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Letter from the Editor
Dear Reader,
Thank you for your interest in Four Ties Lit Review and your
support of our artists, authors, and poets. We’re very proud of
this year’s issue. We aim to deliver an entertaining and thought
provoking experience to our readers and we believe we have
delivered once again. Issue 4 is an enthralling mix of work from
new and established writers and artists. We hope you enjoy this
issue.
4Ties continued to grow this year and while the number of
submissions isn’t up as sharply as in the past; our readership
experienced an increase of twenty percent. The literary
community honors us with this positive reception. We will
continue to work hard in order to justify the trust the community
has shown in us.
In the coming year as we work toward solidifying the gains 4Ties
has made, we hope you’ll join us in our goal to bring entertaining
and thought provoking art to larger and new audiences by
spreading the word about us in your circles of influence.
Once again, thank you for your interest and support.
Good Reading!
Matthew W Larimore
Editor
Four Ties Lit Review

Free Range Still Life, Provincetown
By Richard LeBlond

Fiction
Dividers by Adam Rose
Being Thirty by Diane Payne
First Loves By Margo McCall
Lovers and Loners by Jean Ryan

Dividers by Adam Rose
The bedroom was aglow in light from the bathroom. My
stomach still hurt from the bacon cheddar pretzels I inhaled
during a 2 AM glass of water. The bald spot at the back of my
head was itchy so I gave it a good scratch. It was expanding at an
alarming rate, a melting polar ice cap. A flash of twenty
something me with hair to my shoulders, throwing a Frisbee in
Central Park caused my right cheek to rise in awkward
acknowledgement of a romanticized time. I thought about the
cheek muscle rising to meet the bottom of my eye and recalled a
distant childhood memory. I pulled open my nightstand’s
drawer and unearthed a notebook beneath scattered business
cards and some Euros from a long ago trip to Paris.
Lazer Tag from Worlds of Wonder. They had that kick ass
commercial in the 80’s with the tag at the end: Stadium not
Included. The young Asian dude went nose to nose with some
other guy in a gray post-apocalyptic future world where a lady in
a moving chair watched grown men shoot each other with Lazer
Tag guns. The Asian guy twitched his cheek at his opponent as if
to say BRING IT. As a little boy, I practiced that cheek twitch for
months.
The bathroom door swung open, Tanya had her head wrapped in
a purple towel. Steam swirled to the ceiling as she put on her
robe. Lawyers advised me not to acknowledge her unless she
acknowledged me first. It was idiotic. We were legally separated
but could not afford to move out. Neither of us was willing to
sleep on the couch. Tanya rolled a beach towel into a dividing
snake for both sides of the bed. I sometimes moved it to give
myself a few extra inches of space but she started checking it
with a tape measurer. Before the lawyers were brought in, she
said the chivalrous thing to do would have been for me to move
out of our apartment.
I stopped writing when I heard the door open and pretended to
be deep in thought. She continued to stare into the mirror. She
plucked her green haired wig from its Styrofoam head and
sprayed it as she spun it in her free hand. Tanya had her eighth
round of chemo last week. She took the towel off her perfectly
baldhead. She hadn’t lost all her hair. She chose to shave it all

the way down to make wearing her multi colored wigs
easier. Tanya looked a bit better today now that she was further
away from the last treatment. Only problem, she was that much
closer to the next round.
A couple of wren-tits chirped by the window. Without any coffee,
they sounded sad.
The wheezing of the coffee maker came from the kitchen. I
thought about saying something. A change on the automatic
timer had not been discussed. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw
her lips thicken with a lipstick she’d only recently started
using. I’d begged for She Hulk lips as a birthday surprise or
Halloween cuddle. She always said green was not on the menu.
A van’s sliding door slammed shut outside the window,
interrupting the wren-tits’ song. Tanya’s eyes went to the ceiling
fan. She dabbed some perfume to her slender neck, the neck of a
gazelle, a neck I still wanted to kiss. I was blind to the damage
the cancer had done. She was gaunt and sickly yellow. My eyes
only saw the woman I loved. The woman I still wanted to love
me. For a second, I forgot why we drifted.
I cleared my throat to speak to her for the first time in two
days. “Tomorrow’s coming fast. You have a ride?”
For the briefest of moments, she looked at me and then she was
standing in front of her chest of drawers. There used to be
photos of our wedding but now it was only loose hair ties, a bowl
of change and a half eaten tin of mints. She managed to slip on a
pair of panties and jeans without me sneaking one glimpse of
what I’d been missing. The robe covered the show like a wall of
police tape.
“My mom’s picking me up. Someone else is going to get me at
the end. I’ll be back here in a few days.”
I hated the ‘someone else.’ I knew not to ask her where the
resting would take place. “How many left after this? Two right?”
She rubbed the top of her left hand where the veins had darkened
from the biweekly injections of poison. “Four and then two

months of radiation, five days a week. They keep bugging me to
get the port but I think my veins will hold up.”
“Two months? But when we were at the doctor…I thought they
said one week.”
“That appointment was close to a year ago. A lot’s changed.” She
shook her head and walked towards the kitchen. “You still don’t
listen.”
I plopped back onto the bed, the pillow smelled like stale
popcorn. I listened to her open kitchen cabinets and shut them.
Her routine was like a familiar song. Next came the dragging of
the footstool to get the sugar, the refrigerator door opening and
shutting and then the milk being poured into a small carafe. She
heated the milk. I always thought that was weird but now
couldn’t have my coffee without that extra warmth. The smell of
the coffee wafted its way into the bedroom; I wanted a cup but
decided to wait her out.
I sat up when the front door closed and the deadbolt clicked into
place. Tanya didn’t lock me in for my own protection. She was
worried about the cat.
The apartment was silent. I cracked my neck and did a couple of
pushups by the bed. Under the bed, the wedding album was
opened, dust bunnies rooted around pages filled with uncles and
aunts, cousins and friends dancing our vows into the past.
Outside the deck, I saw Tanya standing by a palm tree as its
leaves feathered out high above her and eye level with me. I
stood by the sliding door to the deck and stared intently at a
browning leaf, wanting to will it to fall. I would heroically push
her out of the way as her mother pulled up in a freshly detailed
black Mercedes. Tanya would weep with gratitude and apologize
for not desiring me. She’d blame the treatment and chew on my
ear in front of her mom. Luanne would look away but secretly
desire my other ear. Luanne would offer to get in the back seat
and toss the keys to me. I’d swoop Tanya up into my arms. She’d
sit in my lap, surprised and impressed that I learned to drive
stick as we burned rubber.

Instead, Luanne’s sunglasses only highlighted her disdain for the
neighborhood her only daughter lived in. She rolled the
passenger window down and leaned over the center console. I
could make out her cleavage and the expensive looking pearls
that circled it. She asked Tanya something before allowing her in
the car. Tanya touched her wig in response. Tanya looked upset
as Luanne pointed her perfectly manicured finger at the entrance
to the apartment building. Tanya turned and slowly walked back
towards the door. I ducked when there was no need to and went
to the kitchen to pretend to have been tackling the mound of
dishes that were mostly mine. The door unlocked.
“Forget something?”
“Need a head scarf, the wig choice is too bold for our afternoon
tea guests. Mother invited her book club to cheer me up during
chemo.”
I remembered meeting that book club at our rehearsal
dinner. Paper red lanterns swayed by an outdoor tent set up in
Luanne’s backyard. I was holding my own with Luanne, maybe
even charming her with my rented white tux that I lied about. I
said it was passed down by a dead great uncle that was on the
Titanic. Tanya was on her third glass of Chardonnay and too
busy dancing with my brother to notice their arrival. The book
club all peeled out of the same limo. Each one was a different
colored version of Luanne. Orange, Lime, Purple and Mauve all
high heel clicked over to us. They pulled me apart like horses in
the old West. They all grabbed a limb and galloped with
abandon.
“Here for her dowry?” said Purple.
Mauve was less direct but made her point. “My Billy edits silly
little shorts on some website but it’s a hobby. Funny thing about
investment bankers, Billy’s fresh out of school and already
earning six figures. Maybe you could give him a few pointers
sometime?”
I mumbled about wanting to find my bride. Luanne grabbed me
by the shoulder, gold bracelets clanged up and down her
arm. She leaned in. The smell of Pall Malls and pricey lotions hit
my nostrils.

“I hope you’re good enough. I have my doubts. Her father
insisted we let this play out without a prenup.”
I shook my shoulder but she held on. The other colors all
pretended to be in separate conversations. They leaned toward
us and sipped their champagne. Smudged lipstick caressed each
flute adding smiles to an unwanted audience.
Luanne’s breath was warm on my earlobe. “Your voice.”
“My voice?”
She winced and dug her nails into the back of my jacket. “Yes,
maybe if it wasn’t so nasally, I just, I find myself wanting it
drowned out by a fan. Do you speak any other languages?”
“French from high school but I really don’t appreciate-“
“Yes, try that next time, maybe it’ll help.” Luanne released me
before I could think of a response. She went to the huddle of
colors and was immediately absorbed.
I found Tanya sitting with my brother. Derek used the heaviest
pomade for his bouffant. He slapped me hard on the back.
“Bro, how you landed this broad is beyond me! Don’t muck it
up.”
Tanya flashed a smile of agreement. She had a shoe off and was
scratching her shin. She looked up at me but didn’t stop
scratching. “Must be dry skin but I can’t stop.”
The incessant itching turned out to be an early symptom of the
cancer. The cancer’s way of knocking on the door until Tanya sat
in bed scratching her legs till they bled. Band Aid wrappers
began to fill the bathroom wastebasket. The dermatologist ruled
out skin allergies. I secretly hoped for a cat allergy. I hated her
cat. Leonard always lapped at my cereal.
A horrible cough that went on for a month set up a PT scan that
told us the truth: Leukemia.

The interrupted wren-tits started their song back up. They
added a rhythm section with a nearby woodpecker. He pecked
and dug for grubs as Tanya drove off with Luanne. She still had
the bright colored wig in her purse and a scarf on her head. I
figured the wig was for whoever was picking her up after
chemo. I thought about my editing suite and wondered when I’d
ever get back to it. An infomercial for some spray on grass seed
needed to be cut by Thursday.
Six 50’s vintage cars drove slowly by as Luanne turned onto
Franklin. All the drivers were young women. They all wore
vintage cat eyeglasses. There must have been some sort of
convention in town or maybe they were on their way to a
commercial shoot. I hoped it was all for some period porn piece
but didn’t think there could be that big a budget or desire for
such a film. I wished I were editing porn instead of infomercials
but never figured out how to break in. The money was much
better. Maybe the dating scene was too? Tanya had her guy and I
needed someone to shock her back to me. Someone with a name
like Butterscotch or Lace. Valley connections were difficult to
come by.
Divorce takes time, but Tanya made sure we started in the right
direction. I stretched my arms into the sky and looked down at
the steps leading into our apartment building. It was ten months
ago, I remembered her sitting down there, a memory that was
like a shadow still sat there today: Tanya was on the front stoop.
A ladybug landed on her wrist. It’s shell had tiny little dents, like
it had been a bit too liberal with its swaying on the bug highways
above the apartment flower bed. The rings around Tanya’s eyes
were darkening. In those early days of treatment, she was losing
weight faster than hair.
“This is it.”
“What?”
“You need to grow up and I don’t see it happening.”
I crouched down and folded my arms across my knees and
waited for her to continue.

