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Our Witch’s Needs 

 
 We're worried about our witch. Not 
her demeanor—sullen, ill-humored, 
bearish—for it has ever been such. No, it's 
the loneliness engulfing her daily. What she 
can't help but perceive as her growing 
obsolescence. And if this were to ripen into 
contempt for us, her benefactors? Her 
growing malaise manifesting in bitter 
shenanigans aimed at our youngest? 
 When she moved in at the request of 
the aldermen--thirty years now?--nervous 
nellies challenged the decision. Fools we 
are, inviting her kind into our fold. Like 
harboring a feral animal and calling it 
"pet," they snarled. Is it not true they covet 
the skins of hairless babies?  
 Others objected to her lack of hygiene. 
Or declared she'd turn all our mirrors into 
wood. 
 But the toad population had exploded, 
all our attempts at culling the animals 
resulting in failure. The one-inch blighters 
were everywhere: on beds and windowsills, 
floating in the afternoon soup. The 
pathways, coated in crushed gore, had us 
scraping our boot soles with spatulas.  
 Within two days of her arrival our 
witch had restored the natural order (a 
process she called, in her toothless lisp, 
“evening out your flows"). Soon all but the 
most virulent objectors were inclined to 
admit her utility. 
 Knowing a good thing when they saw 
it the council drew up a contract, the terms 
of which allowed her to stay indefinitely in 
return for seasonal services on a needs be 
basis. We spruced up the Rothstein’s' 
abandoned cottage by the salt pond, daubed 
fresh pitch on the walls and re-thatched the 
roof. We made a few gaffes--went to great 
lengths to put in a garden of nightshade and 
belladonna, only to learn such plants held no 
place in her personal apothecary; she tore 
out the herbs, substituting heirloom zucchini 
and beefsteak tomatoes. But while we grew 
anxious when the children approached her, 
brazenly asking where she kept her pointy 
hat, why the purple satin tracksuit, she took 
no offense. Passed out sourball candies from 
her satchel instead.  
 That was then. Today our village has 
expanded threefold. When problems arise—
when the water supply turns milky, geese 
devour our grain stocks, nettles molest our 
arms and necks, or neighboring communities 
menace us by hiding charmed fetishes in the 
woods—we resort to more modern methods 
of purification, control, negotiation, and 
inoculation.  
 We still try to include our witch in as 
much as we can. But mostly we call upon 
her for ceremonial events everyone knows 
no longer warrant her skills. We invite her to 
spread concoctions across the center square 
when blackflies surge in spring, but in truth 
our perimeter torches do the job just fine. 
Each year fewer young people request her 
potions of romantic enticement; the 
ambitious no longer buy her glyphs and 
tokens in order to effect wealth. Even her 
woven bracelets, which had been so popular 
when the children collected them (her price: 
an animal tooth, small fossil, or feather), 
have fallen by the wayside. Today only a 
few of us wear them; the young folk would 



not be caught dead sporting such rude 
bangles. 
 It's not that we are showing outward 
signs of disrespect. At least we don't think 
this to be the case. Every solstice we still 
organize a festival complete with strongman 
competitions, baking awards, and mule 
sacrifices, and our witch is the centerpiece, 
the Woman of the Hour. Yet each year the 
crowd that used to stick around and applaud 
as she poured libations atop straw effigies 
diminishes. She had once made no small 
show of her demonstrations, taking the 
honor quite seriously and afterwards, for the 
kids, happily turned polished stones into 
miniature roosters, ropes into mewling 
snakes. But as years passed her incantations 
became more perfunctory and matter of fact. 
Last year she did not even show up at all. 
Said her gout was acting up.  
 She has moved to a smaller cottage, 
beyond the enclave walls. We rarely see her 
any more. When we do she is mumbling 
beneath her breath, staring at us guardedly 
through a caul of unkempt hair. Sprinkling 
pinches of powder from her satchel into 
puddles, making them ripple and steam. She 
has retired her tracksuit for more traditional 
garb--wears now a burlap cowl casting her 
unfortunate nose and sallow eyes in 
perpetual shadow.  
 Lately some of our children have 
complained of night terrors. And just last 
week there were reports of toad infestations 
in two of the gardens. Some on our council 
feel the witch is doing this intentionally, to 
spite us. There is talk now of bringing in 
another consultant, a warlock this time, to 
speak to the witch and try and reason with 
her or, barring that, remove her the way she 
did the toads those thirty, or was it forty, 
years ago. 
 
 
 
  



 
The Tree 

 
 That tree it were older than ever one of 
them fat bellied men hunkered about it. 
Olderen the sum of their combined ages I 
will bet on you. It had been dying for hell a 
generation but despite lightning hits and fire 
and disease and Roy Crenshaw driving his 
LeSabre into it (twice) it had been too 
stubborn to give up the ghost. But it were 
sure dead. Some of them bigger branches 
had come to falling and not during no storms 
neither. One bright summer afternoon a limb 
thick as a kegger smashed to the ground not 
five yards from Millie McBriden who said it 
made her pop up off of the dirt when it hit 
and it is not like we do not believe her since 
the child cannot but weigh moren fifty 
pounds all frazzle hair and teeth she is. So it 
had to come down, the tree. 
 Some of the boys with tree ripping 
experience (yet never a tree this 
curmudgeonly one told me, no ma'am) 
climbed up with ropes tied round their 
waists and with chainsaws lopped off 
chunks what fell crashing through branches 
like bombs making divots deep enough to 
plant your bulbs in. When only the great 
stump were left they set to digging out the 
dirt til they had exposed the surrounding 
root apron whereupon the boys cut into the 
ground to trim the bigger of them exposed 
roots, and when they were done they tied 
ropes to the trunk and a few of the roots too 
then attached the other ends to trailer 
hitches. In the end it took three vehicles to 
free that thing. Them trucks they strained 
some at first, back tires spinning and 
spitting. Over the sound of the engines 
revving you could hear the stump creaking 
in a pitchy whine what hurt your ears as that 
tortured tree slowly tore loose. Like it were 
some such of a dinosaur raised from the 
dead. No sir I did not like that sound. When 
it finally busted out the trucks they bounced 
ahead lurching.  
 We all gathered about the crater to 
look down in. Well that were not too 
difficult a birth somebody said. Tell it to the 
tree said another. 
 The stump it lay on the ground on its 
side. Them roots all higgledy piggledy. The 
whole thing were wideren taller too than our 
courthouse doors it were that commodious 
which is there's no other way to put it. 
Looked kind of angry setting there you 
might say. But not a one of us expecting to 
see smack dab in the underside a tangled up 
root nest and clinging to the hairs teeny 
eggs. Hunnerts and hunnerts and nearly ever 
one dried and shriveled. When you pinched 
them the skin split shooting out sooty black 
sparkle powder. A few though were warm 
and wet to the touch and pulsating kind of. 
Little pink soft snakey eggs like. Hank 
Nettles he snatched one of them and 
squeezed it and out red sap spurted up and 
down his arm and he said fellas I do think it 
has begun to burn. Then Hank's arm started 
smoking and the men laughed saying, you 
sure about that Hank.  
 Someone put the few living eggs into a 
mason jar and give it to Jeff Underson 
whose wife Caroline teaches seven grade 
science and when later someone asked Jeff 
well what did she find out he said not a gol 
damn thing no sir. Could not find nothing 



like it in the cyclopedia nor on her computer 
neither.  
 The stump were hoisted into the back 
of Kenny Boy's flatbed and driven to the 
town dump where it sat for months like a 
sad octopus. All the little egg thingies 
dangling from the roots th shriveled up like 
raisins til one day a flock of starlings 
dropped by and inside ten minutes they'd ate 
them ever last one.  When fall come it had 
all but disappeared under bags of leaves and 
garbage and such. As for them eggs in the 
mason jar they gave to Jeff Underson's wife 
for safekeeping, he figures over the summer 
Oakley, the new custodian, who come over 
from Shrikeport--Maisie, who works the 
counter at The Butternut, she and him are 
cousins--he must have thrown them out 
because they were not there when Caroline 
went back to her class in September.  
 The only thing left to remind us of that 
tree is Hank Nettles' arm which has a raw 
scar where sap ate his skin. That and Hank 
himself who ever so often parks his truck by 
the crater where he and the other boys tore it 
out. Usually he just sits on his tailgate 
putting down a sixer but once in a while we 
seen him get up and do this little jig of a 
dance down in the hole, flapping his arms at 
his sides and twitching like a fish on a hook, 
singing out some humbo jumbo that we are 
damned if we know what it is he is saying. 
Which apparently he don't neither cause 
when we ask him so Hank what's the deal 
with your Holla Lolla Loo he can't 
remember doing nothing of the kind. 
  



We Soldiers 
 
 We soldiers cannot understand our 
poets. It's not for not trying. All attempts, 
rebuffed! We have long since thrown up our 
arms.  
 Our compound? The picture of 
orderliness. Each dirt path swept with yucca 
brooms. Every door whitewashed. We stub 
out cigarettes in designated receptacles, 
arrange the butts in sharp little rows. The 
camp dogs know their places: ever vigilant 
Rascal at the front gate; Missy yipping at 
flying squirrels by the rear guardhouse. We 
are proud of the geometric frond patterns 
adorning our rooftops.  
 The poets though, they let their lot go. 
Strangler figs overwhelm their huts. Rubber 
plants twist through windows. Their dogs ran 
off long ago; in their place, razorbacks moved 
in which the poets attempt with little success 
to trap for food. Whereas we keep our fires 
going all day, smoke rising in proud, straight 
columns, only occasionally do we see thin 
whispers from their meager cooking pots. 
What they subsist upon remains a mystery. 
 We spy on them through gaps in the 
stockade wall separating our compounds. A 
game for us: find the poet. But they're not 
stupid: aware of our little amusement they 
become elusive, dissolving into foliage like a 
rare species of old world monkey. So we 
watch silently, frozen, for hours if need be 
(discipline and perseverance running through 
our soldier bones) until they can stand it no 
longer and break their camouflage, rising 
from the flora, muddy and disheveled, sticks 
sprouting from matted hair. Eyes glinting 
back at us, flashing with hatred, as they 
trudge to their collapsing homes, beaten.  
 Used to be they took an interest in our 
guns. Would stand at the wall and reach 
through, motioning for us to let them touch 
our rifle barrels. In return they'd pass us 
illegible couplets scribbled on folded 
umbrella leaves, composed in ink derived 
from vegetable paste and animal blood.  
 Recently though we soldiers have 
noticed a shift. We grow sloppy with our 
schedules, postpone our chores. One 
afternoon we downed so much palm wine we 
forgot to cook dinner at all. A few of our kind 
have even taken to scratching awkward lyrics 
in the dirt. Meanwhile the poets are lighting 
their campfires with increasing regularity, the 
scent of savory flesh, the nature of which 
we've yet to identify, wafting over the fence. 
Yesterday we were surprised to see several 
clearing brush, faces more or less clean 
shaven. 
 Last night one of us soldiers joked that 
we had best watch out. Before too long the 
pendulum will swing entirely to the other 
side. The poets will have straightened up their 
area and restored order, repairing fences and 
establishing gardens, whereas we will have 
shirked our duties, becoming overly absorbed 
in the obscurities of private composings and 
sand tracings. At which point the poets will 
steal into our compound, relieve us of our 
rifles, and commence whitewashing their 
doors. And who will have the last laugh then, 
joked our fellow soldier.  
 Until, of course, the pendulum reaches 
its zenith, to pause, hovering but a 
millisecond, only to return. Which, as none 
can deny, is the law of the pendula, forever, 
amen. 



