—a small desiccation

in slick heat. At the edges of the sky,

storm clouds flared red. Splotches rushed to the visible
side of my skin. I'd bent to stretch

when | saw it—slack-jawed,

empty sockets. Hours

before, on the last page of a novel

about the Vietham War,

the claims adjuster returned my call.

I hadn’t left my name on his machine.

He gasped when | gave it—I'd been
reported dead.

My ovarian cysts flared

that week, my uterine lining refused to shed—

a persistent thickening. Age six: I'd caught tadpoles
and forgot them in a plastic cup. Twenty years on,
an insurance company sent a letter

to the estate
of Jessica Collins. Cyst-gripped—my middle

follicles bubbled, unproductive.

A frog’s life begins as jelly—
swells with water and affixes itself
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to grass-blades, waits for a spray of sperm.

In hot autumns, | pine for death. Spinning

black flecks sprout legs if they don't shrivel

in a creek bed, a cup. The stranger on the phone

was so glad his voice shook. He marked the claim settled;
| returned to my book.

A minor character
strode into the sea, and | wept. Hours later,
| bent over a dead frog, my body not more
than a lousy balloon wrapped around breath.
Someone used my name to cash out
on a false policy. No egg waits in me,
no jelly will swell. Somewhere, a bird flies
with frog eyes in her belly.
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BRIDGET O’'BERNSTEIN

LIKE ORPHEUS HIT STONE

Outin the cotton Fiddling

with a silver ring Cold river up

the white blades of his legs Warmed by

his charge to break one song into two

Your nose against his face like a broken wing

Like the sculptor hiccupped when he was

naming you Your last morning together

in the shade of a widow’s house She’s

upstairs cutting the baby clothes

into lime & daisy lace He is getting

dressed for a wedding He is carrying

a torch for your carrying a torch for him

In his breast pocket like a burned coin

he loves to finger while he looks at her

The wedding begins The wind at his back

You fall back You're thinking Orchard

You're thinking Heaven will be like the streets
after the first snow You're thinking

All kinds of walnut flowers

But you hit stone like Orpheus hit stone

His mama gets her red hair in the soup

Gets her hair in the decanted cherries

The cherries get warm Something about the way
you felt he felt when his father died He’s asked you
to imagine all the flowers going out

in a purple violence You can hardly believe how soft
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Tim FirTs

GRASSHOPPERS

y mother shows meaclip on hertablet of grasshoppers.
There is the image of grasshoppers and two sound
tracks. One track is the high whine of bug noise, the racket
of grasshoppers going mad in the wilderness. The othertrack
isthesoundofangelssingingwithheavyreverberation—Enya
meets the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. She holds her screenin
front of me,and | can feel her waiting forme tocomment. This
isthemomentwherewereconnect,lknowsheisthinking.She
raised me and guided my sensibilities, and now | will see the
wonder of these insects singing sweet songs to one another.
The answer is clear to me. Forget about analysis, forget
tellingherthatthesoundtrackis probablyfake, definitelyfake.
Forget asking her why this is so amazing, even if it were real,
andjustpause foramomentandtell heritisamazing, thrilling
really. Just play the game. Justdo the thing thatis desired and
allowhappinesstowashthroughthehousehold.Asmalltoken
of appreciation.

“Hm,” | say.
“Let me guess,” she says.”You don’t think it’s fantastic, do
you?”

“I never said that,” | say.

“I know you don't.”

“I might. I might think it's amazing. | might think it is out
of this world.”

“You'llfind away. You'll say it's fake, or nothing is credible
these days. You'll say nothing is true on the Internet and that
they are only interested in selling you something or stealing
your identity. You'll tell me truth is dead.”
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“Well,” | say.

“This is true, though” she says. “The sound of the singing
isthegrasshoppers.Thesoundhasbeensloweddownsomuch
that it sounds like angels.”

“Okay, then. So what?”

“It sounds like they're in love. Doesn't it?”

“Alright,” | say.

“Well, I think it is sad, to tell you the truth. I think it is very
sad. | thinkit says something that you cannotjust sitbackand
watch,orlistentosomething,andbeinspired, orawestruck,or
say, ‘that’s fantastic!’ | think it speaks volumes.”

“Whatdoesthatmean,whenpeoplesaythat,speaksvolumes?”

“It means it says a lot. It means that there is more to what
you say than what you say.”