“There’s so much I find unattractive that I thought you’d change
by now.”
The ladybug took off from her wrist. It reminded me of a
movie. A moth landed on the actor’s hand as he had a serious
chat with his sister, there was no CGI, and no one yelled cut. The
actor gently raised his hand as they continued their heart to heart
and the moth fluttered away towards a porch light. I paused the
scene to look for fishing line or something but it was legit. Why
couldn’t Tanya notice the ladybug?
My hands felt rough as I held them together with too much
pressure. The fingertips turned pale from the extra squeezing. I
grinded my teeth and searched a patch of hobblebushes for an
appropriate response. Maybe this was the moment to speak in
French? The soil was dry and cracked by the hobblebushes’ roots.
I thought about the landlord’s cruelty towards all things green in
front of the complex. Tanya’s cough ended with a terrible
wheeze.
“I hear what you’re saying and am already working on it. I even
got a bag of mulch in the trunk.”
“I bought that with you for the plants on the porch. That was two
weeks ago and it still hasn’t made it up to the deck. It’s probably
dried up and worthless now. I didn’t sign on for a lifetime of
Peter Pan. My dad already has a lawyer for me and said you
should get one too.”
I pretended not to hear the about the lawyer. If I could prove the
mulch was still good, then maybe we were too. “How can mulch
lose its value? I saw condensation on the bag so it must still be
moist. Yesterday, I was in the trunk looking for a granola bar
and noticed the little beads of sweat on the bag.”
Tanya’s face went slack.
“Tanya?”
Her pupils shrank. Her purse dropped to the sidewalk. She sat
heavily on the step. She was about to fall onto her side when I
caught her head inches from the cement.

*
The deck’s sliding door was open. A metallic blue dragonfly
hovered above a broken clay pot filled with dirt. I looked out at
the deck and for what felt like the first time. I noticed the age
inappropriate ways of my life that pushed Tanya away. A
decrepit grill filled with spider webs and dust, a lounge chair
covered in bird shit, three empty beer bottles from Memorial
Day, and a stack of yellowing newspapers that went up to my
knees. I looked at a half-opened envelope. It was another
lawyer’s unpaid bill. Tanya accused me of delaying payments so
that this would drag on and on. She was right but I told her I
didn’t have a mommy and daddy to help with legal fees. The bill
reminded me of other more immediate demands for money. That
brought me back to the spray on lawn infomercial.
I threw on a pair of clean jeans, flip-flops and a crisp sky blue
button down, hoping she’d notice.
The sun cut through the smog giving Seclar Street a sickly
glow. My gum lost its flavor and started making my jaw click. I
almost spit it into a bush but thought about Tanya’s disdain for
gum spitting. She would wrap it in a piece of tissue if she were in
the car and wait to place it in an appropriate trash
receptacle. She shook her head with disappointment every time I
rolled down a window and spit it out the car. I found an old Vons’
receipt in my back pocket and spit it into the attached coupon for
dill pickles.
Tanya was the same girl who placed all her peanut shells back in
the bag instead of at our feet. It was an early date in our
courtship. I thought a Dodger game would be fun. Peanut shells
covered the ground everywhere someone ate peanuts except at
the feet of Tanya. An aerial view would have shown a sea of blue
seats surrounded by sand with one tiny square of cement. I
laughed when I reached into the peanut bag and picked up husks
instead of nuts.
Franklin was packed with commuters, more than half of them
looked more at glowing screens than the road, slowing reactions
as every red light became a chance to update one’s status, text,
download, upload or capture.

Walking in Los Feliz was very different from driving. It was an
opportunity to actually see one’s natural habitat. The foxgloves
burst from the hills of Griffith Park like singular hands waving in
the breeze. My left knee was stiffer than usual. I had it scoped
after twisting it on the dance floor at our wedding. Tanya giggled
into my ear as we continued a limping slow dance that I hoped
would never end.
My pant’s pocket vibrated, I took out my phone to see Tanya on
the caller ID. Before picking up, I caught myself checking my
appearance in the shine of a recently washed min van’s sliding
door.
“Bonjour?”
There was a strange silence on the other end.
“Tanya?”
“Uh, is this Jim?”
The man’s voice startled me. It sounded like it was wrapped in an
expensive suit that hid tribal tattoos.
“This is he. Where’s Tanya? Who’s this?”
“Corey. I have Tanya’s phone. She’s had a flare up, a reaction to
the chemo-“
“I know what a flare up is! She alright?”
“Not sure, they only allowed immediate family to stay in the
room when she started convulsing. Her mom handed me her
phone and I just figured…”
“I’ll be right over.” I hung up and ran to the door.
Tanya was at Huntington Hospital’s treatment center. It looked
like a hotel from the outside, but the interior was all hospital. I
pulled into valet to save some time and leaped out of the car
before the valet could pull on the handle.

An orderly pushed a wild haired woman towards the automatic
doors. I did a spin move and almost tripped as I sprinted by
them and into the mouth of the hospital. Oncology was on the
second floor, I took the stairs two at a time and slammed open
the door to a waiting room filled with masks, oxygen tanks, wigs,
and bottled water. The chemical smell hit my nose. It tasted like
pennies filling my mouth. A corner of the waiting room held
donated paperbacks, mostly spy novels and nautical adventures,
but I saw the copy of Catch 22 I donated nine months ago, it
hadn’t moved from where I placed it.
A square jawed man wearing the kind of shirt Tanya always said
I was incapable of pulling off, stood up. I knew who he was
without the voice.
“Jim.”
“Corey.”
Corey’s shoulder twitched as if resisting the urge to raise his
hand for a customary shake. His hands fell into his pockets as he
let out a heavy sigh.
“Jim, she’s doing better. They think it’s time she went for the
port. They said the blood thinner wouldn’t be too bad a mix with
the chemo. They don’t want to risk the veins in her arms
anymore.”
I remembered the suggestion of a port from day one. They said it
was a minor surgery and the port would be placed under the
upper chest. Tanya wouldn’t hear of it. She insisted her narrow
veins would be able to handle the chemo. She promised to drink
plenty of water.
“Jim, you have to talk to her. She won’t listen to her mom or me.
She needs to give them permission, today.”
I turned from Corey to head to Tanya’s room when I felt an
oversized man hand on my shoulder.
“Jim, they asked me to leave when the flare up occurred,
immediate family only. You think you could put in a word?”

The floor felt like it was slipping out from underneath me. My
fist clenched, released, clenched and then finally
released. Without turning back, I waved for Corey to follow. The
nurse recognized me. She buzzed us through.
“Thanks Jim.” Corey’s gratitude made my stomach knot up.
I walked straight down the ammonia-scented hallway. Corey
could’ve past me at any second with his longer legs, snug in their
skinny jeans.
Tanya’s room was up ahead on the left. She always tied a purple
silk scarf to the door for visitors to find her more easily. She
must have tied it on before the treatment, before the flare up,
before the blood clot, before Corey called me, before our
relationship crumbled.
She blurted out an “I love you” early in our dating life. It came as
we laid in my bachelor bed watching the ceiling fan swirl incense
out the half-opened window. Earlier, I surprised her with a jug
of a friend’s homemade Greek wine, a bouquet of lilacs and a silly
drawing of a panda (her favorite animal) gnawing on bamboo.
She received a big hug instead of an “I love you too.” I wasn’t
ready and now I wish I hadn’t waited. Maybe that front end of
extra love would have saved us.
Luanne was looking up at the television when we came in. The
news cut to an aerial view of an accident at a strip mall with two
ambulances and multiple gurneys being rushed about like
rectangular ants.
Tanya called me over before Luanne could open her mouth.
“Jim, so good to see you.” Her voice sounded weak, like it was
coming from deep down a well.
I started to choke up. She looked so pale, like she was fading out
of the hospital bed.
“You okay?” My eyes watered and my voice cracked. Luanne dug
her nails into the back of a chair that belonged in a dorm.
“Yeah, looks like you were right.”

“For once.” I smiled and put my hand in hers.
Tanya laughed and it sounded stronger, clear. “You’re finally
catching on. Corey, come over here.”
She took his hand with her free one and placed all their hands
together like a kids’ soccer team about to break the huddle. I was
dying to pull away but couldn’t. My thumb found her knuckles. I
rubbed the lite scar she received from the cat. Tanya looked at
me, her hazel eyes seemed to brighten the longer she held my
stare. She leaned back into her pile of pillows, gazed at both of us
on either side of her bed and let out a heavy sigh of relief.
Luanne interrupted with the television. Her thumb pounded the
volume on the clicker.

Being Thirty by Diane Payne
You know how you walk directly to the bar-stool, sit down, order
a beer, and start talking with the customers as if they’re old
friends. Doesn’t matter that it’s the first time you’ve been at this
joint. Surrounded by mounted fish, you tell a fishing story about
when you were a boy. You tell them about tugging that line,
hearing everyone screaming, cheering you on, but instead of
reeling in a big fish you received a slap from your mother. You
almost tore your sister’s ear off. You saw the blood pouring out
of her ear and imagined what it’d be like to gut and clean your
first fish. You looked at your sister helplessly, saw the angered
looks of everyone on shore, and wondered how you could be so
stupid. Just like that, you felt nauseous and leaned over the
dock, spilling your guts into the lake. A bona fide idiot.
“It’s all right. We’ve all made mistakes. Get him another beer,
Joe,” an old man a few stools down signals to the bartender. You
thank him and feel like a jerk for telling that story. It doesn’t
even seem true. You’re not even sure it did happen.
“We ain’t all that stupid,” the fisherman to your left says.
The men at the bar laugh. You do too. It’s good beer on
tap. Good laughter. Good conversation.
A young woman walks inside the bar, strolls through the
restaurant, then returns and sits on the stool to your right. She
orders an Anchor Steam and turns around so she can look at the
view of the ocean instead of the mounted fish behind the
bar. When Joe brings her a beer, she thanks him. You tip your
mug toward hers and say cheers.
She laughs.
“This is a great bar,” she says. “Reminds me of a place in my
hometown where all the fishermen hang out.”
“Where’s that?” the old man next to her questions.
“In Michigan.”