A Long Line of Alchemists 
 
 Father hailed from a long line of 
alchemists. His father, grandfather, so on 
down the line. A photograph hangs above 
the davenport of great uncle Henrik in our 
barn in Pennsylvania. His is the face of an 
owl. Beneath a lab coat he wears a tie and 
starched shirt with collars so crisp and bright 
they call to mind cut ivory. A younger man 
kneels behind him, using tongs to lift a bowl 
from a crucible. That would be uncle Josef 
before he succumbed. On a table in the 
background are various beakers and coiled 
tubing. 
 Though he'd correct you if you called 
him one. Alchemical engineer, he'd say. The 
old guard, Father insisted, were products of 
their day. Very old school. Fetishists bound 
to antiquated procedures. One has to 
advance with one's era, he was keen to say. 
Rewrite the codes. 
 In grade school Archibald Shumway 
and I would sneak into Father's laboratory 
when he was away (his occupation: propane 
salesman) and mother was out back applying 
powders to her roses.  
 It was dim down in the basement, 
gauzy folds of light slicing through the 
window wells and in them spangles of dust 
suspended. We would not flick on the cellar 
light lest it call attention to our trespass, 
should my mother come back into the house 
sooner than we had expected, and in the 
gloaming once inanimate objects seemed to 
us latent with opaque energies. As if the 
items assembled there might any second 
begin to stir and blink open heretofore 
camouflaged eyes to regard us with groggy 
stares, mildly bemused at our presence. 
 We stood eye level with the animal 
skulls he kept lined along his workbench in 
ascending order of size. Higher up on 
shelves were bottles sealed with wax and 
containing clotty orange solutions. Next to a 
vise was a round tin of amber unguent he 
would dip his fingers into the way one might 
a jar of Vaseline (we could tell this by the 
two furrows made from an index and middle 
finger, covered in a fine blanket of fuzz). On 
the floor, a crate packed with wet sand. 
Coffee cans with colored powders beneath 
the fuse box. A rock tumbling machine, next 
to it a paper bag of geodes the size of golf 
balls. Across a Masonite board he had 
arranged crow feathers, cicada husks, a 
snake skin, cocoons, and several species of 
moth secured with silver pushpins. Here and 
there chemical cells and batteries, voltage 
meters, coils of wire. Into a corner he'd 
shoved a contraption, some kind of still 
comprised of steel tubs and copper tubing. 
Dresser drawers strewn across the floor 
jumbled with rusted bolts and socket pieces. 
Antique tools, heavily rusted and of 
mysterious design: forceps, wrenches bent 
into helixes, gap-toothed gears, blocks of 
wood with tangled brass bristles. By the 
washing machine a heap of dead computers 
precariously balanced. Gallons of distilled 
water, bottles of vinegar. The laundry sink 
half-filled with inky water, partially 
submerged pans and utensils there in a slick 
of soap scum. A porcelain table with 
Erlenmeyer and Florentine flasks flanking 
some cooking plates, their extension cords 
running up a support beam and disappearing 
into the shadows. And in the center of this 



theater sat a squat homunculus of a kiln, 
above it a pair of enormous oven mitts 
dangling on a hook from a ceiling joist, big 
as bear paws. 
 All of this held momentary intrigue for 
Archibald and me but it was all just an 
elaborate warm-up to the real prize which 
Father kept beneath a rain poncho and, 
oddly, a blonde wig, pushed in the back of a 
filing cabinet of bank statements and family 
records. We would sit there, cross-legged on 
the floor, devouring his stack of gentlemen's 
magazines, our eyes receiving the glossy 
photographs in great gulps and in total 
silence, ears trained for the sound of the 
screen door upstairs that would signal my 
mother's return. 
 In a small room farther back in the 
basement was a locked cabinet. It was not 
until I was much older and Father passed 
that we bothered to take bolt cutters and 
open it. Mother had to hire a hazardous 
waste specialist to dispose of the materials 
inside. When he looked at the contents the 
man let out a low whistle and whispered 
sweet holy jesus. It cost us a small fortune to 
get it hauled away. Before he left he handed 
us the itemized report and gave mother and 
me a look. You know by rights I should call 
this in, he said, but he was friends with a 
man my father used to work with and so he 
did not. 
 I still have the report. On the first page 
it lists, in the specialist's rather fastidious 
hand: 
 

empty bottle, labeled bromic acid 
palladium 
hydrobromic acid 
graphite electrodes 
potassium hydroxide 
salt (molten?) 
scalp (primate?) 
copper distillate 
dried organ, unknown origin 
organic tissue suspended in  
     formaldehyde, unknown  
empty bottle, labeled bromine 
pentafluroide 
charcoal 
tin containing tooth fillings 
chromium trioxide 
sodium dichromate 
sulfur trioxide 
silver filings 
potassium permanganate 
zinc sulfate 
box of match heads 
box of (5) 12-gauge shotgun shells 

 
 That's just the first page. It goes on for 
four more. 
 Until the end Father made frequent 
garbage runs. He'd bring home rusted 
lawnmowers, glassware, broken lamps, 
microwaves. He was partial to blenders and 
clocks. In junior high I used to go with him 
until Godwin Lamarko saw the two of us 
going through his garbage and the next day 
at school called me garbage picker.  
 But he was a dabbler mostly. For all 
his hunting and gathering he constructed 
very little. I suspect simply being 
surrounded by that ephemera brought him 
comfort. As if his basement were a giant 
wunderkammer, all those ingredients 
generating their own energy grid which, 
when he entered it and started putzing 



around, engulfed him in a field of blazing 
potentiality. A metaphorical map of his own 
interior mental state, and so for him 
descending into the basement might have 
been akin to entering a room of mirrors. 
 To be honest his experiments were 
embarrassing. Even now I am reluctant to 
record them. It was not his compulsion to 
collect that gives me pause, for in this he 
was no different from any other hoarder. 
Would that one could take a tour through 
any neighborhood and see all manner of 
grotesqueries gathered in the basements, the 
attics, of average citizens. All those piles of 
refuse and boxes of detritus, extensions all 
of their owners' compulsive tendencies. In 
some instances, maybe, evidence of deeper 
dysfunctions stemming from various 
childhood infractions, parental neglect. Or if 
not this then simply the result of garden 
variety laziness, it being easier to store, 
apparently, than eject. Maybe such habits of 
assemblage are often little more than an 
inevitable byproduct of aging, the 
unavoidable accumulation of materials a 
measure of the time spent on one's planet. A 
trail, a signature, no two cellar trash heaps or 
attic collectives alike. And to remove such 
catalogues, for so many, especially the 
elderly, would be threatening. To take that 
sea of kept things, no matter how pointless 
or broken or silly or unremembered, and 
jettison it, must be akin to editing out entire 
swaths of one's remembered livingry. So, 
no, my frustration with Father's personal 
collection had little to do with the fact of its 
presence. In this he was little different from 
the old woman on the street who hoarded 
Hummel figurines or angel saltshakers or 
Snowman cookie jars entombed in attic 
boxes. That he had a penchant for dried 
animal parts and volatile, glittering 
chemicals was not the issue. 
 The source of my embarrassment is 
that his occasional constructions were just 
plain loony. It was no small source of 
anxiety for me in my teens to enter the 
basement in search of a hammer or a spool 
of twine and discover on his workbench a 
copper bowl filled with sea salt and in it a 
half-buried calculator wrapped in hibiscus 
flowers to which he'd attached a miniature 
set of jumper cables which in turn were 
connected to a Diehard battery on the floor. 
Or a blender filled with what appeared to be 
a chopped up pigeon and, next to it, a small 
cookie sheet onto which he had poured some 
of this solution into puddles, placing two 
pennies and one fluorite crystal carefully 
into the center of each. Or the time he'd 
taken a gutted Tandy Radio Shack computer 
and, using a glue gun, had affixed multiple 
rows of animal teeth inside, every other one 
painted red or black and criss-crossed with 
barbed wire. I'm sure it pained Mother even 
more to know these things were down there, 
which had to have been why after a while 
she ceased entering the cellar completely. 
By the time I graduated from high school I 
was doing all the laundry.  
 And yet he could surprise you. Like 
when he and Mother would have one of their 
fights and he would retreat to the basement 
only to surface several hours later and the 
mood had dispelled as if by magic, the 
quarrel forgotten utterly. When they were 
occupied like this I would go down there to 
see what new construction Father had 



fashioned to bring about this change in 
temperament. There I might find a wire tree 
hung with butterfly wings cut into the 
shapes of hearts. Or a glass bowl of 
cinnamon water and in it floating two Fisher 
Price toy children, boy and girl, bound 
tightly face to face in red tape and at the 
bottom of the bowl of water a blue porcelain 
rabbit. Or setting on his workbench, strips of 
fabric torn from both his and my mother's 
undergarments and sewn together into a kind 
of handkerchief containing, I was to 
discover, the torso of a doll into which he 
had carved a cavity and inside placed 1) 
four-leaf clover, 1) desiccated bumblebee, 
and 1) polished piece of bloodstone. More 
than once I remember, after they had had 
one of their fights--and they could be bitter, 
soul-stirring confrontations that shook my 
adolescent psyche to the core--he would 
descend into his laboratory to design one of 
these new tableaus intended for purposes of 
conjugal rapprochement. And a few hours 
later he would come upstairs and stand 
closely behind Mother as she washed her 
dishes at the kitchen sink, reaching around 
her waist and sliding his hands into the 
bubbles where they would seek out hers, 
encased, always, in those pink rubber 
gloves, and stand there nuzzling the nape of 
her neck, chewing lightly an earlobe and 
pressing his face into her hair whereupon 
she would respond by exhaling deeply 
through her nose and that, as they say, 
would be all she wrote.  
  