“Then why don't people just say that? Why don't they say
the thing that they mean?”

“Because this way everybody knows the meaning.”

It is a curse, | know. How difficult is it to just fly over the
weather? How difficult is it to let the blood flow to your face
for ten seconds and let your eyes brighten with wonder? Is it
thatdifficult? Allyouhavetodoissay“goddamn,goddamnthe
world is a special place, play that thing over again. Play those
goddamn grasshoppers one more time.” How difficult is it to
letthesoundwavessinkintoallofthosecalcifiedcapillariesand
break them down one by one?

The truth is, it used to happen all the time. My eyes did
once widen, and my heartbeat often wound itself up with
amazement, andljust had to know. | think fora minute about
aSunday schoolteacher who once told me that scientists had
located the approximate position of Heaven. He told us that
scientistshadcountedthedaysbackwardstothemomentthat
GodforcedtheEarthtostandstillwhilethelsraeliteslaid waste
to the Amorites. Our teacher told us the scientists just kept
counting backwards until the days doubled up. I had to know
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how these things worked. So, | asked. | asked, and inquired, at
churchandatschool,atsoccerpracticeandBoyScouts, visitsto
the dentist and doctor. | asked about every single thing.
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KRISTINE LANGLEY MAHLER

TERRITORY

hemountainlionstaresatthecellphone.Thereisawoman

clickingthe camera, oraman.The mountain lion does not
care.Themountainlionknows hisbodyisonly separated from
theirsbyapaneofbuilder-gradewindowglass.lIfthemountain
lionwantedtobeinside,themountainlionwouldhavelunged
at the flash of light. Instead, the mountain lion, long as a lo-
veseat, pressesagainstthe sun-warmedbrick,arawacheinhis
bones; the mountain lion knows why he chose this place.

Ithadbeenawarmspring,awetspring,drenchingthetreeroots
with damage we wouldn’t recognize until July.We allwatched
the blossoms come on a month early; we were outside every
evening,workingouryardsandspreadingmulchandhedging
against the strangeness of the season. When someone mur-
mured they'd seen a mountain lion lurking on the perimeters
ofthepathscrisscrossingbehindourneighborhoods,werolled
our eyes. Created Twitter accounts called RealOmahaCougar,
MountainLyin. When the reported sightings continued, he
tweeted.We couldtrack hismovements,from GilestoHarrison
and another mile north to Q Street, loping inside the loop of
I-680, crawling the creekbeds, trawling the railroad tracks. He
was amountain lion.No, a coyote.No, a bobcat. We traced the
routes of the westbound trains screeching behind our houses
to find his trail; we made excuses to run errands at sunset so
we could watch forthe glare of our headlights reflectingin his

pupils.

We knew he shouldn’t be here, but it comforted us to know
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there was still some wildness we hadn’t chased out of our sub-
urbs—theprairiewe'dspadedunder,subdivisionbysubdivision.
This was his turf, and he was back. We had to respect him for
that persistence.

Themountainlioncamefromthe Sandhills,the mountainlion
stalked the Platte all the way from the Rockies, the mountain
lionhad been holed up inthe bluffs, the mountainlion caught
aride on a train. The mountain lion clawed apart house cats,
pounced onhares, satinfrontofamole holeforhours, waiting
forthat peek before prey. The mountain lion was starving.The
mountainlionwassatiated.Themountainlionandhisnetwork
hadtheirterritorytopographicallymappedlongbeforethecity
plats. The mountain lion was alone, anonymous, anomalous.

We went to work, we went to school. We opened our blinds to
letin the day and there he was, like a fantasy, like a nightmare,
like 1860.Looking at him was as safe and manufactured as the
taxidermy mountain in the middle of Cabela’s, a clock direct-
ing us towards fishing at 3, tents at 6, guns at 9, close-out at
12. There should have been a plaque in front of him, “Killed
by __and then he blinked. We blinked. We reoriented our-
selves—wewereintheground-floorofficeatProjectHarmony,
atraumacenterforabusedchildren, forChrissake,elementary
schoolsflanked us half-a-milein eitherdirection.The children,
we screamed, what about all the children?