“They still fish there?”
“Net fishing laws have changed things,” she admits.
“Damn laws. You fish?”
“Not really. I had a boyfriend that wanted to fish every
evening. We lived on a small lake and he’d get stoned and hardly
notice the mosquitoes. After awhile, I don’t know if I got more
tired of the mosquitoes or him.”
You’re not interested in her boyfriend story and cut her off to ask
her where she lives. She tells you she’s in San Francisco for a
teacher conference but never says where she’s from. You tell her
how you’re a DJ in Sacramento and are visiting a friend later that
night to celebrate your 30th birthday. She buys you a birthday
beer and the two of you swap boisterous stories one after
another. It may be a by-product of the beer, but every story is
hilarious. You feed off each other by exchanging zany
tales. Everyone at the bar leans over to hear the two of you, and
the more the fishermen laugh, the more the free rounds keep
coming. She offers to buy you dinner to celebrate your birthday.
You tell her nothing this great has happened in a long time. “You
only turn thirty once,” she says. A teacher can’t make that much
money, especially for this expensive restaurant, and you feel a
little guilty about her paying, but better her than you.
The people in the restaurant turn around and watch the two of
you find a table because you’ve been a bit loud at the bar,
yukking it up making the fishermen laugh. She orders a bottle of
champagne and a lady at the next table leans over to say, “It’s so
nice to see such a happy couple. May I ask what you two are
celebrating?”
“It’s our honeymoon,” she says, then gives you a peck on the
cheek. She doesn’t know your name and calls you honey and
sweetie and other silly endearing words. People in the restaurant
applaud.
While you wait for the food, she makes up an outrageous story
about how the two of you met just six months ago and knew you
were meant for each other. You add crazy elements to the
story. Throughout the meal, the two of you go on and on about

your wildly romantic adventures and get dreamy about your
future. You feel like you’ve always been together. Every now and
then, you turn around to ask romance questions of the customers
sitting at the tables near you. Someone buys you a bottle of wine
and soon everyone’s swapping marriage stories. The waiter
brings free desserts to all those gathered in your vicinity. He tells
his own romantic story quickly; blushes, then races back to the
kitchen. “I didn’t know love could be so fun,” she says, and
everyone does another toast.
When the restaurant closes, she isn’t sure how to get back to her
hotel since she spent the day exploring the city and walking at a
park, she thinks it was a John Muir park, and she remembers
taking a trolley from the hotel, a subway ride, then lots of
walking. She blew off the conference to have fun. You quiz her
about the name and location of the hotel and offer to share a cab
to make sure she gets back safely. After all, she is your wife. You
can’t leave separately. You shake hands with the good folks in
the restaurant and they wish you the best. You continue joking
in the cab and when she recognizes the hotel, she invites you in
and mentions that there’s a refrigerator filled with free
booze. You go upstairs, drink those little bottles of booze in bed,
those bottles you know she’ll be billed for the next day, and you
know her school won’t really pay for all that booze and food at
the restaurant, but you say nothing, not sure if she already really
knows this, and if she doesn’t, you wonder what she’ll say when
the school hands her the bill.
It feels too good when she rubs her hands through your curly
hair. She wants more than your hair and you remind her you
need to leave and meet that friend. She looks close to tears. You
mention he works at a comedy club, and she offers to go with
you, and you tell her it’s a gay club, and she thinks that’d be even
more fun. He’s my lover, you admit. She looks devastated. You
tell her you’re actually feeling sexually aroused and can’t
understand it. Tell her you haven’t felt like this since you were
with that girl in tenth grade. You get out of bed and she gives you
a hug. You thank her for the great birthday and feel like staying,
just to see what may happen. But you leave. You wonder if she
returns to the empty bed and cries.
The next day you realize you left your daypack in her room and
call the hotel, then remember you don’t know her name. You go
to the hotel and discover she has checked out. You explain to the

manager about what happened but he still won’t tell you her
name. The story sounds stupid, like the fishing story; but at least
this one is definitely true. The manager looks disgusted with
you. He seems self-righteous. Like he’s never had a one-night
stand. You want to tell him you didn’t have a one-night stand
that you called her sweetie pie, and that was kinder than using
her real name. Instead, you say nothing, just shake your head
sadly and leave.
You wonder if she’ll send your pack in the mail. Then you
remember what’s in it. Your address book. Your journal. Your
toothbrush. A pair of socks. You think about what items you’re
forgetting, regret things you’ve written in your journal.
You return to the hotel and ask the manager to at least let you
look for the pack in the room. He assures you the room has been
cleaned and nothing was found.
You want to tell your lover about this woman, about the pack,
because maybe he’d understand about the woman and have some
ideas about how to find her so you could get your belongings
back, but he gets upset quickly and holds long grudges, so you
decide to say nothing about your evening with this woman.
Later in the day, while floating on air mattresses in the
swimming pool, your lover asks what you’re thinking about, and
you want to tell him you miss being married to the crazy woman,
but simply say, “It’s weird being thirty.”

First Loves by Margo McCall
Night is a black screen, something soft to sink into, the
comforting velvet darkness just before a movie begins. My hands
are on the steering wheel of a car, but they could just as well be
clasping a tub of popcorn and a Coke, waiting for the feature flick
to start. I’m driving into a picture I don’t want to see, events
flattening onto film that will be wound and rewound. This movie
will be sad, and make us cry.
John slumps in his seat listlessly as miles of freeway glide
underneath, an accumulation of asphalt, ghostly green off-ramp
signs, and shadowy overpasses. His father Lou is fading away,
turning into a skeleton who whispers and is too weak to walk.
With no other cars on the road, staying in your own lane doesn’t
matter. Making your way through the darkness is enough.
Headlights cut the darkness in two. Push the two sides away, and
they’re curtains.
***
Earlier, at his friend Greg’s house, John stuck his fingers into the
fish tank and drew the pale Oscars with the scent of living flesh. I
tugged on his sleeve to pull his hand out of the water. His eyes
told me he wouldn’t care if he lost a finger, that maybe physical
pain would be preferable to this other kind. His mouth remained
a hard edge. He’s holding onto his lips. Since his dad got sick,
he’s been holding in words, holding on.
I’m keeping quiet, too. It’s getting easier with practice. I kept
quiet while John told Greg his father is dying. I watched this part
of the movie from a distance. I imagined an old Western, where
Greg and I were wagon trains encircling John, drawing close for
protection.
This is part of being a good wife. I want to protect John from
pain. I’ve never thought of things in these terms before. I want
to say I’ll be there for him. I hope he knows that, because I don’t
know how to say it. I’ve been doing laundry and dishes without
the usual complaints. But when I tried to help John on with his
shirt, I crossed the line. “I’m not a baby, all right?” he said.

All right.
***
We both took off work today to get Lou to his doctor’s
appointment. John said having family there would send a
message that someone cares about what happens to this man of
bone and sagging skin. It took two of us for the job anyway. John
pulled the car up outside the medical clinic, and I helped Lou
out, made sure he had a tight grip on his cane, and didn’t trip on
the sidewalk.
“I feel such a deep fatigue,” Lou said, shuffling slowly as we
steered him through the double glass doors. People made way,
holding the doors open, trying to keep their distance, as though
cancer were something contagious. Lou staggered and nearly fell
while getting into the elevator, but we grabbed him under the
arms and lifted him back upright.
While John and his dad were in with the doctor, I waited on a
naugahyde couch reading a Los Angeles magazine article about
herds of New Hollywood Cowboys moving to Montana and
Idaho. I longed to be like these solace-seeking actors,
disappearing into the American frontier, where nothing bad can
reach them.
People filed into the waiting room with remnants of relatives,
family members reduced to bits of cloth on bone, wisps of spirit
clinging stubbornly to wasting bodies, refusing to relinquish
their grasp on life.
I remembered the waiting from when my mother was sick.
Sixteen, just got my driver’s license, waiting for my mother to
have her Prothrombin time done, her Coumadin levels checked,
her heart with its rubbery pig valves listened to. Maybe the first
time in her life she was listened to.
After she died, bluebirds came out in the middle of winter. All
that snow, and the ashes scattered in a frozen garden. My father
thought she’d like the garden. After all those years, he still wasn’t
sure what she liked.

I went with him to pick up the ashes. The box containing her
remains was heavy as it rode on my lap. I tried to keep the bones
from shifting as my father navigated the icy roads to the
administration building to pick up copies of my mother’s death
certificate. He couldn’t think straight, and ordered ten copies.
“Why do you need so many, dad?” I asked, and he shook his
head, mystified.
I spent much of that winter in a lawn chair in John’s backyard. It
was California. It was warm. There was no frozen ground, no
cold river studded with bits of heavy ice. John brought me
drinks. He didn’t say anything. He kept quiet.
***
When John and I first starting seeing each other, Lou was still
working as a salesman. A member of the Diamond Club, the
Platinum Club, the Million-Dollar Club, Lou could sell anything.
He called me “the blond,” even though I have dark hair. He was
always giving me gifts like plant stands and earrings and floral
pillows, stuff that piled up everywhere, got stacked in the garage
or given to neighbors for Christmas.
Before he got sick, Lou was a fixture at oak-paneled bars like Jax
and The Phone Company, cavorting with the brunettes and
redheads who succeeded John’s mother after their divorce,
giving them the same kind of gifts he gave to me. He’d tell the
ladies about the years he was a sailor in the South Pacific, even
show them the tattooed anchors on his forearms if they asked.
Lou hasn’t gone to a bar in months now. And now that he’s a
mere ninety-two pounds, he no longer tells jokes.
I baked Lou a meatloaf—without ketchup, just the way he likes it.
I laid the slices of meatloaf beside tiny portions of boiled
potatoes and green beans. “Making the food is half the battle,” I
told John.
We took the food over to his house with great hopes. But when I
placed the aluminum-covered dishes in my father-in-law’s empty
fridge, explaining that all he had to do was throw them in the
microwave, Lou looked like he was going to throw up.

“Dad, you don’t have any more weight to lose,” John said, his
voice sounding like he was being strangled and couldn’t catch his
breath.
***
I know I can’t protect John from what’s happening that events
will unfold regardless. But I want to. As we glide soundlessly over
the freeway, his sorrow sits on the console between us, gathering
strength. Then he suddenly asks, “Were you a virgin when you
were seventeen?”
“No,” I say, surprised at the question and that words are actually
coming out of his mouth.
By seventeen, I was already having steady, predictable sex with
the boy I almost married. I recognize it as the “Who Was the
First Person You Slept With?” game. We’ve played it before, both
still curious about the lovers that came before. John already
knows about the night I drank an entire bottle of whiskey when I
was sixteen and let my older boyfriend strip me of the burden of
virginity, how I was confused about the wet spot on the bed, had
no idea what it was until months later.
“I was a virgin when I was seventeen,” John reminds me. The
statement sounds like a confession: “My name is John and I was
a teenage virgin…”
“She was nineteen,” he continues. “Lisa Carmelino. You know—
she worked at Jack-In-The-Box with me.”
First job, first sex. I’ve heard the story before, but likes hearing it
again, for something new is added in each telling. The catch in
John’s voice makes me think that tonight she’ll hear the real
story.
“Were you nervous?” I ask.
“No, I was ecstatic.”
“Did you see her after that?”

“Just at work.” John leans back in his seat. He swallows, trying to
hold his lips together, but the words spill out in a flow. “I loved
her,” he says mournfully. “But she didn’t love me back.”
I imagine how John must have been then, innocent and hopeful,
the troubled high school years when his parents were going
through a divorce, but when the sun shone brighter and more
excruciating than at any time before or since.
“Who did you sleep with after that?”
“Oh, some girl down the street…Jill…she got engaged to someone
on the football team. But she still invited me to her wedding.”
First loves. Searching back through my own personal inventory
of past sex partners, I can’t think of any I still mourn. The dusty
relics of adolescence have all been sent to the grave of distant
memory.
“She was the prettiest girl in school,” he says.
“Jill?” I ask.
“No, Lisa.”
I should be feeling a twinge of jealousy. But things between us
are way beyond that. I understand that his mind is a jumble of
emotion, that somehow the memory of Lisa Carmelino has
gotten tangled with what’s happening with his dad, perhaps filed
under the Loss category.
We’re almost home. I turn onto our street, and slide the car into
the driveway. John doesn’t seem to notice the car has even
stopped moving. We sit in silence.
John peers out into the darkness, as though he might catch a
glimpse of Lisa Carmelino out there, floating beyond the horizon.
I reach out and hold his hand. In the distance, a dog howls. John
shakes his head a couple of times like he’s trying to clear out the
memories, then abruptly pulls back his hand.
“Ready to go in?” I ask.