The Heavens 
 
 It took three years for the Sons of Italy 
Cultural Heritage Organization, Utica 
Chapter, to raise enough funds to get their 
bocce courts built. They held pancake 
breakfasts at the firehouse, splitting 
proceeds with the firemen. Sponsored 
walkathons where they sold t-shirts of their 
own design (a toga-clad Caesar sporting 
serious bicep action, standing in front of a 
listing St. Peter's basilica holding a plate of 
spaghetti like a Frisbee, one oversized 
meatball lodged strategically in the center of 
the squiggling pasta.). 
 It was the dunking booth that made the 
most money though. At the annual St. 
Anthony’s Festival the old men took turns 
sitting on the stool, taunting passersby. 
Whatsamatta you throw like my mother. 
Three bucks for three balls, do it for 
Anthony. They said it ant-knee. Whenever 
someone hit the bull's eye the old men 
would climb out of the tank, t-shirts clinging 
to their proud bellies, and sputter okay 
paison okay hotshot let's see you do that 
again. 
 After they got the funds they filed the 
necessary requests with City Council. An 
amendment to the zoning ordinance had to 
be approved so they could claim a corner of 
the town park for four regulation courts, and 
while the bid was granted there was some 
disappointment that their dream of an 
authentic crushed oyster shell court was not 
to be; sand beds only, framed in cedar. But 
overall they considered their efforts a 
success. Benches were installed on either 
end, even a few picnic tables off to one side. 
They had hoped to erect a plaque featuring 
the name of their organization, followed by 
a long list of "Italian Heroes" (da Vinci, 
Scalia, DeLuise), but whether or not private 
organizations could post signs on park 
property was a matter of some dispute and 
so until the issue was settled the men made a 
makeshift sign stating simply Sons of Italy 
“Bocce” Court. They encased the printed 
paper in plastic and although moisture soon 
got inside and made the ink run purple they 
left the sign up anyway.  
 The old men would show up around 
lunchtime with their wives who served pasta 
and homemade gravy in plastic containers. 
Alcohol was not permitted in the park so 
they drank homemade chianti from coffee 
mugs while the wives sat some distance 
away, talking among themselves.  
 The bocce balls were heavy wooden 
things passed down from family to family or 
recently purchased fancy brushed metal 
spheres with their own carrying cases. All 
had etched stripes or squares or herringbone 
patterns. Eight balls per set, four per team, 
plus one additional smaller-sized ball, the 
target or the mark, the pallino, which in their 
dialect the men called the "baleen."  
 They played their matches matter-of-
factly--disinterestedly, it might appear to 
any outsiders watching, of which there were 
none. It was really not about bocce at all but 
the talking. So immersed were they in their 
favorite conversational themes--baseball, 
kidsthesedays, construction on Genesee 
Street, joint issues, and the regularity, or 
lack thereof, of their bowel movements--
they occasionally lost track of the score and 
had to start games over. By late afternoon 



the men would tire and lumber across the 
street to Mulroney's while the women stayed 
behind. 
 And set about designing the heavens.  
 They'd gather the bocce balls their 
husbands had left lying on the ground and 
then, their backs to the four courts, toss the 
little pallinos--suns, now--over their 
shoulders. Once this was done--one tiny sun 
plopped at random onto each court--the 
women would slowly circle the perimeters, 
studying the sand. Every so often one would 
suddenly grab a ball (i.e., planet) in both 
hands and, leaning out over the bed, drop it 
with precision. After each ball was 
positioned just so in each of the four 
heavens, the women retrieved a handful of 
toy children's rakes from the trunk of a car 
and, as if the courts were Japanese gardens, 
meticulously raked ever widening concentric 
rings in the sand around each planet, 
smoothing away all traces of their and their 
husbands' footprints, along with any scuffs 
and dimples left from the thudding balls. 
 In this manner four brand new solar 
systems were assembled, each with eight 
planets orbiting their pallino sun. The final 
touch: picking acorns off the ground and 
flicking them sidearm across the courts, tiny 
comets leaving dotted trajectories in their 
wakes. The women would study the results 
of their work, jotting observations in small 
notepads they carried in their purses. They 
did all of this in complete silence, revealing 
no overt indication of what the sands 
revealed save for the occasional hint of a 
momentary frown or raised eyebrow. And, 
on occasion, brief tears, quickly dabbed 
away. 
 When the men returned from the bar 
they would find their wives waiting patiently 
in the passenger seats of the cars, napping or 
reading magazines, the courts straightened 
up and all evidence of their compositions 
erased. The men, being men, would drive 
home, little acorns themselves, in a manner 
of speaking, flung sidearm too by agents of 
undisclosed design.   
 
 
 
 
  



The Explorers 
 
 The four men have come to a decision. 
This over beers while sitting on lawn chairs 
in the Electrician's garage. The Electrician 
leans against a workbench wiping his hands 
on a rag, nudging a socket set on the floor 
with his toe. He has an impressive array of 
tools. More than once someone has said to 
him, you could open a tool shop right here in 
your garage you've got so many. 
 The men's wives are displeased with 
their husbands' decision. Have you forgotten 
what happened last time, they ask. (The men 
have not. How they drove around lost, 
getting on each other's nerves until they 
gave up. Everyone returning home sullen 
and ornery. One of them so upset a year later 
he remains on poor speaking terms with the 
others. Things were said on this trip that that 
man is unable to forgive, he feels. Had the 
air been cleared they would still be a group 
of five.) 
 But this year the four men are 
convinced they have it figured out. On the 
evening before their departure the Salesman 
explains again to his wife why things will be 
different this time around. See, he says, last 
year we'd all gone in the Banker's Suburban. 
(The Banker being the one who left the 
group.) That was the problem, says the 
Salesman. Besides being just too cramped 
the car acted as a barrier. A shield 
preventing us from reaching our destination. 
He asks his wife, do you know that book 
about zen and motorcycles. She doesn't. 
Well it's like that, he says. The guy's more 
connected to the road when he's riding a 
bike. So think how much better if we're all 
on foot this time. Like those men who climb 
Everest without oxygen tanks. The trip takes 
longer but they become one with the 
mountain. One with the mountain, she says. 
He says, we will be like those hunters who, 
upon seeking their quarry for days without 
success, finally realize they must head into 
the woods without compass or rifle and only 
then are able to come face to face with their 
mythical elk. So this place you're looking 
for, she says, it's your mythical elk. Or 
moose or bear, he says, whatever, you're 
missing the point. 
 What will you do when you find it, she 
asks. Oh well we've thought about that. 
(This is not true.) Maybe put up a plaque, he 
says. A plaque, she says. How will you 
know when you find it. He is about to say 
something like, look we've gone over this a 
dozen times, but just then the phone rings. 
Another member of the group, the Roofer, 
has called to run through a checklist to see if 
the Salesman has assembled his share of the 
supplies. From this one might think the 
Roofer is the leader of the group but he is 
not. There is no leader per se. The Roofer 
just likes to go over things. As the Salesman 
talks on the phone he absentmindedly opens 
the silverware drawer and separates the 
salad forks from the regular forks. Regular 
forks with tines going up, salad forks 
pointing down. 
 Early Saturday morning the men leave. 
They have made the necessary 
arrangements. This is another reason for 
their wives' displeasure, for they think the 
men's time would be better spent with their 
families. Now the women will have no 
support chauffeuring the kids to their 



activities and no one to watch those kids 
while the women run their errands. Not that 
some of the men would have been that much 
help had they stayed home. Two of the 
wives are in fact looking forward to them 
being gone, a sentiment they readily express.  
 The Landscaper's wife drives the men 
to a town several hours away. Using maps 
and charts the men have estimated that this 
is where their journey must begin. They will 
use a combination of GPS tracking and good 
old-fashioned intuition. They will use their 
phones sparingly so as to conserve batteries, 
but also because they have determined that 
the less technology, the better their chance 
of completing their quest. Each night one of 
them will group text the wives their 
whereabouts. Nights they will sleep in 
wooded lots next to service roads, or in a 
county park that is no longer open but 
according to one of the men easy enough to 
gain access, or on loading docks behind strip 
malls. In a pinch they might even sneak into 
an empty foreclosed home although they 
refrain from sharing this backup plan with 
the wives.  
 Compared to last year's misadventure 
they are better organized and have a stronger 
sense of their elusive destination. They 
figure the journey shouldn't take more than 
three, four days tops. The Landscaper's wife 
abruptly waves goodbye and drives away as 
the men walk four abreast down the street: 
the Electrician, the Salesman, the Roofer, 
the Landscaper. From behind only their legs 
and arms are visible, the rest of their bodies 
obscured by towering backpacks on top of 
which they have stacked tightly rolled 
sleeping bags. They carry ample supplies: 
water bottles, toothpaste, toothbrushes, 
deodorant, magazines, Tylenol, changes of 
clothing, toilet paper, bags of gorp. 
* 
 The first night and no one's thought to 
bring the insect repellent. Where's the 
fucking Skin So Soft, says the Salesman. 
The Landscaper and the Electrician head out 
to find a drug store or a grocery store but 
return empty handed hours later because 
everything's closed except for a 7-11 which 
was all sold out of bug spray. They climb 
into their tents, two apiece, and lie there 
scratching the welts on their necks and 
inhaling each other's air mixed with the 
smell of nylon.  
 During the night the Electrician gets 
up to pee, trips over a tree root, and smashes 
headfirst into the trunk of a tree. In the 
morning they laugh at the scab crusting in 
his eyebrow. 
 They find a Mobil station where they 
buy coffee, juice, donuts. The Salesman 
buys a burrito. What, he says, I don't eat 
donuts. Afterwards they find themselves on 
a winding road on the outskirts of some 
suburb. The road has no shoulders and the 
cars are traveling fast so the men walk single 
file. A pickup rushes by close enough that 
its side mirror clips the Roofer's hand. That 
asshole I think he broke my finger, he says. 
They walk all day. That night they eat in a 
Wendy's then set up camp inside a clump of 
trees in a lot behind an industrial park that as 
far as they can tell has no security cameras.  
 Day three. Although the map indicates 
they are passing through one town after 
another the neighborhoods blend without 
differentiation. The roads continue to curve 



in winding arcs that double back. This 
frequently throws the men off course. They 
get lots of looks. On the first day of their 
journey they had waved hello to the elderly 
men washing their driveways with hoses, the 
women backing out in their SUVs, the men 
mowing their lawns, but now that it is day 
three they no longer feel the urge and walk 
with a plodding determination, arms heavy 
at their sides. They are careful not to make 
eye contact with young boys on bikes or 
young girls writing in chalk on the 
sidewalks. In the late afternoon they take a 
break, lean their backpacks against a tree 
and sit on the curb. Within minutes a woman 
comes out of her house and asks if she can 
help them. They say no thank you. Minutes 
later a police cruiser pulls up. They are used 
to this as each day a police car appears from 
out of nowhere and they are asked about 
their business. When the men ask for 
directions the police are of no help. That 
afternoon the men eat crackers and hard 
salami in a ditch alongside a golf course. 
This is around the time when the Salesman 
realizes he has lost his wallet and along with 
it his license, credit cards, and over three 
hundred dollars. 
 On day four a child opens the front 
door of a home and a dog rushes out and 
chomps the Landscaper on the ankle, 
breaking the skin. The others shoo the dog 
away and the owner comes out of the house 
demanding to know what in hell they are 
doing to his dog. Words are exchanged until 
the Electrician says come on, we'll pick up 
some bacterial ointment first thing we can. 
 On the morning of day five it is not yet 
nine o'clock and the temperature is in the 
mid 90s. A brief rain passes through and 
after it departs steam rises off the men's 
necks and shoulders. They are sunburned 
and very much in need of showers. Their 
eyes are heavy from spending the night 
huddled behind a dumpster in back of a 
Friendly's. 
 Today is the day they call it quits. 
They come to this conclusion at a small strip 
mall grocery stop on an exit ramp leading to 
the highway. The elderly clerk notices their 
backpacks and she asks them where they're 
headed. They explain their quest and that 
they are on their way home now. Did you 
take pictures, she asks. Pictures of what, 
they ask. The hole, she says. The center. 
That's what you came here for isn't it, and 
points to a table in the corner covered with 
used lottery tickets and a shoebox filled with 
old postcards. 
 The postcards are like the ones found 
in antique stores. Photos of train depots and 
city halls and town squares in different 
states. Look in the back, says the woman, 
and at the end of the shoebox are several 
postcards showing a little house with a white 
picket fence. Standing in front of the house 
is a smiling man with a pipe in his mouth. 
He's holding a briefcase in one arm, the 
other hugging a smiling woman wearing a 
flowered apron. In front of them in the 
middle of their lawn is a jet black hole a few 
feet wide, a little dog sitting next to it with 
its head cocked as if listening to some noise 
coming from the earth that only it can hear.  
 The caption reads: "The Epicenter of 
Sub-Urbia."  