We calledtheHumane Society, swearingitwasreal thistime—
no, areal mountain lion,down in Millard—and they called the
news stations, called the police, called Parks & Game. We re-
freshedourTwitterfeedofthe policescanner’slive coverageas
theydebatedanddecided.Wewantedtranquilizerssowecould
carry him off to our famous zoo, partner him with our mas-
cot “Omaha,” the mountain lion we'd bagged off Dodge and
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114™twelveyearsearlier.Butinstead wewatchedtheYoutube
videopostedonlinefiveminutesafterthreepoliceofficerstook
theirrifles,aimed and fired, shotagain, shotagain, shotagain,
six rounds of rifle shots until one officer finally took his hand-
gunandfiredatcloserangefivemoretimes.Someonesaidthe
mountain lion reared up. School let out and we dropped our
phonesonthepassenger-sideseatandwewaitedinthepick-up
line for our children and they made it on time to soccer prac-
tice, piano lessons, wherever.

The mountain lion is wary. The mountain lion doesn'’t give a
shit. The mountain lion crossed the interstate in the dead of
night,dodgingthehandfulofcarsmigratingeastward,orwest.
Themountainlionpaddedbeneaththechain-linkoverhangon
Q Street at noon while our eyes were occupied scanning our
phones between stoplights. The mountain lion is tired. The
mountain lion has a secret: a broken leg. No one will discover
the mountain lion’s inability to leap and attack until Parks &
Gamewarilyliftshishundred-twenty-oddpoundsontoacanvas
tarp,apaw-jointawkwardlybentindeath-pose,butnotdeath-
pose. His corpse is taxidermied and trophied, or burned and
buried, but the mountain lion left another secret, gestating
for three months; a secret sleeping along the converted rails-
to-trails, taught to be skittish and suspicious like her mother.
Buttwowintershave passedandasthefinaltracesofsnowmelt
streamed down the gullies months earlier than the almanac-
springs, she could not hold in her scream; we heard it as we
jogged nearby and we paused, pulled out an earbud, tapped
open Twitter and hit refresh, refresh, refresh.
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DANA ALSAMSAM

IN EITHER TONGUE

My father ums and ahs trying to describe it all

in his second language. Trails off at the bridge

of a sentence lost in a churning wheel of Arabic

to English, words not quite settled in either tongue.

The close the lights and turn off the door. The easy falter
of tripping syntax. His accent is long smoothed

like a hand run over and over a wrinkled piece of paper
but it’s still there in the shadowed creases—

the wonder of a grown man becoming a poet or a child.
You just have to milk the situation like a cow he tells me
while tears puddle my blank Arabic school homework.
The jasmine won't grow here! It knows this isn’t Syria,

even despite the sun. He frowns the words and turns
the closed-lip buds to find the light. Turns himself

to find the direction for prayer, to find the world

as he learned it, in Arabic, to fit the loud racket

of consonant laughter in such a small, quiet space.
Pack up the throat, the tongue, the happily-yellowed
coffee teeth and arrange them behind pursed lips.
English squeezes him like stiff, new shoes. He walks,

breaks them in. The nose on this glass. The long legs

on this red wine. Does the wine have the rest of its body or just
nose and legs? He wonders at the phrases as they widen

in his speech, like jasmine slowly opening to fragrance.
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ANNA MAJESKI

HIS LADY BIRD

hat was it about my best friend that drew her to dark

places?Whatwasitaboutherthatmademefollow?That
made me say yes when she woke meinthe middle of the night
witharoughbiteontheshoulderandsaid there wassomeone
shewantedmetomeet,whowantedtomeetme,andwouldn’t
| please get up? We were juniors in college, living in an un-
derheatedapartmentoffcampusandsharingabedthatwinter
to keep warm. She woke me when I had nightmares and sang
me Spanish lullabies when | couldn't get back to sleep.Imade
herbland mealsof oatmealand dried toast, crackersandbone
broth, onthose days when she couldn't get herself out of bed.
We undressed in front of one another and ruthlessly criticized
ourbodiesuntilwewereexhaustedandthendrankwhiskeyand
wateruntilwe couldlaughatourselvesagain.lwould havefol-
lowed her anywhere, and | did.

Elizawanted me to meetaman.That’s what she called him
when we climbed into the cab of his pickup truck that night,
her man, and she was his lady bird. He drew her into his side
and uttered the awkward endearment into her hair. | didn’t
understandwhenthisnamingritualhadtakenplace,whenthey
hadachievedsuchalevelofintimacythattheycouldn'tbearto
be knowntooneanotherastheywereknowntotherestofthe
world.lwondered, too,whatnamekElizahad calledmebywhen
she spoke to him of me, but in the car, she only said: “This is
her”

His real name was Raymond, and he was 29—eight years
older than Eliza and |, but he worked on a farm off the inter-
stateand Eliza thought this proved hiswholesomeness.That's
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whereweweregoing,shetoldme,kickingatmyankleswithher
snowy boots, out to Raymond'’s farm to see his horses. It was
midnight, and | had classes in the morning, but | didn’t think
that time mattered to wild animals, so | decided that it didn't
matter to me.