John sighs. “Yeah, it’s been a long day.”
Inside, I steer him into the bedroom and he collapses on the bed
without even bothering to undress. I pull off his boots and jeans,
and he lets me. He looks up at the ceiling with haunted eyes. As I
take off my top and unzip my own jeans, he asks, “Becky?”
“What is it?”
“What was it like when your mother died?”
“Seems so long ago, I hardly remember.” I pause, thinking back.
“What I remember most is afterward, when my father cried. He
couldn’t seem to stop. It was the first time I ever saw him cry.”
John’s quite awhile. Then he asks, “Do you think your mom’s in
heaven?”
I shrug out of my bra and panties and toss them in the corner. “I
dunno. I suppose she is, if there is one.” I’m not sure I believe in
heaven. I think when people die, their spirits depart on a long
journey. Maybe they leave behind some sprinkling of atoms and
bits of matter, along with the memories and boxes that hold
artifacts from their lives.
I get under the covers, and ask John, “Coming in?”
I can hear him breathing beside me, but he doesn’t move or
answer, so eventually I turn off the light. Moonbeams fill the
room, and in them float the faces: Lisa Carmelino, still nineteen,
shaking out her hair and laughing; my mother, smiling and
young, like before she got sick. Soon my father-in-law Lou will
join them, become one of the people whose memories fill the
night.
The credits will roll and it will be just us in the audience, waiting
for the house lights to rise so we can quietly file out of the
darkness and rejoin the living.

Lovers and Loners by Jean Ryan
Coffee. That’s all I’ve agreed to. One lean hour at Starbucks.
She’ll want more of course, but I need to hold onto my day. This
is a mission—get in, get out.
I can thank my brother for this. Not that Tanner knew he was
dumping his ex-wife on me, that I’d be haunted with her phone
calls and emails for the last seven months. That I’d become the
prisoner he used to be.
“Why did you ever marry her?” I asked him. “You couldn’t see
she had a problem?”
What he saw, Tanner explained, was a pretty girl who loved every
inch of him. Yes, Daria could be overzealous, and yes, she cried
easily, but these, he thought, were feminine qualities, proof of
her passion and sincerity. He did not see them as problems. A
year into the marriage he knew he’d made a mistake, but it took
him two more years to get away: every time he summoned a
smidgeon of resolve, she saw it coming and took him in her arms,
reminded him of her steadfast love. She’d look up at him, tears
already spilling from her blue doll eyes. Stay, they said. Don’t
leave me. When Daria was nine years old, her mother met a
cattle baron from Costa Rica and wound up moving to his ranch,
leaving her Sacramento home and stunned family behind. Daria
had “abandonment issues,” a condition she readily disclosed—
fair warning for those canny enough to heed it.
That’s life, right? People come and go. I was dumped, too. Twelve
years into our marriage, Russell told me he was gay. “I’ve slept
with men,” he added in a somber voice, as if the term was foreign
and needed explanation. He leveled his earnest gaze at me.
“Safely. I’ve always been safe.”
I hadn’t a clue. Russell was well-groomed, a snappy dresser, but
this did not strike me as evidence. Not until his confession did
the dots start connecting themselves.Of course, I thought,
recalling the biographies in his office: Rock Hudson,
Montgomery Clift, Oscar Wilde; then there was the way he
assessed quality—shirts, furniture, bed sheets—by running his
hand over the fabric, a skill I did not possess; and the way he

loved high heels, the look of my legs when I wore them. My
breasts, which are equally flawless, he ignored.
He fooled me in bed, too. Not that he was ravenous, and certainly
not adventurous (he drew his lines, darn it), but I don’t recall any
performance problems. Little did I know just how good those
performances were.
“Maybe you’re bi,” I said. I wasn’t arguing; I was confused. But
he shook his head slowly, regretfully, and I knew that decisions
had been made without me. I looked at his close-cropped hair,
reddish-brown, tidy as a bird’s breast, and thought how much I
would miss this feature, this daily gift I had lived with so long.
We would remember each other in snapshots, in pieces. He
would miss my legs; I would miss his hair.
Turned out he’d fallen for someone, a planning commissioner
from Thousand Oaks; Russell moved into his house not long
after the divorce was final. I made out well in the settlement
(Russell was generous, as I knew he would be), and I was not
irreparably wounded by his defection. Discovering your spouse is
gay knocks you sideways. At first, you question all your instincts;
you’re not even sure what kind of bread to buy. But then, one
clear November morning, you look through your kitchen window
at the palm fronds flashing in the sun, and you realize all at once
that you are exempt, blameless. There was no battle, there were
no victors. You were not unseated by a better, prettier version of
yourself, but by a soft-spoken, pot-bellied man named Larry,
whom you have actually come to like.
Daria is waiting at a table near the back of the store. When she
sees me her face lights up and she springs from her chair. If she
were a dog, she’d be piddling on the floor, whacking her tail
against the table legs. Immediately she wraps me in a smothering
hug—she’s gained a lot of weight since Tanner left. Funny how
grief whittles some people and bloats others. I lost fifteen pounds
when I found out about Russell, pounds I didn’t need to lose.
Knowing what was good for me, I put them back on, drank
Ensure till it ran out my ears.
“Gina! You look great!” she cries. “How are you?” She talks like
this, punching too many words, another exhausting habit of hers.

“Good,” I say, settling my coat on a chair. She pins me with a
huge helpless smile and I look away, pretend to read the menus
on the wall.
“We don’t have to eat here,” she says. “We can get coffee, then
have a real breakfast. Maybe IHop?” The chances, she knows, are
slim to none, but she leans in hopefully.
“No. I just want a latte and a croissant.” I say this firmly, in a
manner that borders on rudeness—believe me, it’s the only way.
“You want another?” I ask, pointing to her coffee. “A muffin or
something?”
“Just coffee.” With a guilty upward glance, she adds, “My sugar’s
kind of high.” She reaches for her purse and I wave her off.
The line isn’t too bad. I glance over while I’m waiting and see her
sitting there, waiting like a good dog, even though her back is to
me, I see the eagerness, the barely controlled energy. When I
return to the table with our coffees and an almond croissant, she
beams at me and, as if there’s no time to lose, immediately starts
talking.
“I took your advice. I joined that writers’ group. We meet once a
month.”
“Good for you. How many members?”
Daria pauses, purses her little red lips. “Thirty? About half of
them are men.” She grins, her shoulders squeezing together like
a child’s. These are better odds than she encountered in the
birders’ group. It was my idea that she join a club instead of
wasting any more time on online dating sites. Her profile, posted
on Match, eHarmony and OkCupid, had chummed up only two
prospects: one man collected large dolls and would not eat sitting
down; the other was looking for a woman to share his
underground survivalist fortress in rural Utah.
“A lot of them are, you know, older, but that’s okay. I don’t mind
that.” And she goes on at length about the people in the group
and which ones she finds interesting, and then she mentions that
most of the men want to write their memoirs while the women

want to write stories. That figures, I think. Men want to plant a
flag, make solid their existence. Woman prefer alternatives:
places they didn’t see, people they might have been.
I bite into my croissant and it surrenders in my mouth, melts
into what it’s made of. I have the constitution of a musk ox and
could eat these bundles of butter three times a day without harm.
My body, that’s where all the luck went, my legs and bust and
bulletproof blood. My face is where the compromises came in, as
if God had spent too much on the framework and had to cut
corners on the facade. I have a long nose, and my eyes, though
large, are not lovely. Euphemistically you might say I have an
aristocratic face, a face you might, over time, find some value in.
On the street, you wouldn’t give me a second look.
“We have homework,” Daria says. “We’re supposed to write for
twenty minutes without stopping or changing anything.”
“Freewriting,” I say, picking up my coffee. “Silences the inner
critic.”
She cocks her head, smiles admiringly. “How do you know these
things?”
“I took a class in college. So have you tried it?”
She shakes her head. “Not yet. Maybe tonight.”
“Does it interest you? The class, I mean. Do you like to write?” I
want to stay with this topic, to talk about anything other than her
failed marriage. For weeks, Tanner is all we talked about, even
though all I ever did was bounce her queries back at her. Tanner
had never been one to share his feelings, I told her, but she
would not give up. Each time we spoke, she’d ask the same
questions, as if with just a little more effort I might remember
something valuable. Why had he left? Had he say anything to
me? Did I think there was a chance they would get back
together? Had he fallen out of love? What she wanted was
confirmation, something her fears could feed on. She wanted me
to look straight at her and break her broken heart: Daria, you
are too much. You are quicksand.

It’s a shame too, because otherwise she is fine. Otherwise, she is
a nice person who works in a dental office and pays her bills and
takes cares of her things. Every year she does charity walks and
seems genuinely happy for other people and their
accomplishments, and while she doesn’t aim very high, she is not
stupid. I sometimes wonder what she might have been were it
not for this affliction.
Daria lifts her coffee, and I notice her puffy fingers and perfect
nails. Nice fingernails impress me, especially on someone so
flimsy—I bite mine. There is still a white line where her wedding
band was; only recently, at my suggestion, did she surrender the
stubborn squatter. I don’t know if she was wearing it out of
defiance or hope, but I reminded her that it might be a problem
for would-be suitors.
She used to keep a diary, Daria tells me. She hopes this class will
get her inspired. I nod encouragement, tell her that recording her
thoughts each day might be useful, might help her make sense of
things.
“Do you?” she asks.
“No,” I admit. “But I should.” And I mean this. Written accounts
have value beyond measure—look at our desperate efforts to
translate ancient tablets. I have a fear that one day when I am
old, I will look for clues to my youth and find an empty vault.
Photos only tantalize, they never yield enough.
There is a small commotion at the table next to us as three
people and one guide dog settle in. The dog, a harnessed golden
retriever, assumes his post beside the chair of his owner, a
woman with red hair and crimped eyes. They are accompanied
by an older man with a handlebar mustache and a lanky teenage
boy. The boy immediately refers to his cellphone; the man looks
over at me and smiles lightly, a courtesy I return. The woman is
young—in her twenties, I’d guess—and I wonder if she’s ever
seen anything at all, and then I wonder, like I always do, which
would be worse: blind from birth or blind from a later date. I
smile at her regardless, letting the goodwill fall where it may.
Daria looks up from the dog. “I wish you could pet them,” she
says. “I want to. It’s kind of unfair to the dog, don’t you think,
that no one can touch it?”