 But it don't look like that no more, the 
woman laughs. That house is gone. 
Swallowed up. 

* 
 They find it just where she told them it 
would be, in the rear of a gated community. 
Whispering Pines. There's a booth at the 
entrance with a teenager sitting inside 
leaning back in his chair with his feet 
sticking out of the window. As the men 
approach the kid stares at them without 
removing his headphones. Is this where the 
Center is? We came here to see the Center. 
They start to speak again but the kid cuts 
them off saying, Got to see some ID. He 
writes down their license numbers on an 
index card then nods his head in the 
direction of the road entering the 
development. 
 The homes are McMansions with two 
and three car garages. Each home has a large 
second story window above the front door 
through which a chandelier can be seen. 
That's what realtors call the money shot, 
says the Landscaper. 
  The community is completely empty. 
No sign of children or housewives or stay at 
home dads. No gardeners spreading mulch 
around foundations. Not even a lone 
sprinkler spraying a lawn. 
 It's a big development, over eighty 
homes. Eventually they make their way to 
the far end. At first they don't see it. But 
then there it is, a trail leading into an empty 
lot filled with waist-high weeds. Alongside 
the trail, some distance from the 
McMansions, is a much older split-level 
ranch in need of a paint job. A Big Wheel 
faded by the sun sits in the driveway and 
one of the bay windows has a blanket 
hanging across it instead of drapes. Inside a 
small dog is yapping. The yard is covered 
with yellow spots from dog pee. A small 
sign leans near the front door: "This House 
Protected By Angels." 
 The men make their way down the trail 
until they come to a broad opening in the 
earth maybe a quarter acre wide and 
surrounded by a chain link fence. At the 
bottom of the sinkhole are shopping carts, 
tires, abandoned washing machines, a 
refrigerator, even a car chassis.  
 On the far side of the hole are two 
boys wearing tight jeans and loud t-shirts 
and red Chuck Taylors. They're lighting 
firecrackers and tossing them into the hole 
where the explosions echo. They're very 
businesslike about it, very matter-of-fact. 
 The Electrician calls out to the kids. 
You guys live around here. The boys stare at 
the men, then disappear into the woods. 
 The Salesman gets out his camera and 
tripod and takes a picture of the four of them 
standing in front of the fence.  
 They hang out there for as long as they 
can stand it. 
 As they head back toward the 
development an elderly woman comes out of 
the house with the Big Wheel in the 
driveway. She's tiny, can't be more than four 
feet tall, dressed all in black with a tied 
kerchief over her hair. She resembles one of 
those little witch dolls with shrunken apple 
heads.  
 She sees the gash in the Electrician's 
forehead and breaks into a toothless smile. 
Then croaks, you want make a the wish? 



Everyone make a the wish needing the 
bones. Bones for wishes. 
 --Make a wish? 
 --In the hole. You throwing the bones, 
the wishes come. 
 --We don't have any bones. 
 She laughs. I know you got no bones. I 
getting them you waiting here. Four dollars. 
Throw in the bones and make a the wish.  
 --You want a dollar a bone?  
 --No no she says, pointing at each man 
in turn. Four dollars you, four dollars you, 
four dollars you, four dollars you. Four 
dollars, each a the man.  
 The men start to move on except the 
Landscaper. Hold up he says. I mean we 
came this far. Then to the old woman, 
alright lady I'll bite. Here's ten.  
 --No no. She stamps her feet. She's 
wearing Little Mermaid slippers. Four each. 
Make a the wish.  
 The Roofer says for crying out loud 
and gives the woman the rest of the money. 
She goes back inside. Is that even a real 
accent do you think, asks the Salesman. A 
minute later she comes out with a plastic 
grocery bag filled with chicken bones and 
hands it to the men then returns to her home 
without another word. 
 The men return to the hole. Which do 
we do first, says the Electrician. Make a 
wish or toss the bones. I think the wish 
comes first, says the Roofer. Right, like you 
know, says the Salesman. But it does seem 
like the proper order and one by one they 
make their wishes then lob handfuls of 
bones over the fence.  
 Down in the hole wild cats slink out 
from behind rusting appliances to sniff the 
offerings. 

* 
 Smack dab in the middle of the 
Roofer's front yard is a decorative wishing 
well. His wife ordered it from a catalog. It's 
made from faux brick and over the hole 
there is a white plastic bucket dangling from 
a white plastic chain. Inside the bucket his 
wife has planted impatiens.  
 Late one night when she and the kids 
are asleep he stands by this well. He has 
turned off the motion detector lights over the 
garage so he won't trigger them and risk his 
neighbors seeing what he's up to. Into the 
well he drops some of his daughter's old 
dollhouse furniture. A tiny sofa, a washing 
machine, a refrigerator. Also one of his son's 
old Matchbox cars. Had he a firecracker he 
would have thrown that in too but he doesn't 
so takes a few drags of a cigarette then drops 
that in instead.  
 He goes into the backyard where the 
year before they had buried Buttons and digs 
her up. He is careful not to let her remains 
fall out of the dishtowel they'd wrapped her 
in. She weighs barely anything at all and he 
drops her desiccated body into the well then 
for good measure tosses in some eggshells 
and coffee grounds from the kitchen 
garbage. Caps it all off with a bag of potting 
soil. 
 He lights another cigarette and smokes 
it in the dark.  
 --Make a the wish, she says.  
 --Well I got your wish. I got your wish 
right here. 
  



Rabbit Ears 
 
 My husband talks in his sleep. His 
chatter is about fixing things. Always. What 
exactly he is fixing is never clear. All I 
know is that they are so, so earth-
shatteringly boring, these nighttime 
monologues. I mean he will go on and on 
and on. One night he was fixing something, 
or giving a lecture on how to fix something, 
or observing others fix things and offering 
commentary on their processes—as I have 
said, the specifics are unclear, what with his 
mouth full of drool; all I can discern is that 
components are being balanced or 
recalibrated or stripped down and then 
refurbished--for nearly an hour. I had 
clenched my fists so tightly that in the 
morning there were nail marks in my palms. 
Like bird tracks. 
 The curious thing is that he is not a 
man immersed in a life of repair. His 
existence is one of paper, ledgers, ballpoint 
pens. Buttons in desk drawers. Why, when a 
fuse blows, I am the one to throw on a 
bathrobe and tromp into the basement to flip 
the breaker. I am the one who knows where 
we keep the phillips, the one to install a light 
fixture or replace a carbon monoxide 
detector. When I do these things he just 
shakes his head and says, Marjorie Marjorie, 
one phone call and I could have a guy here 
in ten minutes to do that for you.  
 Who that someone is he has in mind I 
am sure I do not know, for his friends are 
few and belong to the same world as his, 
that of erasers and ink and receipts. I snort 
and say, Okay Don Corleone. You do that.   
 But do you want to know what’s most 
annoying about his unconscious ramblings? 
This part is embarrassing but I will tell you. 
It’s that when he speaks so, about 
connecting sprockets and splicing wires and 
hoisting block and tackle pulleys, he is 
always physically aroused. And remains so 
for the duration of the soliloquy.  
 I must say, I fail to see the connection. 
 When he sleeps, is my man tapping 
into some primal man-zone the likes of 
which a sensible woman as myself must 
inevitably be denied access? Some realm 
where the business of assembling, 
disassembling, and reconnecting random 
components is deeply, autochthonically 
fused with some dimwitted, reptilian sense 
of eros? Is this a singular trait, his alone, or 
are other wives lying awake too in their beds 
just as I am, most every night, feeling 
terribly left out as they eavesdrop on their 
partners lying there, tumescent and tuned to 
their private bandwiths? 
 One night, lying there with him 
slobbering about ball peen hammers and 
suspension cables, me burning a hole 
through the ceiling with my stare, a thought 
came to me. As thoughts will do. Like the 
hymn goes, Distant cousins crawl out of The 
Well, emissaries from Beyond the Veil. 
Anyway, the thought came to me: what if 
my husband were to have two penises. And 
then when he embarks upon these middle-
of-the-night lectures, I might readjust them. 
Move them around. Position them in 
different directions, like antennae. It might 
have the effect of changing that insufferable 
Fix-It station inside his brain. He just might 
sync into some other astral network. And a 
different monologue entirely might thus spill 



from his lips. True, hearing him expound 
upon some new obsession might not help 
put me to sleep. If anything I would likely 
become more awake, more attentive, even 
eager perhaps, to hear what altered 
commentary might issue from my mate’s 
vocal chords. But at least there would be 
something else to for me to focus on. 
Something other than that incessant 
mumbledy gumble about wrenches, valves, 
and elbow joints.  
 Recently I had a dream. In it my 
husband was an ant. Human sized, with the 
same paunch, the same comb-over, but with 
two floppy antennae protruding from his 
forehead which looked suspiciously like 
flaccid penises. And he was overcome, my 
ant-husband, by a deep, boundless sadness 
extending from a place far, far beyond the 
endpoint of all expression. As if all the 
sorrows of the world, indeed the universe, 
ours and whatever others might exist 
parallel, had been distilled into a super dense 
mass no larger than a kiwi and was now 
sitting in the very pit of his stomach. This 
weight was so overpowering, so profoundly 
debilitating, that my husband could not 
move in the slightest, could not even bring 
himself to open his mandibles in despair. He 
stood there leaning, frozen, a block of 
granite. 
 So I took my own antennae—for in my 
dream I was, as usual, a bee, a worker bee—
never a queen bee, to be sure, as I have no 
illusions of grandeur nor am I burdened, so 
far as I know, with any latent, unfulfilled 
sense of superiority—and nuzzled them up 
and down alongside his own. I attempted to 
communicate with him in this way, one 
insect to another, albeit of different species. 
And in this manner I was able to bring to life 
those appendages of his, which surged and 
grew erect and started to quiver in the salty 
air, twitching this way and that, “sniffing” 
for whatever information might at that 
moment be carried across the waves. And 
then he began to speak, my husband, in his 
ant language, and although I could not 
understand his words (nor he mine) some 
undeniable zappy exchange was conveyed 
between our four antennae.  
 How long must I coax you so, 
husband, to keep you strong and hard? For 
we both know this cannot continue 
indefinitely. For now, however, it will have 
to suffice. I will continue to discharge the 
necessary currents from my feelers into 
yours, passing energy into your aerials, so 
that you might continue to speak in your 
foreign tongue which, for all I know, might 
still be fixated on the subject of fixing 
things, though perhaps on a scale more 
commensurate with the machinations of 
ants. 
  