Oncewe'dgottenoutoftownandontotheemptyinterstate,
Raymond pulled three cans of beer from beneath the driver’s
seatand passed themtouslike unlittorchesinaline.Wedidn't
thinkaboutwhatweweredoing,notoutbythefarmlandwhere
the roads rarely curved, and the houses were set so far back
thattheydisappearedbeneaththepalmsofourhandswhenwe
pressedthemagainstthecar’swindows.ldrankquickly,impa-
tientforthewarmththatwouldsettleinmystomachandbloom
acrossmynose,looseningme.Raymondalreadyseemedloose,
settled low in the driver’s seat, controlling the wheel casually
with his left wrist. His free arm was draped across Eliza, and his
danglingfingersbrushedagainstmyshouldereachtimethecar
jostled.

Eliza kept her eyes closed throughout the car ride, taking
short pulls from her canand humming toasongon theradiol
was certain she’d never heard. Sheliked folk music, played ata
lowvolumethroughasetofspeakersinheritedfromhergrand-
father.Theywerethemostexpensivethingsheowned,andshe
used them constantly, filling our apartment with the sounds
ofnylon-stringed guitarsand deep, wistfulvoices.Sometimes,
when Elizahad arecord playinginthelivingroomand |l was off
inthe kitchen, the songs would come to me through a shared
vent, like secrets breathed from the walls.

But Raymond had theradio turned to a metal station,and
| grew tense at the sound of the distorted instrumentsand the
voice strained to a scream.

“How did you meet?” | asked, hoping he might turn the
music off, or at least down, at my questioning.

“What?"heshouted,withoutreachingforthevolumeknob.
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InudgedEliza,whoopenedhereyesslowlyatmyprodding,
like a child wakened from a nap, lacking any sense of urgency,
of need.

“What is it?” she asked.

“How did you and Raymond meet?”

“Ray," she said.

“Where'd you meet Ray?”

“You tell it best,” Eliza said to him in a way that made me
want to escape the car and her new, cloying affection. When
we were alone, her affection was subtle, | could feel it when
she set me between herknees tocomb out my knotted hairor
whenshebroughtfoodhomefromthedinerwheresheworked
asawaitress.Frenchfrieswrappedinwaxpaperorsandwiches
on thick slices of white bread. Did being with a man, her man,
require showmanship? Could he not see her otherwise?

“It was just a bar. But Eliza was dancing all by herself, and |
couldn’tstandit. Agirlwholooks the way she doesisn't meant
to dance alone!”

lagreedthatElizawasbeautiful;shewastall, madetoseem
taller by the vast sheet of curly hair that fell to her waist, and
bearingthefirmarmsandlegsofthewomeninherfamilywho
had spent their lives carrying other people’s children on their
hips and then went home and did the same for their own. |
wasbeautiful,too,itwasn’tacharacterizationlwoulddenymy-
selftheway so many womendid, butitwas simpler, required a
closerstudy.Elizadrewimmediateattention,anditseemedthat
menfeltsheowedthem,forhavingdistractedthemsoeasily,for
having made herself known.

“So, you asked her to dance with you?”| asked.

“l asked her to stop dancing. To sit with me,” he said.

“We talked about farming. About animals. | told him that |
workatthe diner,and he said they’ve got the worst coffee he’s
ever had. Shit coffee.| swear he got me sodrunk.”She laughed
when shesaid thisand fellinto his side, as if she were still there
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with him in the bar, losing control of her body.
“Been a month now,” Raymond said.
Ithoughtbackoverthelastfourweeksandtriedtoremem-
ber seeing signs of my friend fallinginlove.Butlcould only re-
memberhercominghomelateonenight, fallingintobedwith
the sharp smell of lavender and tonic on her breath. When |
reached outtomoveherhairfromherfacehercheekswerehot
and wet, and she rolled over, turning her back to me.
“Congratulations,’ | said as | let the empty beer can roll
from my fingers to the truck’s floor.
RaymondlookedatmeacrosstheplaneofEliza’sshoulders
and made a slow turn off the highway.