This is what I mean about Daria: she’s a caring sort. One minute
I’m clawing to get away from her, and the next minute I’m feeling
bad about it, the same bind my brother was in.
I regard the dog who returns my gaze without interest. “I
wouldn’t worry, “I say. “I’m betting that dog gets plenty of love.”
“Do you still have that hamster?” Daria asks.
“Hedgehog. Yes. It’s a girl, by the way.”
“How do you know?”
“You put them in a glass dish and look at them from below. The
males have a big belly button—only it’s not a belly button.” This
is the only way to sex a hedgehog. They are very private animals
and will clamp themselves into a ball if you try to examine their
undersides. I learned about the Pyrex trick on the Internet.
“What are you going to do with it?”
“I’m keeping her. I call her Garbo,” I add with a grin. “She prefers
her own company.”
Daria gives me a puzzled look. “What does Garbo mean?”
“Greta Garbo?” Daria’s expression does not change. “She was an
actress,” I explain. “A famous one. She became a recluse.” Daria
is only ten years younger than me and has lived in Studio City
since she was twelve, and while you might think she’d know who
Greta Garbo was, I’m not surprised she doesn’t. Some people live
that way, immune to the periphery.
Daria nods with polite disinterest, and then says, “Isn’t it weird,
the way that guy just left?”
I give a gust of contempt. “I’d call it monstrous.” What sort of
creep abandons an animal, leaves it for the janitors to deal with?
This guy, Adam Starkey, lived in the unit right across from mine.
He was a real spook, never talked to anyone. About a month ago,
I was on my way to the parking lot and saw a couple young men
from the Pasadena Cleaning Service pulling furniture out of his
condo. Tom Chase, one of the managers, was there and told me

that Starkey had left him a voicemail the night before, said he
wouldn’t be back and they could take what they wanted. “Look at
that,” Tom said, pointing to a badly stained recliner with a
wretched cage on top of it. “There’s some kind of animal in there.
You want it?”
As you can imagine, Garbo wasn’t doing very well. She was
sluggish and her eyes were running, and she wasn’t breathing
right. I called a couple vets, who offered to euthanize her for free,
but I couldn’t do that. And I didn’t want to risk a Craig’s List ad,
fearing she’d wind up in some awful place filled with screaming
kids and nosey dogs. So I took her in, bought her a nice new cage,
the biggest I could find (the one she was in was filthy and too
small—the poor thing had been more hostage than pet). Of
course I had to read up on hedgehogs, had to find out in a hurry
what they need; hedgehogs aren’t like hamsters; they aren’t like
anything. After she had stopped panting and was moving around
again, I lifted her from her cage one morning to get better
acquainted. Right away she clamped up, her spiny back tickling
my palm, and peered at me, her clawed paws tucked under her
cheeks, her nose faintly twitching. Hedgehogs have poor vision,
and I don’t know what she saw, my features or just a blur. She
seemed calm, maybe resigned. All I could fathom in those dark
bright eyes was bewilderment, as if she were amazed to find
herself back from the brink. I had a hard time believing it myself.
I own a sweet shop; I make cupcakes for a living. Who knew I
could be useful?
I tell Daria about Garbo’s recovery, what measures I had to take:
the ceramic space heater I had to buy, the special bedding; how I
had to handle her each day so she would start to trust me.
“What do hedgehogs do?” asks Daria. “Why do people keep
them?”
I don’t know. Why do people keep anything? I finish chewing and
say, “Company, I guess.”
“Are they like cats? Do they sleep in your lap?”
I shake my head. “Garbo sleeps in her igloo. I bought her all new
stuff: cage, igloo, water bottle, food bowl.” I pause, notice Daria’s
rapt expression. This is another feature you have to admire, the
keen way she listens; not a lot of people give you that.

“And an exercise wheel,” I add. “She didn’t have one. I hear her
at night, spinning away—they can go ten miles at a time.”
Daria grins. “I wish I liked to exercise that much.”
“Me too.” I sweep the fallen flakes of croissant into my hand and
dump them into my empty coffee cup. “Nobody knows why
rodents love those wheels. If you put one out in a field, the wild
mice will start using it.”
“That’s amazing,” Daria murmurs.
“When she’s not on the wheel, she’s either sleeping or
rummaging around her cage, snorting like a little pig, looking for
food. I give her cat food, a few veggies—peas, grapes. Sometimes
I drop in a bug.” Which is what she’d be eating, bugs and worms,
if she were where she belongs. With a hedgehog, with anything in
a cage, you do the best you can; you try not to think about the
natural order of things. I live in a huge hive of apartments in east
L.A., buzzing in and out like everyone else under the mantle of
smog our cars create. There’s nothing natural about our lives
either.
My hand is in my lap, and even though I am sly as I can be about
checking the time, Daria knows I just looked at my watch. Her
eyes widen; even her hair goes on alert. Once again, I am struck
by how much she looks like a doll: the springy coils of blonde
hair, the apple cheeks, the red triangle of lips, those odd blue
eyes that seem lit from behind.
Daria sits back, strategizes. Our hour is nearly up, and this is the
point she will start to toss roadblocks my way, grabbing anything
she can find. Her face brightens when she remembers my job.
“How’s the cupcake business?”
“Good. I’m doing a wedding in the Palisades next week. They’ve
ordered five hundred minis. Yellow rose frosting with a small
purple rose on the side.” My business is called Cupcakes At Your
Door. I started it six years ago with two women I met in
Starbucks. The first couple years we barely broke even, trying to
figure it all out, but now we’re turning jobs down. With all the
bad press about wheat and sugar, you’d think the phone would

stop ringing, but no. People will always allow for fun, and that’s
pretty much what cupcakes stand for. Someone told me once that
beer, candy and flowers are the three inviolable commodities;
you can add cupcakes to that list.
Daria shakes her head, sighs deeply. “Oh I wish I could eat
cupcakes. I’m not supposed to.” She frowns. “I can have the
sugar-free version, but they don’t taste the same.”
“No they don’t.” I say. “That’s why we don’t offer them.” I
thought we should at one point, but when I learned that
sucralose was discovered while someone was doing pesticide
research, I shelved the idea.
This has actually been a painless hour, even pleasant. I’m glad we
had the writers’ group to talk about, and Garbo. I even have hope
that Daria is finally spreading her wings, but just as I’m lifting
my purse from the back of the chair, cueing my departure, she
asks in a quaking voice if I’ve seen Tanner. Damnit.
“Not lately,” I say brightly, opening my purse and peering into it
to avoid Daria’s eyes. “He’s pretty busy.”
Tanner works in construction. He has the effortless kind of
physique that comes from hard labor, the sort of body you’d see
on a Chippendale dancer. If he’s the least bit aware of it, you’d
never know; naturally women swarm him. For a long time he
wasn’t dating anyone, but last night when he came for dinner he
told me about Mona, a veterinarian he’s been seeing. “Sounds
serious,” I said. He took a pull from his beer, gave a shrug. “I like
her.” I hope Mona doesn’t expect too much: Tanner says he’s
never going to get married again and I accept this as the truth.
When I look back up at Daria, her eyes are brimming over with
tears, as I imagined they would be, and I see that any progress
she has made would fit inside an electron. I don’t say anything,
for there is nothing new to say. In a moment, she will stop and
wipe her eyes and tell me she’s okay, and I will pretend to believe
her. This time she surprises me.
“It was easier for you,” Daria says, a tear spilling down each
cheek. “Russell left you for someone else; he left you for a

reason.” She pauses, pulls a Kleenex from her purse. “Tanner
just left.”
I had no idea she had made this distinction, was using it as an
argument against herself. Why didn’t I see that? If there’s blame
to be assigned, Daria will raise her hand every time.
“Tanner doesn’t know what he wants,” I counter, defending my
brother with a lie. “And by the way, there was nothing easy
about my divorce—hell, I drove my husband to another gender.”
Daria reaches out and squeezes me arm. “I’m sorry. I really am. I
know it must have been hard. I don’t know why I said that.”
“The point is,” I say, more gently, “I was wrong. What happened
to Russell had nothing to do with me, and it’s the same with
Tanner.” She has stopped crying and is examining my face so
closely that all I can think of is a big yellow dog, ears lifted,
waiting for a bacon treat. She wants clues, hunches; she’ll take
whatever nuggets I give her.
“His leaving? That was all him, Daria. He’s confused. He’s just
drifting now.” I hate to say this, knowing how she will construe
it, the phony hope it will bring, but I can’t think of anything else
to say and I really need to go. One day I might have enough time
and nerve to tell Daria the truth that Tanner left because he
couldn’t breathe, but now I just need to free myself.
As always, she throws herself in front of me, blocks the exits. Do
I want to check out the new health food store with her? What
about the Getty—the gardens, she heard, are glorious now. “No
can do,” I tell her, getting to my feet. “Next time.” The blind
woman tilts her head our way; she knows what’s going on.
Daria enfolds me in a hug so long and hard you’d think I was
dying. I pat her broad back and tell her we’ll talk soon, and she
gives me a quivery smile, says she’ll call next week, and then I am
on the outside, the world opening up around me.
I hope Daria finds someone in her writing group, maybe some
older man who needs that kind of attention. It occurs to me then
that Daria might make an excellent nurse, fussing and cooing,
listening at length. She has that kind of patience.

At any rate, it’s the only way she’ll get over my brother, which is
true of most people— exes sit on blocks in the driveway until a
new love hauls them off.
It was different for me. Oh, I looked around, went on some dates,
even slept with one of my supply reps a few times, but we didn’t
start any fires. It’s been ages since I went down that road, and
honestly? I just don’t have the interest. Romance is something I
seem to live fine without. We don’t all come in pairs.
Take Garbo. One of the first things I wanted to do was buy her a
buddy. The idea of her living alone for the five or six years she
has, never seeing another hedgehog, pained me. I thought a nice
female companion would be perfect, would at least not be
jumping her every minute (maybe). Fortunately, I did my
research first.
Hedgehogs live alone, crossing paths rarely and only long enough
to mate. No matter what combination, two hedgehogs in the
same cage will begrudge each other, often battling to the death;
at the very least, there will be food fights, wheel wars.
Sometimes at night when I hear Garbo spinning, I come into the
room and watch. She doesn’t pause to look at me, doesn’t care
I’m watching. This is her time and she can’t give it up.
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by Brad Garber

Non-Fiction
What I Would have Preferred by Terry Barr
What I Got for my 46th Birthday by Donald Mitchell

What I Would Have Preferred by Terry Barr
I’m following him down Henley Drive, at a distance. He doesn’t
see me, and I think he must be out for exercise since he’s wearing
a gray warm-up suit and white Rockport shoes. He’s waiting at
the traffic light, clenching his fists, releasing. Clenching,
releasing. He’s colored his hair, too. Shoeshine brown, I call it,
covering his former silver-gray.
He doesn’t see me, never sees me before he picks up his pace and
enters his jog. I have class in a building down the other way, so I
leave him now. I prefer he not see me, but only because I’ve
disappointed him. I could have chosen to spend the next year
under him, but I didn’t. He had been kind, supportive, even
enthusiastic in his way.
“Such excellent work,” he had remarked. “Beautiful insights and
so very well written.”
I haven’t chosen him to direct my dissertation, which means I
haven’t chose his period as the one that will define my career.
Which means that I have told this man that I don’t prefer him;
that I prefer something else. Someone else. I didn’t know then, so
early in my academic career, that I could let someone down. Let a
professor down.
I was naïve. I didn’t know anything about the grudges one might
hold, the consequences one might pursue to avenge another’s
freedom of choice.
He had directed me through a Melville seminar; then he had
agreed to mentor my independent study on the Marxist influence
of Melville’s short fiction, an idea I had borrowed, with
permission, from one of my grad school friends. She said she
didn’t plan on pursuing the subject, that I was completely free to
develop it. She had been in the original seminar, too, and when
he first suggested that I pursue this Marxist line of inquiry, I
hesitated. I told myself that my professor knew my friend was the
smart one, the one who thought the hardest about Marx and
Melville, the one with the most original mind in class.
The one who was the avowed Communist.