Zombie Song 
 
 Oh my god my father could he be like 
any more gay. He goes on the front porch in 
his bathrobe and those, those slippers to get 
the Sunday paper. And he stands there like 
puffing on his pipe where the whole 
neighborhood can see him. He wears these 
lame pajamas, mom calls them his shortie 
pajamas. They’re shorts, pajama shorts. He 
won’t even wear underwear under them it is 
Dis Gust Ing. Sometimes he walks out onto 
the lawn to move the sprinkler. Like that! In 
his pajamas! He comes in and I'm like, Dad! 
And he looks at me like, who are you? and 
I'm like, Dad! 
 Today he comes in sucking on that 
pipe. He goes, Looks like we've got 
company. Me, I won't even look at him. 
Mom goes, You mean the Walker house? I 
saw the moving van. He goes, Not the 
Walker house any longer. I wonder what the 
moniker for this clan shall be.  
 That's how he talks. He thinks it's 
clever. He does this act like he's always in a 
1950s tv show. I don’t know how my mom 
tolerates it. I lied, I know how she tolerates 
it, but let’s not get into that. He looks at my 
little brother. What do you think, sport? He 
calls him that, sport. If not sport then champ, 
tiger, rascal. No one ever laughs at him but 
he thinks he's the funniest human on the 
planet. He says, Maybe they're the...hmm, 
the Staplemans perhaps? Or how about the 
Fields? Maybe the Rosenbaums? 
Rosenbaum, I like the sound of that. 
 My god you are so anti-semitic what is 
wrong with you. 
 Pumpkin, he says, I merely mentioned 
a Jewish name. That hardly counts as anti-
semitism.  
 That's what he calls me. Pumpkin. 
That or sugarplum or honey doodle or best 
girl. I hate him so much. 
 He turns back to my brother. How bout 
it, slugger? Want to take a guess as to the 
names of our new neighbors? Maybe a little 
wager?  
 But The Hump doesn't even know he's 
there, his nose pressed right up against his 
phone playing Monkey Dumbass Jerkoff or 
whatever the hell game he plays 24/7. 
 Mom pulls back the curtains so she can 
peer out the bay window. I think they're 
zombies, dear.  
 Dad gets up to look out the window 
and after a minute says, Why I do believe 
you're right old gal. Then, over his shoulder: 
How bout that, champ? There's a zombie 
boy your age moving in across the street.  
 The Hump doesn't move. His little slug 
body might as well be frozen except for his 
thumbs that twitch like they're being 
electrocuted.  
 Mom says, Sweetheart look, there's a 
boy your age too. And then she says in a low 
voice, like she’s sharing a secret with me, 
Hey, he's kind of cute.  
 Dad goes, Well e is at that. How bout 
that, kitten. Prom material, perhaps? 
 Oh. My. God, I say. I’ll be in my 
room. Vomiting. I run upstairs and lock my 
door.  
 I look outside my window. You can 
tell by the way they walk they're zombies. 
The dad has on Dockers and a polo shirt and 
his wife fusses with hanging planters on 
their porch. There's a younger boy and an 



older one. They go back and forth carrying 
boxes from the U-Haul to their front door. 
They've got a dog, a little zombie dog that 
lies comatose on the sidewalk and they have 
to keep stepping over him to get into the 
house. 
* 
 My dad wastes no time asking them to 
dinner! I try for days to get out of it but my 
mother insists I stay home. So I text Brittany 
and Ashley and Summer and tell them to 
come over unannounced. They'll do it 
because they want to see the older zombie 
boy, they’ve seen him in the hallway and 
think he's all that. 
 Turns out their name is Cartwright. My 
father wasn't even close. He fancies himself 
a conversationalist so he keeps pumping 
them with questions all through dinner. I roll 
my eyes so much they could fall out of their 
sockets. Dad says, So Doug, you're a real 
estate man? My mom joins in too because 
the Cartwrights are shy and don’t talk much. 
Mom says, How interesting that must be! 
But a hard line of work too I’ll bet and 
especially in this economy. Dad says, Not 
for old Doug here though, honey. Isn’t that 
right Doug? This man’s got the knack. The 
magic touch. To snag the Walker house for 
that price, it’s no small accomplishment.  
 Here’s to Doug and Susan, he says, 
and their boys Larry and Ken.  
 And Pickles, Ken gurgles. Ken is the 
younger one. His voice sounds like it comes 
from the bottom of his spine, not his vocal 
chords.  
 Pickles? says Dad. And who might 
Pickles be? 
 Larry, the older boy, the one in my 
grade, slowly lifts his head and stares right 
through my dad. Dog, he says. His voice 
sounds like torn sandpaper. 
 My mom says, The house you bought 
is such a nice house. The Walkers spent a 
fortune renovating. Those marble 
countertops, the faux wine cellar. All that 
was done in just the last two years. 
 Dad says, Don Walker and I put in that 
deck two summers ago. Or was it three? 
Honey, was it two summers or three? I know 
it wasn’t four. Three, I’m sure of it. One 
thing about Don, he built things to last, yes 
he did. I mean he sunk those posts in deep. 
When the apocalypse comes that deck will 
be the last thing standing, long after all our 
homes get blown away. Dad laughs at this 
and mom goes, Oh Tom, like he’s said 
something risque. I text Brittany: omg where 
r u im going to puke in my mouth. 
 It goes on like that for forever. The 
Hump keeps staring like a frog at Larry, at 
the sores on his cheek, and Ken whose collar 
bone is poking out a little bit. I keep kicking 
The Hump under the table and clenching my 
jaw at him but when I do he just goes real 
loud Ow, what? I so want to die. 
 The doorbell rings as my mom brings 
out the tiramisu. It's from D'Angelo's, she 
says, on Fleur Ave, you have absolutely got 
to go there. Their cheesecake is just sinful. I 
run to the door, it's Brittany and Ashley. As 
planned. Summer couldn't make it. I turn to 
everyone, Hey look Brittany and Ashley are 
here. Mom gives me the stink eye but dad is 
clueless and stands up and says, Hola ladies! 
Come meet the Cartwrights! Before I can 
say anything Brittany looks at Larry and 
says to me in her best little whore voice, 



Aren’t you going to introduce us, and I look 
at her like keep your pants on you skank and 
I introduce them.  
 While the parents drink coffee Brittany 
and Ashley and I sit on the couch and Larry 
sits in the chair. The Hump takes Ken into 
his cave of squalor to play XBox.  
 Brittany doesn’t waste any time. She 
keeps crossing and uncrossing her legs and 
chewing her hair. Ashley just smiles and sits 
forward and blinks. Ashley likes to blink at 
boys, she thinks it highlights her features but 
all it does is make her look like she’s got 
Tourettes.  
 Brittany says, So Larry what do you 
think of Yoda. Ashley goes, That’s what we 
call Mrs. Skoda, your homeroom teacher. 
We call her Yoda. And Brittany goes, Yeah 
we call her Yoda. She kind of looks like 
Yoda, don’t you think? And Ashley goes, 
Uh, yeah, if Yoda weighed half a ton and 
wore a moustache and had a club foot. Yoda 
does not have a club foot I say. She might as 
well have, Brittany says, have you seen 
those shoes. 
 Brittany and Ashley do all the talking 
as they always do. I sit there waiting for the 
night to be over. And looking at how 
Larryh’s hair curls behind his ear, the good 
one. 
 After they leave my dad goes, Nice 
people. Nice, nice people, then retreats into 
the bathroom for the next seven hours with 
his pipe and magazines. 
* 
 The first time Larry and I kiss his lips 
are extra hot. I mean temperature hot. His 
whole body is on fire. Like he’s got a fever. 
I’m not sure how much I like it but it’s 
different from kissing Billy and Simon who 
are the only other boys I’ve kissed. Billy 
tasted like onion bagels. Simon kept trying 
to lick my lip like a beagle. I’m the only one 
who only calls him Simon, everyone else 
calls him Corndog. 
 When Brittany and Ashley and 
Summer find out over lunch Brittany says, 
You little slut, and Ashley wants to know 
every stupid little detail, and Summer, who 
suddenly gets all serious because this is 
supposedly Her Area of Expertise just 
because she’s done it, she says Now Angie 
you’ve got to be careful with zombie boys. I 
know on the outside they’re all like laid 
back and chill but when they get you alone 
watch out. I mean grabby is not the word. 
Then she tells us how at Jesus Camp the 
summer before she hooked up with a zombie 
boy. We all go, Like hell you did, and she 
goes No I did really, and we say How come 
you never told us, and she goes, Like I tell 
you bitches everything? She’s all nonchalant 
about it, like grinding on zombie boys is a 
regular thing for her. She goes, Best thing 
about it is it’s totally safe because their 
sperms are all dead, and all three of us go, 
Ew, Summer! Then Summer goes, But 
you’ve got to be real careful his thing 
doesn’t fall off inside you, and we all go 
Ew! again.  
* 
 After I called it off Larry began 
leaving notes for me. In the mailbox, on the 
front porch. Rolled up pieces of paper tied 
with string. Sometimes with a twig or a used 
bandaid or a piece of dried meat attached. I 
could never make out more than a few of the 
words. Just my name, happy, and teeth. He 