Thehousewe pulled uptowasdark,and the pathbetweenthe
truck and the front porch was covered in snow. | stepped into
the footprints that Eliza made as she led the way while Ray-
mond trailed behind, shining a flashlight at our backs. Gauzy
gray clouds filled the sky and the moon shone dully through
them. | wondered where the barn was, the horses we'd come
for, but | could only see out to the edge of the property line,
and | thought it was probably more of the same beyond that,
everything flattened by the snow.When we reached the front
door, Eliza knocked.

“I thought this was his place,’| said.

“Practically,” she said, turning to me. | couldn’t make out
herface, butlfeltcomforted by hersilhouette.Thefamiliarout-
lineofherhairgatheredlooselyinabraid, hernarrow, pinched
nose.Herroundedshoulderstwitchingslightlyassheshivered
in the cold.”It’s a friend’s, but he stays for free”

“And the farm?”| asked.

“He helps out”Shelifted herarms and placed one on each
ofmyshoulders,asifshewere suddenlyexhausted.”"Hesayshe
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helps out.”

The front door opened, and light fell in a square around
us.Amanstoodwrappedinablanket, the skinaround his eyes
swollenanddry, asif he'd just been sleeping orhad long been
stoned.

“You're so late," he said, slowly lifting one bare foot from
the floor and then the other.

“For what, Mike? There weren't plans.”Eliza had the same
tone of false irritation a sister uses with her brother because
sheloveshim, because she couldn’teverbe madathim.Inone
month, it seemed, Eliza had found a family. Had the two of us
never really been one?

Eliza and I had met in the dorms as freshmen, bonding at
first over stories of our roommates and their peculiar habits,
their demands. Mine, who had run a strip of tape down the
centeroftheroom.Hers, who called her parents every nightin
tearsoverthecafeteriafood.ElizaandIweren’tusedto privacy,
tohaving ourown space worth protecting, nordid we long for
home and meals made for us by our mothers. We were both
raisedintownsanhoursouthofcampus,hadbothsharedbeds
with our siblings, ran our hands over the waxy, faded knees of
our sisters’old jeans. We never went hungry, but we ate what
wascheap:sinewycutsofmeatandtoastedbread,cabbageshred-
dedtoaslaw.In ourhomes, comfort had little to do with food.

Nor did we miss our parents. It wasn’t that they were cruel
orneglectful,justindifferent. They hoped we wouldfollow the
rules, those set by them and those set by the world, and that
forced us to keep our dreams small. We never knew what we
wantedtobewhenwegrewup,onlythatwe'dgrow.When€Eliza
and | met each other, it felt as though we'd been told to keep
quiet all our lives and were finally given permission to speak.
But there she was, speaking to Raymond and Mike, and | won-
dered what she had to say tothem that she couldn’tsay to me.

“Who's this?” Mike asked, jutting his chin out toward me,
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his hands lost somewhere beneath the blanket.

“Claire, my roommate. | thought you all should finally
meet. Would you get out of the way?” Eliza said.

“What about Ray?”

“I'm here!” Raymond was standing at the foot of the front
porch stairs,and | could make out his face for the first time. He
hadawidejaw,onethatseemed madetoendurelongboutsof
chewing, and a nose that rose slightly in the middle and flat-
tenedouttowardsitsend.Fromwherelstood, hiseyeswerejust
two pointsoflight.He'd stucktheflashlightinthe pocketof his
coat and held his hands in fists at his sides. He seemed to me
like a man, but not in the same way that Eliza and I thought of
ourselvesaswomen,asadults.Weknewwehadbeengirlsonce,
but it was as if Raymond had never been a child at all.

“Alright, then,” Mike said. “Get inside.”

Thehousewasfilledwithdebris,though notthekind normally
collectedinalife—theseashellsandblankpostcards,thestacks
ofbooks, thephotographstoosmallfortheirframes.Instead, it
was filled with trash. I sat alone on a couch in the living room
andtriedtocountthenumberofcansthathadbeenleftonthe
tableandfloor,emptyandcrushedaroundthemiddle.Though
it was cold inside, the fireplace only held damp newspapers
in its concrete mouth. Eliza sat across from me, curled into a
smaller version of herself on Raymond’s lap, and Mike sat on
the floor, unwrapped finally from his blanket. He wore a black
cotton t-shirt with the words ‘National Guard, printed in red
across the front and adorned with an American flag meant to
look as though it were waving in the wind.