But of course, he didn’t know. He never looked at us that hard,
never considered that after the seminar was over each afternoon,
she and I continued talking through Melville’s fiction, that she
showed me how stories like “The Paradise of Bachelors, and the
Tartarus of Maids,” indicted capitalist excess.
How “Bartleby, the Scrivener” is truly “A Story of Wall Street.”
So with my professor’s approval and encouragement, I was the
one who examined the criticism, the one who labored over a
summer, writing, and finally submitting a fifty-page essay to him.
The one who received an “A+” for his work.
The one he recommended to another professor to lecture an
undergraduate American Literature course on the Marxist
perspective of “Bartleby.”
The one he groomed.
In that class of juniors and seniors, I gave my fellow student
credit for bringing the idea to my notice. I told her this, too,
completely after the fact, but she said that my actions were
unnecessary, my work beyond reproach. She was “charmed,” she
said, but at that time, we were in love. We did what lovers do.
We took from each other freely, until her marriage, which she
told me was supposed to be ending, didn’t. And so both she and
her husband moved four states away. I wrote a love letter to her
that same summer, a letter that she had her husband open and
read to her.
She called me to tell me what happened. Her husband, she said,
told her that I “must really love her.”
Sometimes all it takes is one thoughtless moment to kill a love.
Of course, in this affair there were several such moments. I know
her marriage eventually ended anyway, and maybe it was
because of my letter, or maybe it was that that one slip of paper
simply catalyzed what had only temporarily stalled.
And in the end, I chose not to feel guilty, at least not for long,
over how I had cheated, and why.

What I didn’t choose, of course, was to remember it all.
After that summer and my independent study, I felt done with
Melville too. I didn’t want to specialize in him, or any
19th Century literary master. I didn’t want to be forever tied to
whaling vessels or scrivening clerks, or Marxist doctrine. I felt
more drawn to Modern Literature—the 18-hour odyssey of a
Dublin Jew, say, or how the flaw in one man’s “design”
devastated a 100-acre parcel of land, not to mention an entire
dynastic line.
I was especially drawn to Film Studies, the excesses of Hitchcock,
the nuances of Truffaut. And so I chose to focus on the work of a
screenwriter/dramatist Horton Foote for my dissertation, which
also meant that I chose our department’s Film Studies expert to
direct my study. But feeling remorseful and believing that he’d
appreciate the gesture, that it would still be an honor to him, I
asked my Melville professor to serve on my dissertation
committee. Though he readily agreed, he also sent me a note:
“I’m very disappointed that you won’t be not Melville scholarship
as your life’s work. You have such a gift for understanding him.”
To me, though it was a clear and easy preference. You choose
what you love, let go of what you’re no longer passionate about.
And from the minute I learned I could study and one day teach
Film Studies, I knew I had found my passion just as I had known
the second I started reading Faulkner that he would always be
my favorite American author. I knew Mississippi (or at least
Alabama), but what did I know about customs houses, or the
sea?
I hate disappointing people, especially people I care about. And I
did care about my Melville professor in a way I didn’t about my
graduate level Faulkner professor whose enormous ego caused
our Faulkner seminar to focus solely on what the professor
thought about any subject, particularly about Miss O’Connor and
Miss Welty, whom, unlike Faulkner, he had known personally.
That I made A+ in my Melville work and B+ in my Faulkner work
still amazes me, still seems impossible. But as my fellow grad
school friends instructed, don’t take the course because of the
subject. Take it because of the professor. I didn’t listen about the
Faulkner seminar. But with Melville, well, we all took a chance

there since our professor was new to the department, though he
was in late middle age when he arrived. During the seminar, he
kept trying to direct the conversation to Melville’s religious
themes, but we kept insisting that politics was the key. And to his
credit, our professor finally got out of the way of this ship and let
us steer, venturing on board from time to time to add his own
insights, or to affirm ours.
In a graduate school seminar, aren’t students supposed to lead?
My Faulkner professor assigned us essays to write that we then
had to read to the class—four to five such readings per week. I’m
not sure what we learned or who paid attention. But hearing four
to five papers read aloud in a 3-hour night class isn’t the model
for learning some surely think it is.
So I admired my Melville professor for seeing the current of his
own history and choosing, preferring, to ride it rather than some
other, more diminished wave—a wave only he could see.
Which made it both easier and harder to bear his
disappointment in me, but to believe that whatever the case, he
would prove an insightful and attentive reader of my
dissertation.
Maybe he was, too. However, at one point after I had turned in a
completed draft (some committee members want to read chapter
by chapter; others want to read only the completed draft, and my
Melville prof was in the latter group), two months went by and
he still hadn’t responded. My director promised he would see
what he could do to encourage this professor to get his feedback
to me. This only mattered because as the weeks passed, as one
semester moved into another, my degree and any future job
depended on my finishing, and the university would extend my
assistantship only so long.
One day I walked into the faculty/grad school mailroom, and
without too much surreptitiousness, discovered a large sheaf of
paper lying in my director’s box. No one was near. So not
considering any consequence, I violated personal space and took
the packet out.
My draft with notes from my Melville professor:

“The prose is all wrong, too convoluted, too murky, too
indecipherable. What does Emerson say? ‘Simplify, simplify!’ All
of this must be rewritten if I’m to approve it.”
The Emerson part at least, I remember verbatim; the tone I
recognized as severe.
I put the packet back in my director’s box and slunk off to my
own cubicle to wonder what this meant. To consider how bad
this rejection was.
A day later, my director called me into his office. You may think
not, but I say it was to his credit that he had removed the other
professor’s page of comments first. He handed me back my draft
and told me that this man liked my draft but thought I needed to
clean up the prose just a bit.
“Try to make each sentence reflect one idea, Terry. No big deal,
and then you’ll be fine.”
I honestly don’t remember these words and so they’re just a
paraphrase, an impression. Because I knew the true depth of the
criticism, yet I also understood that my director was doing his
job: shielding me from what he surely knew would be devastating
criticism. I never told him I knew differently, of course. I never
admitted that I had raided his box, looked at what was and
wasn’t for me. I chose in that moment to listen to my director, to
do as he advised.
But it did occur to me then, and it has clearly stayed with me for
all these years, that when I wrote my study of Melville, my
professor never said a word about my prose, my style. An A+
with no suggested corrections means something, doesn’t it?
It took more weeks, more revision, more criticism, but eventually
I pleased my critic enough to approve my work. He agreed that I
could move on to the working world of professors and their
students—those who prefer to take literature courses, and those
who do so anyway. I got a tenure-track job: one I’m still in after
almost thirty years. I teach Film and American Culture,
20th Century American literature.
But since year three, no Melville.

I used to teach “Bartleby” in freshman lit, but I chose to give it
up, preferring to remember it fondly and well, but not to go on
discussing Bartleby’s virtues and seeming whims to my students.
Not after the letter, I received one day from another grad school
professor I knew.
A killing letter
*****

“You might want to know,” the letter began, “that in the latest
issue of 19th Century Studies in American Literature, there is an
article by Professor ________. The article concerns the Marxist
implications of Melville’s short fiction. Didn’t you write an
extensive study of this subject once? You might want to look into
this.”
I remember sitting in my office that day, reading and rereading
this letter. You always hear of such things, professors stealing a
student’s work. I had known of another case. A professor I had
admired lost her job because the student she had plagiarized
actually found his article with her name on it in a refereed
journal. I think she landed at a community college teaching intro.
Lost her tenure, her stature. The student had no compunction
about standing for his rights, exposing her, punishing her, as he
should have, I guess.
Isn’t that what I had to do too?
Our campus research librarian located the journal, and so I read
Professor _______’s article. While he did add his own religious
interpretations to “Bartleby” and “Benito Cereno,” (and I had to
admire his doggedness anyway), it was primarily a Marxist
analysis. And if I didn’t recognize my own words, these were the
works I researched, the stories I wrote long and hard about over
that summer a few years back. I had never tried to publish my
work, didn’t even consider it. I wouldn’t have known where to
send such prose and though I got an A+, I didn’t see that my
work was really that important, because I never proved that
Melville read any Marx, much less believed it. There was his
“Dollars Damn Me,” letter to Hawthorne in which he lamented

his plight at being unable to make a living writing what he
wanted. To make money he had to give the public more ripping
yarns of the sea like Typee andOmoo.
Instead, he gave us Moby Dick.
And I don’t know about you, but when I read Moby Dick, the one
word I didn’t think of was “ripping.” So Melville died a customs
clerk, and it was decades before we recognized the artist in him.
The best I could say about his Marxist influence was that Marx
was in The New York Herald often during Melville’s working
years. He could have read of this new philosophy and most likely
did. But as I say, back when I was researching the story, I could
find no proof.
And, as my professor noted then, without proof, my essay would
most likely never be published.
Nor did my professor’s published article establish proof either.
But he was respected in literary circles, had won awards for
earlier books. His word was strong and it was good.
His sentences, quite simple.
And I wondered: “Why does he need my work?”
So I decided to ask him.
And I chose to do so through another letter of my own.
“Do you remember an essay I once wrote…?”
“Yes, I do seem to remember something….”
I didn’t make a copy of my letter, and long ago I discarded his.
He never actually admitted to anything. Still, he remembered….
A few months later I received the newsletter from my grad school
English Department. Was I surprised to discover that Professor
_______ had suffered a massive heart attack? Had my letter
caused it? Was it his guilty conscience, or the preexisting
condition: the one that caused him to take his noon day walks,

clenching and unclenching his fists keeping time to some inner
drummer, pursuing some inner academic demon?
Preference or determination?
Dollars damn me.
Publish or perish.
Call me Bartleby.
*****
Professor ______ died in 2001. He never fully recovered his
health after that attack, the one from his heart, the one from me.
I Googled him not too long ago. His published works appeared
instantly: three books on various figures in American Literature,
none of these Herman Melville. And then I did a quick search for
articles about Melville and Marx. I found nothing by my
professor, but I admit that I didn’t look long or very deep. “Let
the dead bury the dead, Mr. Finch,” goes a line from a favorite
film. So be it.
And that was the course I pursued. After his one letter to me, I
never wrote him back. I never said “That’s OK,” or “I
understand,” or “Give me some credit.” Of course, I would have
preferred an apology, an admission of the truth.
Despite it all, I wonder now what might have happened to me,
where I might now be, had I pursued the calling he laid out for
me; had I agreed to work even more closely under him. Would I
have ended up borrowing his words, instead of he, mine? Would
my name be known for what I really think, or for what I was told
to think? And would my thoughts have stayed simpler, clearer?
Shorter and with a decided preference for the unambiguous.
For the prestige, instead of the art?