had these little symbols and shapes I 
couldn’t make out, all connected with 
wiggly lines. It was kind of cute at first but 
then it got weird when we found one on the 
seat of our car. Then one night mom took 
out the garbage and nearly crapped her pants 
when she saw him lurking in the shadows 
smoking. I don’t know which freaked her 
out more, the stalking or the cigarette. Dad 
had to go over and talk to his Dad. It 
stopped after that, the messages I mean.  
 A couple weeks later I walked by their 
house. I heard their dog howling this freaky 
howl, high pitched and wheezy and moaning 
like. Then I saw their dog lying splayed out 
on the front lawn like it always is, mouth 
hanging open with the tongue flopped out. 
So it wasn’t their dog I’d heard. I snuck 
around to the side of their house figuring if 
Larry could spy on us well then I could do 
the same.  
 I followed the sound to their dining 
room window and when I looked in there 
they were, all four of them, standing in a 
ring holding hands. Like they were praying. 
And all of them singing. Though it wasn’t 
any English I ever heard.  
 That’s when I realized those weren’t 
letters Larry had been leaving for me but 
songs he’d written. When I told mom she 
said Isn’t that just adorable, it’s just too bad 
he smokes. She told Dad and Dad said, 
Songs eh? Let’s give them a look-see, shall 
we Princess, and he took one of Larry’s 
notes from me and he and mom sat down at 
the piano even though I begged them not to 
and they tried to sing the songs but they 
couldn’t. What came out of their mouths and 
the piano was so awful that even The Hump 
looked up for a second from his spot on the 
couch. They got tired of trying to sing 
zombie music and opened up instead their 
sheet music to Oklahoma! and went at it 
which is when The Hump locked himself in 
his room and I ran upstairs. 
 I woke up in the middle of the night 
the tortured sound of rasping breathing. 
Went downstairs and Dad was sitting at the 
piano in the dark in those creepy pajamas. 
He was trying to play one of Larry’s songs 
but he was staring straight ahead with his 
mouth hanging open. A sound rising up 
from deep in his lungs that made my skin 
prickle.  
 --Jesus Christ dad, I said. He slowly 
turned his head to look at me. His eyes were 
like fogged up glass and he made a sound in 
the bottom of his throat that sounded like 
when The Hump was in the bathroom all 
constipated. It sounded like a bird that flew 
through our open back door once and kept 
smashing itself into the oven door. It 
sounded like what an old person would 
sound like if they fell down a well and 
whispered for somebody to come get them. 
Like a wild animal maybe that had got leg 
stuck in a trap and had just realized it was 
going to have to chew it off. Goddamit dad I 
said, why do you have to ruin my life. Then 
I ran to get mom. 
 
 
 
 
  



A Grounded Wire Draws the Arc 
 
 6:55 pm, Tuesday night, 1989, Skelton 
Falls, just outside of Rochester, New York. 
Gordon Llewelyn Walpinger, Interim 
Regional Assistant Project Developer slash 
Tri-County Magazine Unit Sales 
Coordinator for ConnectingUSA! Marketing 
Inc., steps onto the raised platform at the 
head of the room to address his 
telemarketers, part-timers all whose 
contracts have been signed by a colleague 
Gordon has only spoken with over the 
phone, Maddy Croxley, one of 
ConnectingUSA! Marketing Inc’s Co-
Associate Employee Transaction Resource 
Orchestration Managers, a woman who 
might or might not be Gordon’s boss, 
neither of them being completely sure, and 
whose path has literally never crossed his 
and not just because her office is located on 
the other side of their building in Industrial 
Park 14 Sector R but because she dutifully 
punches out between 5:15 pm and 5:35 pm 
every night whereas his shift does not begin 
until 6:30 pm. 
 The room has four rows of tables, two 
tables to a row, a central aisle dividing the 
room. Three workers to a table, all twenty-
four facing the front. Before each person sits 
a telephone, a script binder standing upright 
on a little stand, a thick fan-folded printout 
containing thousands of names and 
telephone numbers, and a metal green hotel 
counter bell which the telemarketers are 
expected to ding every time they make a sale 
followed by yelling out the number of units 
they have just sold, whether a quarter, a half, 
one, or two. This is the cue for everyone in 
the room to enthusiastically rejoinder, 
calling out the name of the employee who 
made the sale, and woe to the employee who 
fails to show the necessary enthusiasm since 
demonstrating Team Spirit and Collegial 
Support is not only high on Gordon’s list but 
at the very top, he a firm believer in the 
power of generating maximum revenue by 
Showing Respect for Your Colleagues 
Because We’re All in This Together People.  
 Each new employee has four days to 
remember the names of her coworkers and is 
tested on the fifth day in Gordon’s ritual 
“lighthearted contest—we’re all friends 
here!” where she stands in front of the room, 
her back to the white board upon which all 
names are written, attempting to place 
names to faces. If no more than 0-2 names 
are forgotten or misremembered this means 
Gordon orders lunchtime pizza for all. If 3-4 
mistakes are made there is still pizza, just 
none for the forgetful employee. 5 or more 
errors means that there will be no pizza. It’s 
a bonding activity, Gordon reminds. 
 After a sale is made Gordon, who 
patrols the room constantly, circling the 
desks in his lurching gait, leaps to the 
platform at the head of the room and writes 
on a white board next to the employee’s 
name the number of units he or she has sold. 
In this way all can see who is selling the 
most at any given time. At the end of the 
week the names are rearranged on the board 
in order of most units sold; the top three 
people with the highest number of units are 
allowed to spend the following week sitting 
at The Special Table at the front of the room 
with its leather chairs. Some magazines are 
only worth a quarter unit, like Baseball 



Digest, whereas others, like Life, can be 
worth as much as two. Employees receive 
minimum wage but if they sell above a 
certain number of units they earn 
commission. This is averaged out over the 
week so that if a worker sells three dozen 
Life subscriptions one night but only three 
for Baseball Digest the next, any extra profit 
she earned from all those Life magazines 
gets evened out in the wash. This is why 
Gordon is quick to remind the workers they 
must be On The Top of Their Game 24/7 
People.    
 Along the rear wall is an aluminum 
coat rack and water cooler. Two framed 
posters adorn the walls, one a photo of the 
Grand Canyon with a quote about 
“Excellence,” the other of a man fly fishing 
at daybreak (“Dedication”). To the side of 
the room is the door to Gordon’s office 
which contains a filing cabinet, desk, swivel 
chair, waste basket, computer printer 
(though no computer), phone, and a stack of 
manuals and catalogs on the floor. There is a 
window in the wall between this office and 
the main room so that Gordon can look out 
at his employees and they can see him 
looking at them.  
 Gordon spends little time in the office, 
preferring to work the room, pausing every 
so often to address his flock, pitching a 
running commentary meant to inspire over 
the heads of his flock. A key part of his job 
consists of Pumping Up The Crew and 
goading them to Be The Most Awesome 
Sales Force They Can Possibly Be and not 
only meet their quotas but Strive To Surpass 
Their Efforts Each and Every Day. Gordon 
Llewelyn Walpinger grew up in a religious 
household where his grandmother took him 
to church three nights a week where 
charismatic Preacher Cubbins exhorted his 
parishioners to Get One With God Amen 
and employed the standard evangelist 
affects, wiping his brow with a handkerchief 
and holding a bulky family bible high above 
his head, eyes downcast or raised to the 
ceiling. Gordon even slips into a southern 
drawl from time to time even though all this 
took place in Kettle, a small town in western 
New York state. Gordon has self-
consciously chosen to replicate the 
mannerisms of this preacher who half-
scared, half-bored him as a child but now, 
through the romanticized hindsight of 
middle age, he has imbued with desirable 
leadership qualities and a magnetic 
demeanor. In fact Gordon, while not a 
religious man, is trying hard to believe in the 
somewhat redundant second and third 
Performance Goal Criteria Items bulleted on 
his Partnership for Performance Form that 
Maddy Croxley reviews with him over the 
phone each quarter, even though it is not she 
but someone else in HR who ultimately 
checks off the Quarterly Review Completed 
box: #2 Inspire employees to reach greater 
and greater sales heights, and #3 Serve as 
sales role model for employee “troops.” 
Gordon is sincerely inspired by the trust his 
company has placed in him to fulfill these 
obligations, so much so that he has to be 
careful lest he actually refer to his 
employees as his congregation. He was 
hired for this job in part because he used to 
be an assistant middle school football coach 
and has a piercing voice, uncomfortably 



high and nasal and which cuts through the 
air like a hedge trimmer.  
 Along the top of the whiteboard 
behind him he has written in red marker, 
“The Hotbox!” surrounded with double 
quotes and underlined three times in black 
erasable marker. This is his term for the 
room. Some of the workers, speaking among 
themselves in the break room down the hall 
and out of earshot from Gordon, who 
chooses to eat his supper in his office, have 
another name for it. They call this room The 
Cheese Shop on account of the smell. They 
have pinpointed the source of the offending 
odor to an older female employee, or rather 
the macramé handbag she keeps on the floor 
between her feet, the contents of which 
remain a mystery. Gordon is proud of his 
employees who are so diligent at getting to 
work on time for the evening shift, eager 
beavers itching to sell magazines to humans 
living on the other side of the country and 
even as far as Hawaii. He is unaware they 
arrive early solely to be able to sit farthest 
away from the woman with the cheesy smell 
wafting from her handbag. On most nights 
two of the workers, college students, one in 
a sorority and the other in a fraternity, are 
the last to arrive and have to sit on either 
side of the cheese lady, and for this get their 
share of ribbing from coworkers during their 
cigarette break. 
 Tonight at 6:55 Gordon stands before 
the room as he does every night. Let’s Prime 
the Pump Compadres, he says. Time to Put 
the Pedal to the Medal, he says. No Pain No 
Gain. Reach Into The Homes of America 
And Take. Their. Money, the words 
punctuated with a trio of fist pumps. 
 When he first took this job Gordon 
gave his short inspirational sermons at the 
top of every hour. Considered this his 
managerial signature. He imagined himself 
the equivalent of a warm-up act before the 
main event, the main event in this case being 
his crew working diligently to persuade 
strangers to renew subscriptions during their 
dinner hour. Over time though he realized 
that, as his workers’ leader, mentor, and 
guide, he himself was to some degree the 
main act, or at least a necessary stimulant 
necessary for the success of his charges. His 
monologues grew longer, more intense, at 
times lasting five minutes or more. He came 
to view The Hotbox as a rhetorical 
laboratory to try out various incitements and 
gauge their effect upon the number and 
frequency of sales. Much of his discourse 
was filled with quotes from a slim volume 
he had found in his desk drawer, A 
Compendium of Motivational Phraseology 
for Leaders in Management. At first had 
used this volume the way Preacher Cubbins 
had his bible, waving the testament in the air 
to punctuate his words, opening and quoting 
at random when the spirit moved him. Over 
time he dispensed with the volume entirely, 
recalling quotations from memory, further 
enhancing their effect through a degree of 
remixing and modification. Since his 
workers were all immersed in their tasks, 
busy pleading in earnest and insistent voices 
into their phones to women in housecoats 
standing in kitchens or gravediggers 
watching television or road crew employees 
interrupted while giving birthday parties to 
their daughters or even, every so often, other 
part-time telemarketers trying to nap in their 