“We never got to do anything but train,” Mike said as he
handed a beer to me from a case on the floor.

“What?” | said, taking it. My buzz from the car had worn
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off, and | felt the sudden and unfamiliar need to be drunk.
Drunk enough, at least, to feel like | belonged there with the
three of them, like | had sat on the same couch, missing halfits
cushions, a hundred times before.

“Ray and |, we enlisted after high school, but we never got
to do anything but train.”

“What'd you think you'd do?” | asked.

“Go to Iraq, maybe. Shoot a gun.”

“We shot in training,” Raymond said.

“Not at anyone,” Mike said.

“Maybe not you.”’

“Younevershotanybody,”"Mike said,and we both watched
Raymond shrug like he didn’t care if Mike believed him or not.

Eliza turned in Raymond’s lap to look at him. With her
knees pulled up to her chest and her hands clasped together
around her shins, she looked like a child in rapture, but [ knew
thatwas only becauselcouldn’tsee herface.lcouldn't see the
wayhercheekpuckeredasshepulleditbetweenherteethorthe
way her brow furrowed into a series of wrinkled lines, thinand
shallow like tributaries traced on a map.

“Come on, just tell us you didn't,” Eliza said.

“Don’t be that way,” Raymond said. He pulled her hands
apartfromoneanotherandmovedhisowntoherwaist,sneak-
inghisfingersbeneathhersweater.Shelookedaroundtheroom
at us and tried to laugh, as if Raymond had told a joke she'd
hoped we'd all heard, but it came out like a cry. | didn't know
whatshewasfeeling,theproddingofhiscoldfingers,maybe,or
the pinch of his uncut nails, but | wanted to feel it, too, just so
we could talk about it later and wonder at his arrogance.

“A lady bird needs protecting,”Raymond said.

But Eliza had never needed protecting. It was just some-
thingRaymondwantedtobelieveaboutherbecauseitallowed
himtobelieve somethingabouthimself,too.Thathewas pow-
erful, that his power was useful.
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“Did you know that a hawk can tear the flesh from an ani-
mal?”lasked, finishing my beer,addingitto the room’s sweep-
ing collection and reaching for another. | drank from the can
deeply and gagged, feeling sick at the sudden intake.“That a
great horned owl can crush you with its talons? Swans. They
can kill you with the power of their wings.”Raymond'’s hands
steadiedonEliza'sbody,andhelookedatmeasthoughhewere
surprised to find that | could talk.

“What'd you say?” he asked.

“She’s been drinking, Ray. Let it be,” Eliza said, burrowing
deeper into his lap like she could anchor his outrage with the
weight of her hips

“Your friend'’s a bitch,” he said.

From his place on the floor, Mike laughed.

Iwasn’tsurprised by the word butannoyed atthe energy |
wouldhavetowasteabsorbingit,convertingitintosomething
useful so thatit wouldn'tsit, hard and fibrous, nearly alive, be-
tween myribs orinthe back of my throat. Annoyed atthe ease
with which he'd found this new name for me and restless to
distance myself from it.

“Where are the horses, Eliza?”| asked, pushing myself up
from the couch.”l thought we came out here for the horses.”

“Who told you there were horses?” Mike asked.

“Ray said you kept them out in the stables,” Eliza said.

“It's what | thought,” Raymond said.

“There are no animals left here,” Mike said.

“Isn't this a farm?” | asked.

“Usedtobemygrandparents.It'sbeenvacantsincethe80s
or something. When my parents kicked me out, | came here!”

“I'm going out to look," | said.

“I'll go with you,” Eliza said as she unfolded herself from
Raymond’s lap, but when she stepped toward me he grabbed
her by the wrist and pulled her down to him again.

| stood in the middle of the living room and looked at the
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three of them looking back at me. Drunk, my vision had dou-
bled, and each of them seemed to be sitting next to their own
ghost.lpreferredthemthatway, withtheirblurredand mouth-
less faces.