What I Got for My 46th Birthday by Donald Mitchell
One thing. It was buried under the gravel and dirt in front of the
Old Kitchen, the outbuilding where my Scottish greatgrandmother boiled spuds and baked silver salmon for my Irish
great-grandfather. It was just lying there beneath the surface
and happened to work itself up enough for me to knock my boot
toe against it. I was surprised as hell that I’d never stumbled on
it like that before because I’ve done a lot of pawing and kicking
around in that area, looking for scrap metal to pay off gambling
debts, cleaning up debris from my father’s lifetime of hoarding,
and because it really is a good-sized chunk of something
unavoidably real. I pried it out of the earth and saw that it was
an old splitting wedge caked with mud and crusty with brown
rust; I scoured it clean with a file, steel bristles and steel wool,
buffed it down to the pitted black and gray metal. It’s about as
dense and nearly as dark as the Luther bible, but it isn’t bibleshaped—it’s shaped more like an upper incisor, as if it was the
blackened tooth of some Norse giant. I weighed it, though: it’s a
very righteous seven pounds.
The old tool has seen some use: the splitting end is chipped and
warped somewhat but still surprisingly sharp, and the
hammering end is mushroomed out from constant beatings,
though it rather looks as if it has melted back from the force of
intense heat. Actually, only one side is squashed out, the other
curl of metal has broken away in pieces—like it was just nibbled
off by something. Both flat faces of the wedge have been gouged
and eaten at by air and water and time but on one of the faces,
there are letters stamped: AGLE. It’s a word or name obviously,
though, because of the weathering of the metal, it could be just
a part of a word or name, but it doesn’t look that way. It looks
like it’s always meant to say what it says. I couldn’t find a brand
name match for it online—no manufacturer named AGLE or
anything even close. Maybe EAGLE or ANGLE, the search
engine recommended, but it doesn’t look like there was ever an E
in front of the word and it seems too old to have such a name
as EAGLE—I’m not sure why I say that. Maybe because it comes
from a time when tools were named after men and man-made
things, not forces of nature. Forces of nature were what these
tools were trying to subdue. Anyway, there’s certainly no L
for ANGLE so maybe it’s a new word, or rather an old, forgotten
word. The whole slab of iron is like an old, forgotten word or

name that used to carry weight, used to encourage work that
meant something—maybe everything.
Today, on my birthday, I decide to put it back to use. I begin
splitting off planks from the huge butt of a cedar tree our logger
left behind while felling and yarding out some of our woods. I
don’t know what I’m going to do with these thick planks but I like
the way the old wedge jumps into the grain as if it hasn’t missed
a day of work. I like the way the cedar makes that deep cracking
sound as if the world is opening up and I like how the iron rings
and how tiny sparks singe the humid air just above the forest
floor. Splitting out a plank of cedar is little like stepping onto a
secret escalator: only one-step and off you go to a level you didn’t
expect. The cedar opens up at any point on the grain like a hatch
or a door—a door that hasn’t opened in a thousand years maybe
but a real, opening door nonetheless. And there’s another door
beyond the door, of course. Another door to open. Another step
to take if you want to. And behind every door there is that
smell. Some people say they love the smell of western red-cedar
but I can’t say that. I breathed in too much of it as a child and I
associated it with hard, cold, dirty, wet, itchy work, work that
was always getting in the way of my constant daydreaming. It’s a
smell with a message too: it says, You don’t belong here, kid. It’s
the whole forest, the whole landscape, maybe existence itself
saying that, but I’ve never been able to dream big enough to
come up with anything else than being here. So I’ve learned to
resist the smell and what it has to say. The smell of cedar is the
smell of resistance—there’s a fire in the grain refusing to burn.
This wedge was forged to relieve that fire. And maybe I can say
this now because no one will care to refute it: this wedge was
made for me, for my birthday, so I can bang and bang away at it,
knocking out giant plank after giant plank of smoldering
cedar. And it was made for me just so I can stare at its cold
darkness with those darker and colder pits and scars, feel its
gravity and wonder how so many of its meteoric brothers endure
the radiations and vacuums of space to fall in a blaze from there
to here every day. Yes, there’s something alien about the metal,
about the shape. It’s a symbol for something unknowable. It
opens up something in me—a desire, I suppose—a desire to
persist in a universe that I’ve no earthly or unearthly right to
survive.

I still wonder about the meaning of that word or name
AGLE. Now it doesn’t seem to fit this raw force, this inscrutable
thing. Great grandpa might have known the word and why it was
stamped there, though just as likely he did not. For him the
wedge was probably just a good tool for making firewood or
shakes and shingles for his roofs or for hewing out those long
fluted gutters to channel water for his milk cows and garden. For
him it was about making a home, a place in the wilderness. I
suppose he didn’t have time to wonder about such things.
I don’t have a lot of time either but I wonder anyway. I make my
investigations. Apparently, there’s a little village in Norway
called Agle. Yeah, it’s in the municipality of Snåsa in NordTrøndelag County, setting on glacier-rent rock, tucked in
between tracts of spruce and pine. It seems as good a place as
any to forge a splitting wedge but, you know, I’d rather imagine it
being found there instead, discovered a century or two ago at the
brittle edge of a nearby glacier, held by the ice—no one knew for
how long—no one knew how it got there. Deemed heterodox by
the local priest, it was saved by the blacksmith who studied it and
marveled at the quality of iron, a composition he’d never seen
before, and out of pride and covetousness and sheer
rebelliousness, he stamped the village name on it. He kept it to
himself awhile but then times got harder than usual and he
loaned it out and the locals hammered and hammered away at it,
making it bite through the ice-hardened grain and knots of the
local wood. Somehow, sometime it slipped away from the
village, following some pure grain that did not end, that just kept
splitting and splitting, opening and opening for miles and years,
through rings radiating out into infinity. And at the end of that
grain, the wedge found itself here, in the valley of western redcedars. Maybe here it found a kinship with the fieriness of that
wood.
I’ve heard that there’s a fiery, burnt smell to outer space—the
afterbirth odor of stars, they say. Maybe the smoldering of cedar
is mnemonic for the wedge. Maybe it’s a whiff of its cosmic soul
food. And maybe that’s the only reason I find myself splitting
out these planks: I’m tending to the least need of an exiled and
homesick traveler. Well, I can think of worse things to do, and to
receive, on my 46th birthday.
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Garden Key by Bob Meszaros
Garden Key
Lizards, the color of gray tree trunks,
fan their blood-red throats to feed and breed.
Yellow sea planes, big with water, brick,
and mortar, bank and circle masons
and uniformed park rangers.
There are no turtles left on Garden Key
where barracuda, transparent green
and thin as sticks, patrol the moat
around six million hand-made bricks.
Inside Fort Jefferson, tourists in short pants
and bathing suits search the parapets for guns
and ammunition; white egrets bivouac on the
parade ground lawn.
But the guns are gone,
their wrought iron shutters rusted open by the rain
and sun.
From red brick ceilings water slowly
drips and hardens into blue-green stone.
Like flightless birds
the tourists climb and circle. The past
is what they’ve come to see.
Below them they can hear
the black slaves building prison and safe haven
for Doctor Mudd and Edmund Spangler. *
On Bush Key, a half-a-mile away,
a hundred thousand sooty turns are nesting
on coral reef and sand, their yearlong landless flight
suspended,
their future planted on this touch
of land.
*After Lincoln’s assassination Doctor Mudd and Edmund
Spangler were imprisoned in Fort Jefferson on Garden Key.

One Hundred Eleven by Jessica Lawrence
One-Hundred and Eleven
She is brown eyes that are not mine
and tangled brown hair,
She will have children, and a cat named Lacey.
She is going to live to be one-hundred and eleven; at her age
thirty
she will hold my hand as I die.
She is a pair of jeans from the thrift market that fit perfectly, the
first time.
She won’t know why she loves the cat’s name,
but I will. She wanted to be called Lacey
when she was three years old,
after a cartoon character she loved
who was a young princess, with eleven sisters.
She is an exaggerated laugh, and a head thrown back to see sunlit
leaves.
She was life inside of my life,
sucking her thumb from then until now –
until that boy threw a rock at her and called her a baby.
She was, is, and will be herself changed, glory, and mistakemaking.
She was a photo contest winner – “Baby of the Week” and “Best
Beach Photo.”
She is a Halloween pail held by a dreamer who is dressed like a
star.
She was a birthday cake and a downpour of hailstone.
She will write one-hundred and eleven grocery lists in cursive
and brush
her own little girl’s tangled brown hair.

She is a messy bed. She is a messy bedroom.
The nurses said they’d never seen a baby born with so much hair.
She is a running happiness at summer dusk.
She will work in an office, and drive a car,
and listen to music, and sing.
She will be a friend, an enemy, a mother, and a wife.
Her little girl will have my green eyes,
so I will live forever.
She is her future and my past for longing. She is the day
stretched as tight as it will go.
She is.

George Bacovia on a Saturday Afternoon in October
by John Michael Flynn
George Bacovia On A Saturday In October
Cobbling together a poem he walks Cluj Napoca
in weak tie, fogged spectacles and sneezing
he runs iambs through his head
to celebrate his fondness for this city’s
stony smoky sepulchral breezes.
Muttering leaves shred him into tatters.
He remembers the war,
its vespers and moves in ashen light,
the blood of the dead running a shadow
up one sleeve of his coat.
He feels a survivor’s weariness,
bleak, heavy, as if his body were full of sand.
If there is a God
will He ever reveal a promise of man unchained,
all wars, recriminations, poverty ceasing?
Blood-wounds expand,
seep into the halls of forgotten rooms
his notion of a quiet little sanctuary
where he’ll have peace and candlelight
indebted to the sure wooden unease of human solitude.
Always alone it seems,
indulging in self-immolation,
memories of salvation and ruin,
daylight solemnly deepening the lines in his hands.
To live as a witness,
to caress the sublime –
he’s not done.
There’s stillness yet amidst the lindens.

We Invented the Treadmill Before We Knew It Was the Treadmill
by Colby McAdams

We Invented the Treadmill Before We Knew It Was the Treadmill
I want someone to tell me I’m pretty
so I can go home already.
Sweat clings to the dimple on my chin,
…there is nothing redeeming in the way my cheeks sag with the alcohol
but everyone
looks like our faces have been smeared by a thumb.
The certain death of the night spirals down
like dropping a coin in the charity funnel at the mall
then sticking around to watch it disappear…I don’t know why
I smash lipstick on a beard real hasty; like
latch on to something so I don’t have to funnel
out into the darkness alone.
Get fucked or walk home rejected
Or
Get fucked then walk home rejected.
My bed is so small.
Most nights I carve a canyon for my legs
against the cool glass of rum bottles
that clink against each other like oh, you again
I just want someone
to tell me I am good at something so I can go back to sleep.
Repositioning sweat until I forget it is sweat,
I do not sleep, I float.
I do not sweat, I exclaim.
You called her because you are lonely you called her because you are
lonely
Turn on the dilapidated fan
on the bedside stand and let it run all nightOld appliances do not fall asleep,
but they are like people because they fight until they burn.
Most nights I wonder if it will finally catch fire.
Everything in this bed is so flammable.
I light a candle near my tapestryAccidents,
Accidents are really the most wonderful thing.

Whiteout by Larry Eby
Whiteout
My father and I pitchfork loose hay into piles in the barn with the
dark snow falling on the horizon on approach—we are quick. We
move around the farmland with blue tarpaulin, covering as much
as we can. The trailers, the bales of hay stacked near the pasture.
The horses running along side us. From there, we insulate the
pipes. Styrofoam, duct tape, and we wrap the pipes to their
spigots tightly. Our orange trees begin to sway and drop their
fruit. We look out from our kitchen window and watch the snow
clutch at the ground.
The sun goes out. The electricity goes out. We are alone with our
own sounds.
Next morning and the whiteout. We sit in separate rooms. We
call to each other with our unspeaking. It’s the drift of air from
the chimney that tells how lost we are in the piling snow. The
horses neigh from their coverings. It’s time to feed them.
We carve trenches through the ice. We rustle through in our
thick coats. He navigates. He directs. I admire his pointing, his
direction. I’m afraid not to learn. So I listen carefully. All I hear is
the ice cracking, the snow falling, the pipes bursting from the
pressure. He disappears into the whiteout and the years and I’m
left with only my own footsteps in the shaking, icy wasteland,
trying to retrace all of his movements.