apartments on a night off, Gordon knew that 
the purpose of his performance was 
primarily atmospheric. It was not the words 
themselves that had their magical effect but 
the flow, the streaming discharge. 
 Gordon: A wise man named Aristotle 
once said Excellence is a habit people. He 
who hesitates loses my friends so strike 
before that iron gets cold. Because and take 
it from me you want to build that castle in 
the air don’t you and be master of your own 
pocketbook. Who is the determiner of your 
fate well you’re looking at him my friend. 
Right there in the mirror. He’s right there 
staring back at you. Or her. Her too. All of 
you I mean. You’re all captains on this road 
of life so leave no stone unturned or ha ha in 
this case no phone number. Happy are those 
who dream and pay up front to make those 
dreams come alive. No guts no glory and 
don’t you never forget it my friends. Because 
the difference between a successful 
somebody and the somebody that’s not is 
that the successful somebody gets back on 
that horse where the winning formula is. 
You will learn the most from your unhappy 
customers. They are the rungs you step on 
so as to climb to the top… 
 Gordon had always been fast and loose 
with his talk, often conflating the motivating 
phrases suggested in the manual, allowing 
the metaphors to cross pollinate and mix in 
curious ways. But over time he had begun 
peppering his motivational comments with 
phrases entirely of his own construction, 
sandwiching them between the chestnuts. 
And on this particular evening, at 6:55, in 
between Remember that early bird people 
and how he nabbed that worm, and Don’t 
never forget that what your brain can 
conceive your mind can achieve, Gordon 
inserts this: a grounded wire draws the arc. 
It is a phrase he has never used before nor 
will again, nor is he, in fact, even aware that 
the words have left his mouth, so immersed 
is he in his delivery. 
 At this exact same moment, at 5:55 pm 
Tuesday night, 1989 (central standard time), 
Charles Harold Neidermeyer, age eleven, is 
being home schooled at his dining room 
table by his mother, Harmony. One might 
say Harmony Neidermeyer’s interpretation 
of home schooling is relaxed; she allows the 
child to read and draw throughout the day 
interspersed with frequent walks to find 
rocks and bugs. This is fine by Charles who 
much enjoys reading, writing, and looking 
for rocks and especially bugs. At this 
moment he is drawing a robot. The robot has 
wires shooting out of his arms into the grass 
at his feet. Charles draws a yellow zap of 
electricity going from the robot’s brain, 
which is blue and housed in a glass jar on 
top of his head, into the grass, and as he 
does so he chants in a sing-songy voice, a 
grounded wire draws the arc, repeatedly. 
His mother, also sitting at the table 
engrossed in a magazine, asks What’s that 
honey? and Charles asks May I have some 
buttered toast mother to which Harmony 
replies Of course you can mister. 
 4:55 pm, Tuesday night, 1989, Carter 
County, Montana, mountain standard time. 
Tommy Breaking Ice, a powerline 
technician, is in his cherry picker making 
adjustments to a capacitor bank on route 7 a 
few miles south of Medicine Rocks Ranch. 
He and other linemen have spent the better 



part of the day inspecting transformers 
throughout the area in hopes of assessing a 
series of irregular fluctuations reported 
across the local grid. As he stands in the 
insulated bucket, rubber gloves on, he 
recalls a conversation he had had with his 
brother Fred the night before. Tommy had 
mentioned he’d be spending the day out in 
Medicine Rocks territory, and Fred had 
jokingly told his brother to watch out for the 
dwarves. As he reaches for a cable, Tommy 
automatically and unthinkingly mumbles, as 
he often does when working with electrical 
components powerful enough to cook his 
innards, his good luck mantra—a grounded 
wire draws the arc—but as he does his 
thoughts are elsewhere, conjuring visions of 
the vicious little demons who haunt the area, 
they of the bulbous heads and razor sharp 
incisors who would no sooner tear the heart 
from your ribcage as they would look at 
you. 
 Was there a similar utterance that took 
place at 3:55 pm on the west coast? Or 
elsewhere across the globe at this precise 
time? Rest assured our interns are 
employing every available haptic 
reconnoiter charm to research the question; 
we are confident such evidence will be 
forthcoming. For, as we all heard so 
eloquently argued during this morning’s 
keynote address over breakfast, there are no 
coincidences nor ever were. As the 
emerging field of Synchronicity Studies so 
clearly demonstrates, the weft of the 
world—the illimitable lines of flow and flux 
that comprise the mesh of trans-
environmental global consciousness—are 
nothing if not omnipresent and ubiquitous. 
The very cells of our being, each and every 
one—tethered to every other. Thank you. 
 This concludes our afternoon 
roundtable; we have time for a few 
questions. I am also being told by our 
moderator to remind everyone that, in order 
to accommodate all who have signed up, 
tonight’s line dancing event scheduled to 
take place in the Fourier Lounge has been 
moved to Ballroom C. 
  



The Cats, in Two Acts 
 
Our trainer’s door. 
 
 When we pulled into our trainer's 
driveway? So, so many cats! Never had I 
stumbled upon such a mob. And each one 
sporting broad, irregular puzzle piece 
markings of stripe and spot. Skulking in the 
azaleas, licking themselves on the hood of 
his Fiat. As we rang the doorbell several 
threaded between our legs, heads butting our 
calves, though most kept their distance and 
stared from behind potted ferns or scooted 
behind the garage. I hummed a few bars of 
“Cat Scratch Fever” but Sue was in no mood 
and I knew by her erect posture, the way she 
stared straight ahead with a look of perfect 
calm, the argument would continue on the 
way home. 
 Throughout dinner I held my wine 
glass close to my nose in a futile attempt to 
counteract the tang of cat pee. Our trainer's 
home was thick with it. I could feel it 
sinking into my clothes and hair. I am much 
affected by odors and by the time his partner 
Chuck brought out the cherry crepes I was 
rehearsing in my head excuses for a hasty 
departure. But Sue sat on the couch with a 
pillow in her lap, laughing at our host’s 
stories and even venturing to tell the long 
and complicated tale of our Vancouver 
fiasco. All an act of course, she secretly 
wanting to leave as much as I. But my 
wife’s sense of social duty is as fierce and 
overstated as her hunger for revenge. We 
ended staying longer than we should have.  
 The moment our trainer’s door shut 
behind us and we made our way to the car 
(the cats, oddly, now nowhere to be seen) 
my animated story-telling other half had 
vanished completely, replaced with Silent 
Sue who’d sat stone faced during the drive 
hours earlier. The one who had said, with 
icy cheer, I'm doing this under protest. Just 
so you know.  
 But my mood was much improved, 
relieved as I was to breathe fresh air again 
and rejuvenated at the thought of showering 
once I got home. In this way our trainer's 
door served as a behavioral trigger that 
flipped our polarities. When first we walked 
across his threshold my wife turned bubbly, 
charming, nearly manic, whereas I as the 
evening wore on got grumpier, mildly 
nauseated. Upon exiting I could inhale 
deeply once again, felt relief bordering on 
joy as she reverted back to granite. 
 That night with Sue turned on her side 
as far from me as possible without tumbling 
off the bed I attempted counting sheep. I had 
never actually tried it before; who does? As 
I ticked off each one I got to wondering as to 
the origins of that phrase. How did some 
long ago shepherd's need to document 
inventory make its way into the vernacular? 
And I wondered too: when one counts 
sheep, does that make them a surrogate 
sheep dog.  
 Such were my thoughts when I noticed 
that these sheep were not sheep at all but the 
cats from our trainer's house and all in 
sheep’s clothing. And unlike cooperative 
counting sheep whose job is to orderly hop 
over the fence one after the other, these 
creatures did exactly as they pleased. Some 
rubbed arched backs against the fence posts. 
Others skulked beneath the rungs, or jumped 



on the uppermost slats and sat washing 
themselves. Several stared at me with 
contempt. Their number increased until 
there were too many to count. Dozens and 
dozens more and still they kept coming.  
 Then as if on cue they began to howl. 
Not the normal whiny cat complaint, the 
simpering bring-me-food whine. But that 
ungodly sound cats make in heat. That 
primal, alien yowl resembling nothing so 
much as a drugged infant crying out in pain. 
 I got out of bed and watched television 
in the dark. Thought of how the cats had had 
their revenge. As I had displaced them by 
showing up for dinner at our trainer’s home, 
who had then booted them outdoors, they 
had now kicked me out of my own bed. And 
Sue, fast asleep in the contagion of her own 
dreams, in on it as well, joining the creatures 
in righting this imbalance. I finally fell 
asleep to a show about how Nostrodamus 
had not only predicted 9-11 but a series of 
cataclysmic episodes that have yet to come 
to pass, the disembodied narrator 
speculating into the void, "Whether society 
will have the wherewithal to heed the 
oracle's warnings, only time will tell.” That 
horrid word washing like a piece of 
driftwood onto the shore of my mind’s ear, 
bobbing in the scurf, over and over: 
wherewithal, wherewithal.  
 
One cat, two cats, three cats, infinity! 
 
 A phrase has been rattling inside my 
head for weeks now, like an agate in a rock 
tumbler. Like one of those commercial 
jingles that gets stuck in your craw. A 
taunting, sing-songy nugget cycling 
repeatedly, circling the interior of my skull 
like a perpetual toy train: One cat, two cats, 
three cats, infinity! 
 That's it. That's all there is. Like a 
space signal, a lost piece of equation or 
theorem captured in a mountain radar dish. 
Sewn and branded into my synapses. The 
voice is small, not quite human, lingering at 
the threshold (what threshold, exactly, is 
unclear), more subliminal than actually 
present: One cat two cats, three cats, 
infinity!  
 This mutant tinnitus has me much on 
edge these days. I snap at my partner. I'm 
even half worried he'll start hearing it too. 
As if the cursed phrase will dribble out of 
my ears at night and into his own. Maybe I'll 
infect him and we'll both go nuts together.  
 At first we were never the kind who 
wanted pets. It's not like either of us were 
allergic to cat hair or had an aversion to 
dogs. Ours was a simple desire to live 
together but alone, just the two of us with no 
other entities save our orchids suspended in 
macramé hangers about the piano, our 
cactus plants in brightly painted Mexican 
pots beneath the bay window. Chuck's 
potted ferns on the front porch, the only 
sentries at the front door. He and I snuggled 
tight like two bugs in our bed in our home 
surrounded by a fence, surrounded in turn by 
the other homes on the block, the 
neighborhood in turn encompassed by the 
adjoining ones and so on. A beautiful 
insularity, ours, and our bedroom empty of 
all but our two selves rooted at the hub.  
 Years ago the bedroom had been 
situated at the rear of the house but 
successive owners continued to expand the 