Out on the front porch, | tried to make out the shapes rising
inthedarknessaround me.lthoughtthe farmland of the Mid-
westwastheclosestlwouldevercometospace,thoughldidn’t
feel weightless or infinite in that moment. | tried to imagine
the home as it once was, as it was still meant to be, noisy with
children, ruled by their hardworking and humorless parents.
There would be the expectation of order and cleanliness, and
the childrenwould despiseit. They would grow tall, taller than
theirownparents,andtheywouldwastetheirnatural physical-
ity, theirbroad handsand muscle-bound shoulders, to pursue
schoolandthenjobsinanearbycity.Visits would befilled with
tense,disapprovingsilence,overcareerchoicesandunsuitable
lovers, but there would be nostalgia, too, for the years when
theydidn’'tknowanythingbutthathouseandeachother.Now,
though,itwasjustanescapeformenwhothoughttheyshould
havebeensenttowarandhadn'tknownwhattodowhenthey
weren't.

| descended the steps, sinking ankle-deep into the snow,
andwentaround tothe back of the house wherelthoughtthe
stables might be. | felt as though I'd left campus and walked
downthelnterstatebymyself,hadwanderedontothisproperty
and sought out whatever life lived there on my own.That Eliza
was not yards away from me, pressing her fingertips into the
shallowimpressionsleftonherwristbyRaymond,butwasback
homeinthe bed we shared in the winter, alone but not lonely.
Because in the life | knew, the one | was living hours ago, she
wouldn’t have let me leave, and | wouldn’t have let her stay.
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By the time | had crossed the backyard, my eyes had ad-
justed to the dark, and | could make out a long, low structure
inthedistance.Inside, sections of the roof were stripped away
and themoon, clearofits clouds now, litup the empty stables,
theirrottedwoodendoorshangingfrombusted hinges.Snow
had comeinthroughtheroofandthewarpedslatsofthewalls,
covering the floor so that | couldn’t see the dirt packed there.
I had come looking for the shape of the curved and muscled
bodiesthathadsleptinthatdirtortracksleftbytheindelicate,
restless hooves that trod there, but everything that had once
beenwildinthosestableswasgoneandprobablywouldn'tlive
there again.

Iturnedtolookthroughtheopendoor,acrossthebackyard
toward the house, but all the lights were off, and it looked like
anyone could have been inside or nobody at all.

The next morning, | awoke to the sound of music coming in
muffledthroughthebedroomdoor.Awomanwassinging, her
pitchsohighshesoundedlikeshemightstartcryinginsteadat
anymoment,andllayonmybackandlistenedtohermaintain
thatdelicatebalancebetweeneffusionandmaniauntilthesong
ended in the slow picking of an electric guitar. The kind of
thrumming sound | thought the moon might make as it turns
endlessly on its axis. When it was over, | went into the living
roomandfoundElizagathering hergrandfather’srecordsand
her own collection of CDs into crates.

“How'dyougethome?”’sheasked me.Herbackwasturned
towards me so that | had to discern her mood, the face she
mightbemaking,fromtheangleofhershoulderbladesandthe
knots of her spine visible through her t-shirt. It was a form of
divination | could only conjure with her.

“l caught a ride.”
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“That was foolish,” she said.

“You're leaving,’| said, and watched as the muscles in her
neck tensed.

“I'm just bringing some stuff to Ray’s”

“Things don’t have to move so quickly,” | said.

“Why shouldn’t they? I'm tired of taking my time.”

| reached out to her, my arm floating up on its own, as
though | had spent so many hours trying to keep from hold-
ing too tightly to herthat my body had grown tired and finally
loosed itself. | was relieved she couldn’t see me, it would have
been one of the few humiliations we hadn’t shared.

“Spend the day here, at least. We can go the Red Herring
and flirt with the bartender,’ | said.

“Ray’s outside in the truck,” Eliza said. “You'll take care of
these?"Herheadliftedinthedirection of herspeakers, butstill,
she wouldn't turn around.

“Until you're back, sure!”

“Come by the farm, okay? Itll be nicer in the spring.”

Eliza lifted the crates from the floorand left without a coat,
without closing the front door behind her.

| stood alone in the living room, staring at the items she
had chosentoleave behind.Herbooks, lined neatly onashelf,
theirtitleswornfromthespines.Apictureofhergrandfatherin
frontofhischildhoodhome,hisfacetightandunrevealing.She
had savedamonthoftipstohaveitframed.Onthelivingroom
table sat a clip in the shape of a flat silver bar that she used to
hold back her hair. It didn't feel so much like she was gone but
like she'd left the truest parts of herself there with me, taking
only her body and a few belongings to help pass the time.
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