Weight Watchers by Jason Preu
Weight Watchers
you ever have one of those days where the world not only
threatens to open its gaping maw and masticate you to mush but
the world does open its gaping maw and sucks you down,
kicking, punching, clawing at the spongy flesh of the world’s
ribbed, greasy gullet, desperate to maintain your balance, but no,
the world ain’t having that shit and the world gulps real big-like
and forces you on your merry way and you come to rest in the
world’s first belly, though it doesn’t look like any belly you’ve
been in before but like a cardboard box sealed all around with
camouflaged duct tape, belly juices a pool of moldy blue jello,
other folks the world has swallowed today all around you, mad,
lost, ill-prepared, and then that gooey gut shifts and you’re
sliding again, getting pushed down a hole in the corner and fllffp!
you’re plopped right into the world’s second belly and it’s like a
party from 1977 up in there, disco ball strung by ligaments,
reflecting rays from bio-luminescent nodules and you feel your
skin peeling away, digested by the world, this ol’ hungry world,
this grand ol’ hungry world whose second belly is an echo
chamber of life’s pulsations, which induce in you gyrations you
can’t control and though your ears are sliding from your head the
world’s rhythms pound pound pound through you like a
jackjackjackhammer and you try to find some respite from what’s
beating and you lose your footing, slip and yes, you’re sliding
again, sliding to belly number three and the silence there brings
tears to your eyes which parade down your skinless face stinging
something fierce, prompting you to cuss out loud but your
tongue falls out on the white floor in front of you and then the
rest of your soft, luscious, tender, fresh, juicy, tight, hot body
sloughs off your skeleton and though you’d like to think,
“dammit all to hell,” your brain just liquefied so that thought’s
spreading all over the floor and you’re a walking model of bony
absolution tiptoeing around this vast white belly with the other
osteopariahs until you lose all volition and tumble into a
perfectly-placed hole, waiting just for you, expressway to belly
four, and what are you now but a pile of bones pretending you’re
human and that’s all right, that’s ok, that’s all anything is in the
fourth belly of the world but all too soon your calcified existence
also breaks down because the world needs nutrition, the world

needs three square meals a day, and the world doesn’t know the
meaning of the phrase “one of those days.”

Valley Isle by Melissa Boston
Valley Isle
When you arrived at my apartment by Kaanapali
you came with your backpack and Buffalo Trace.
We poured drinks, sat on rented patio furniture,
and ate the pineapple and ohi’a ‘ai I brought
from the bar down the beach link. That morning
you agreed to stay two more nights before leaving.
And I would often wake to find you lost in dreams,
shivering from some undeliverable message.
By the last morning I wanted to imagine you
staying one more night; sitting across from me
talking about the golden sands of Manele Bay;
and everything I imagine of your days there
is what I want you to be: easy and clear.
I think I must have wanted you to return
with me to the mainland, but down by the docks,
in August, the warm rain would not hide the truth
from me for long. Fate was the saltwater between us,
under still perfect skies, in which must have risen,
sometimes, the low ghosts of absent desert mountains.

A Mediocre Vegetarian Remembers Hunger
by Erin Renee Wahl
A Mediocre Vegetarian Remembers Hunger
I eat on a schedule
now. When I was younger so used
to going without to stay thin, keep
up with those brilliant girls who shone
like stars in high school. Now I know
at noon that I should plan for 1pm,
to make something with olive oil
I can’t regret later. Or maybe fresh
veggies and hummus. I know these are
the morsels I should crave. The bites
that will encourage more happiness
in the end. But then I think of macaroni
and cheese and Oriental-flavored ramen,
so hot and brothy. I waver. Solidly.
Remember that time in China, so poor I
had to choose between rent and two
meals a day. Sunday nights plotting out
my week of meals. What I would eat and
where and how I would savor it. Then
depositing the rent money in the China
Agricultural Bank for my Hangzhouren
landlord, so proud to have a laowai
living in one of his apartments. While
I scraped by on noodles in powdered
chicken broth, perhaps some green onions
and cilantro dotting the surface. Eating
street food entrees for three yuan and gazing
at the complex sauces pictured in the windows
of the Lanzhou noodle shops

Allen Ginsberg’s Penis by Benjamin Goluboff
Allen Ginsberg’s Penis
Allen Ginsberg’s penis,
which traveled much in the realms of gold,
appears not infrequently
in the photographic record of his life.
In one well-known picture,
annotated by the poet in fountain pen,
he displays it before the Sea of Japan
as he holds a bamboo staff
that is taller than himself,
and whose slim verticality
makes a strong formal contrast
with the poet’s pendant member.
His annotations include the phrase,
“my camera in Gary’s hands.”
In another, taken in London,
on the poet’s 39th birthday by John Hopkins
— scenester, anarchist, impresario –
Ginsberg gambols about someone’s flat,
wearing nothing but clip-on bunny ears.
Two conservatively dressed young people
stand near him, looking squarely at the camera,
to which Ginsberg, up on one foot,
offers a studied disregard.
The genius of the photograph lies
in how Hopkins’s camera invests
Ginsberg’s penis with the illusion of motion.
There are several in which he screens it with his hand
while directing to the camera a look
that can only be described as coy,
and others where it appears, en plein air,
beneath a grinning appendectomy scar.
In all of these photographs,
posed or candid, amateur or professional,
Allen Ginsberg’s penis presents

as compact and robust,
a sturdy fellow traveler,
sufficient unto the day.

Comiskey Park by Paul Smith
Comiskey Park
The fans are swarthy
Color of a lunch bag
They come in families
Dad brings everyone
And buys food
It is twilight
The silver sky seems to shun
The brilliant banks
Of ball park lights
Underneath the left field stands
It is like a barrow
In a foreign country
Half dark and shout-filled
Full of the smell of
Seasoned meat cooking
Night falls
You don’t want it to
Night has arrived
Without passport or visa
Dad shouts for the
Medias Blancas
In the third inning
His voice not like yours
A voice that might have got here
Illegally
Cheers for his team, his family
For barbacoa he’s tasted
For years
His voice is as different from yours
As twilight is from night
Guttural, singsong
Unregulated
When the game is over
He carries two kids home
Having forgotten
For the time being

Rent
The carburetor
Four a.m.

Loneliness Index by Yassen Vassilev
Loneliness Index
On the first day when love was about to leave,
temperatures fell 40 degrees below zero,
his hair brightened in seconds and his skin became transparent,
under the deep grey hood the blood slowed down
and only the rhythm of the heart remained insistent yet faded.
Nylon bags were flying carried by the wind.
Genderless creatures striding along the forest
of plastic hands from disemboweled mannequins,
taken out оf the broken storefronts of bankrupted shops.
It was right there that an angel was collecting recyclables
with the diligence of someone collecting the body parts
of a man who is yet to be resurrected.
The taxis were full, the food was cold, the living statues
didn’t look at anyone, the pictures were too many to be
seen, the dream was interrupted in every hour and
nothing was left of the memory.
The loneliness index was going up – it was visible
through the window, it could be felt as a weight in the chest,
heavy breathing, desire to vomit.
They say it is better not to go out at all during days like these.
Time is not running but slowly, imperceptibly spreading.

Ode to the Bedbug by Tim Kahl
Ode to the Bedbug
Brown and engorged, living in a screw hole in the frame
of the bed, it ventures out as vampire to the stars,
but any warm-blooded mammal will do. Its skin-piercing
mouthparts drill for the blood oil while the dawn approaches,
and then it scurries away, convinced by some hidden
internal health plan that daylight is contagious.
Its resistance to the human will is its gift to
the nocturnal world. We walk in sunlight into medical
buildings and brandish our skin rashes as though victims of
traumatic insemination — the name given to when
they do it to themselves, hypodermic genitalia
tearing through and ejaculating into abdomens.
It’s sex with all the romance of a rabies shot.
Males mount other males in random acts of copulation
because attraction is based on size alone,
and a male gets excited by anything it sees that’s
freshly fed. It’s a species dominated by corporate raiders.
They come with their DDT-resistance to swarm the mattress,
and they fly in the luggage of those taking refuge in
hotels, overtaking New York, Sydney, Tel Aviv, Rio,
waiting for another advent of the vacuum cleaner
to come. The detection dogs will sniff them out,
their sweet smell of almonds and raspberries too ripe,
sniff them out back to their origins when humans
slept in Middle East caves with bats.
Then no more crimson rambler, mahogany flat or
red coat, no more chinche or wall louse or heavy dragoon.
But the god of parasites won’t let this happen.
Blessed is their magnificent urge to procreate;
their big city growth is an industry in the making.
So alert the jobless to march on the North American
Bedbug Summit, where they will learn how to
freeze and poison, decapitate and burn
so we can sleep tighter, tighter, absolutely tight.

Outside Providence by Jay Conway North
Outside Providence
The air does not hang over us in thick despair
From days and factories.
We breathe easier.
The water is not unreliable,
Discolored by chemicals and progress,
Tasting of bitter metal, bubbling phosphorous.
We drink deep and quench our thirst.
Outside Providence the earth is rich and filled with minerals,
Where we grow our food and bury our dead,
no weapons bloom.
We navigate by celestial signs; the sun, the moon, and stars,
Far beyond neon parades.
Outside Providence we break our bread,
Make our beds,
Confess no sin,
Seek no redemption.
It is here we begin and end

We Come by Emily Strauss
We Come
– meditating in winter at Arrow River, Ontario
from the snows piled high
the dirt road solid ice,
river frozen motionless
not one car, utility pole, light
five silent huts, buried
waist-deep in soft drifts
each tethered to a gas cylinder,
wall of split firewood, a path
dug deep to an outhouse
other paths to the sauna,
kitchen, meeting hall
with chickadees overwintering,
squirrels, moose in the forest
one hour of sound a day
one meal a day, one trip
for water at the well’s frozen
cascades
the morning light rising
near 9 AM, evening sun falls
at 4 PM, white smoke plumes
drifting into the trees
hung with brown and green
boughs
we come from ice,
from woods and well water
steam of boiling baths
soup served hot at 10 AM
we come from silence
the road empty, forest thinned
by winter, the steel bridge brittle

over the creek
from the birds meddling
in the thick branches
the moose stepping invisibly
past lumber piles chewed
by tractors
we come from snows falling,
falling all night until the door
is buried come morning,
the stars struck out by the storm
firs and pines loaded
with white weight, cracking,
spilling all day in cold sunshine
we come from the air empty
of smell, empty of motion
deep tracks the only sign
of passing lives,
from the cold spruce trunks
lined up against the sky
like the backs of sleeping
bears ignoring this winter
of absence and lack
the mind flying away
on roads leading back to towns
with stores and hotels,
here the lack of them
the clearest sign of solitude
only white drifts, brown branches,
split wood, rough walls
icicles along the roof lines
tiny fingers of smoke rising
we are small creatures
along a frozen river
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