home without moving the master bedroom 
so it now sits squarely in the heart of our 
residence, with no windows save an 
enormous skylight floating over our bed. We 
are as a pair of seeds around which spread 
concentric circles: room, house, fence, 
neighborhood, country, atmosphere, solar 
system. And looking down on us every night 
our skylight, like the eye of god. A friend 
once pointed out there’s a word for this: 
penetralia. The innermost sanctum, the 
architectural secret center. Once a year this 
friend visits us for a weekend, and when 
after dinner we sit on the patio by the tiki 
lamps with a pitcher of sangria and play 
word games, it's a foregone conclusion he 
will beat the pants off us, leaving us in the 
dust. He's just one of those people whose 
head is stuffed with words like penetralia. 
 So: for the longest time us two, 
sleeping nightly in the nucleus of our 
penetralia, and we a pair of electrons in 
suspended orbit. Until the cats showed up, 
creating a tear in the fabric of our binary 
universe.  
 There had always been cats outside of 
course. Growling in heat in the middle of the 
night, groaning in pain or lust or wretched 
excess or whatever it is cats feel when 
they're under the spell. I'd stumble out of 
bed, flick on the exterior lights, and see 
them, frozen and wild-eyed by the garbage 
cans, always the same locale for their 
midnight trysts. Sometimes the floodlight 
wouldn't scare them away, and they’d stand 
paralyzed, hunkered like statues, awash in 
feral chemicals. I would have to throw open 
the window to break the tension, clap my 
hands or if that didn't work, hiss 
threateningly in half-asleep approximation 
of catspeak. Sometimes this would simply 
drive them into the rock garden, still in 
estrus, and I would have to follow them 
outside in bare feet tiptoeing about the 
hostas, searching for a rock or thick piece of 
mulch I might throw at them sidearm, the 
intention never to strike them, just scare, the 
missile shushing through the coneflower. 
Scat, and away, ye cats. Triggering, and 
hopefully imprinting, a bright little <yikes> 
inside their kitty noggins. The crash of my 
projectile would prompt the animals to bolt 
in opposite directions, their lazy panic 
dispersing the pheromone clouds. These 
beings clearly needed teaching and I would 
be their teacher. 
 But if anything my disciplinary 
measures just egged them on. Before long 
we had become Cat Central. Chuck would 
joke, without humor, that perhaps our home 
was built on some ancient cat burial ground, 
a beacon that called the living to visit their 
feline ancestral spirits. 
 At some point one of us—each blames 
the other—hit upon the idea to adopt a 
when-in-Rome philosophy: simply open our 
doors to the lot of them, turning our home 
into a sanctuary. To this day that decision 
seems occult. The crazy notion possessed us 
like a virus; we acquiesced, with almost no 
thought or planning, as if there were no 
other choice. We’re both certainly aware 
having a home with dozens of strays coming 
and going hardly syncs with our decor, our 
lifestyle, our aesthetic proclivities. It is as if 
the presence of the strays had reached a 
critical mass, whereupon their feline 
intentions collectively overtook our 



(obviously) malleable psyches. Whatever 
the cause we two were helpless to prevent 
the influx and today the reality of this fills 
us with a degree of embarrassment 
bordering on shame; we never speak of it. 
 And so now, instead of padding 
outside to spook the spook cats from 
coupling by the trash bins, at night I listen to 
the braille of the soft mallets of their paws 
tamping across the floors. I know there must 
be some message there, buried in the 
language of those almost (but not 
completely) silent circular footsteps, yet no 
matter how hard I concentrate, none 
materialize. No answer, no solution, no 
punch line. Only 
 

one cat, two cats,  
three cats, infinity 

 
 And where, I ask you, is the endpoint, 
the event horizon? 
 
 
 
 
 
  



What Not Caring Does 
 
 Acting on the advice of my therapist I 
have chosen not caring. Not all the time of 
course. Just once a day. Each day I find time 
to not care about something. I envision it 
like this: every something I have chosen not 
to care about is a home-made toffee 
wrapped in gold foil. I put these in my 
"pouch" for safe keeping. Every few days I 
unwrap one carefully (folding the tin foil 
wrappers which can then be re-used in the 
future--I keep them stored in a "baggie" next 
to the "pouch"--recycling is an important 
part of the process) then suck on them until 
they dissolve. I savor these moments. I 
imagine I feel my heart rate dropping a little 
as I do. I believe my blood pressure has been 
responding positively. My therapist says she 
has noticed improvement. 
 I increase my intake of Not Caring 
Candies to twice a day. There is certainly no 
lack of things to not care about.  
 Then I up the amount to three. Only 
now the problem is, one gets anxious over 
what should or should not be cared about. I 
find myself mentally arranging all of the 
things worthy of not being cared for. I write 
them in a vertical list on a "chalkboard" in 
my head, but then I can't help but second 
guess the ranking. I end up erasing some of 
the items, placing them in a different order. 
The toffees began to taste sour. 
 I decide to make two lists: one for not 
caring, one for caring. I take the number one 
item on each list--the number one thing not 
to care about, and the number one thing to 
care about--and bake them into a "cookie," 
one of those black and white half-moon 
ones, chocolate frosting on one half, vanilla 
on the other.  
 Which in my mind I then “eat.”  
 I am still working through the details. 
For example, should the item not to be cared 
about be the side of the cookie with the 
chocolate frosting or the white? You might 
think the dark side would go naturally with 
the thing not to be cared about but that isn't 
necessarily so. My latest solution, a 
temporary one, is to switch back and forth. 
One day "not to be cared about" = dark side 
of the cookie, "to be cared about" = white. 
To be reversed the following day (or hour).  
 My therapist has suggested, upon 
learning of my modifications, that I take a 
couple steps back and consider simply 
writing down all of these things not worth 
caring about, putting them in an ashtray, and 
setting a match to them. She even brings out 
a large jade ashtray from her desk drawer. 
And the notion is not without its appeal: 
striking the wooden (would have to be 
wooden) match; delicately letting the flame 
kiss the corner of my trimly folded paper; 
imagining the temperature of the cool green 
stone rising in response—the echo to my 
burning.  
 Then I realize—she must use this very 
same technique with other of her patients! 
And here I was, thinking my proclivities 
were singular, unique, and mine alone! For 
this reason I politely decline. To have the 
ashes of the matters I ought and ought not 
care about combine with those borne from 
strangers’ private pathologies seems not just 
wrong but a little dirty even. No fucking 
way their ashes are to mingle with mine is 
what I’m saying. 



 But: the thought of setting things on 
fire inside my head—well, that’s enticing. I 
have begun to imagine taking the things I 
will not care about and meticulously 
bending them into tiny origami "kites" that I 
tie to “spools of thread.” As I let out the 
spools I picture the kites floating higher and 
higher until eventually they get close to the 
sun where, because they have been folded 
out of flash paper, they instantly combust, 
june bugs drawn to a zapper. I am not yet 
ready to move completely in this direction, 
of course, as I have yet to determine the 
appropriate color thread, not to mention the 
types of animals I will fold. But I am getting 
there. I have purchased a beginner's book on 
origami. The thought of all those tiny 
momentary fires lighting up the skies of my 
mind is attractive to me. And my head will 
be filled with the fine falling snow of ash 
babies birthed from lovely, crisp paper 
swans. My own snow of not caring. 
  



The Hollow Earth Companion 
 

In places the level valleys stretched 
away for many miles in every 
direction. "The Smoky God," in its 
clear white light, looked calmly down. 
There was an intoxication in the 
electrically surcharged air that fanned 
the cheek as softly as a vanishing 
whisper. Nature changed a lullaby in 
the faint murmur of winds whose 
breath was sweet with the fragrance of 
bud and blossom. 

--Willis George Emerson, The 
Smoky God, or A Voyage Journey 
to the Inner Earth, 1908  

 
 "The air is rarified; prepare to modify 
your breathing upon arrival. Consider taking 
a yoga or even a Lamaze class before 
travelling, as some tourists report that this 
helps in the acclimation process. There is no 
getting around it; the jet lag is murder. 
Expect, at least, a good three to four days' 
disorientation..." 
 "For sightseeing you will need special 
binoculars and cameras, as their lenses all 
bevel slightly to accommodate The Bowl. 
Available in withoutter shops located in 
most town squares..." 
 "Fat chance getting a glimpse of the 
dinosaurs as the citizenry, having closely 
monitored the decline of charismatic 
megafauna on our surface, is understandably 
protective. These habitats are closely 
guarded secrets, though with luck the 
occasional pterodactyl might be spotted far 
in the distance; they feed at dusk..." 
 "Be attendant to slight twists in their 
vernacular. Instead of 'horizon' they say 
'bend.' What we describe as 'the heavens' 
they call 'viscera.' And while much of the 
population has adapted to our surface 
colloquialisms, outliers in more remote 
villages maintain the inverted dialect. It's 
unlikely you'll find yourself in conversation 
with these shy and reticent elders, but if you 
do simply follow their lead and flip their 
terms around--in means out, up means down, 
atmosphere = mind, etc. (and, vice versa). It 
is not altogether unlike visiting London..." 
 "Be respectful. Do not gawk at their 
height or pronounced appendages (should 
you need them, clothes more suitable for 
your dimensions are available in all 
withoutter shops). Never refer to locals as 
'withinners,' 'inners,' or 'interiorists,' such 
terms being highly inoffensive. Simply call 
them by their offered name and nothing else. 
On no account entertain topics re: their 
mythical tails, and certainly not the 
photocells on the tips of those tails. There is 
no credence to these legends whatsoever, 
despite old Fourier's claims to the 
contrary..." 
 "Doughglobes and sugar geodes are in 
abundance, found in food carts and up and 
down the avenues; feel free to indulge. But 
you're fooling yourself if you believe these 
savory jelly and mushroom filled balls are 
indigenous, made as they are solely for 
tourists. (In truth, most natives favor 
flapjacks and pounded vegetable patties. For 
just as they favor straight walls and sharp 
angles inside their spheroid homes, so too 
are they drawn to cuisine of flatter 
design)..." 



 "Day markets and evening recitals are 
frequent in Oreon Square; be sure to get 
your photo of grinning Olaf Jansen, carrying 
an armload of berries the size of melons. Go 
ahead, touch the burnished bronze grapes at 
his feet for good luck; everyone else does..." 
 I made that last part up. About rubbing 
the grapes. A priest friend once told me of 
his days at seminary in Rome, how he and 
his pals would, in full priest-to-be regalia 
and when tourists were around, stoop by a 
nondescript fountain to kiss the head of a 
particular cherub. Same one, each time. 
Then sip espresso at the bar across the alley 
and the watch the gullible dopes who’d been 
watching follow suit. The cherub had no 
significance of course. Neither does the 
grape. But I enjoy the thought of all those 
eager withoutters lining up at the statue, 
groping old Olaf's spilled fruit. 
 There is another, more significant, lie 
as well: in each revised edition of the 
Hollow Earth Companion I warn that 
travelling to Dipping-of-the-Needle is 
utterly forbidden, the entire town under 
quarantine. And I owe this fib to my own 
hollow earth companion--not the guidebook 
I freelance for, but the other kind, the flesh 
and blood one. 
 We met a year ago. I was sitting at 
Vernon's, an outdoor cantina across from the 
town's only fountain, enjoying a menthol 
and the glow of the mock sun's burgundy 
haze, when he appeared suddenly beside me, 
pulled up a chair without asking, took a 
good long drink of my crossed legs, nodded 
approvingly at my garter, and signaled for 
two glasses and a cruet of Plumissa (a 
regional aperitif reminiscent of Aperol with 
lemon, surprisingly potent and garnished 
with a sugared stick of rhubarb)--then 
promptly told me about the digs in the old 
quarter several blocks away, the conduit 
archeologists had unearthed there.  
 "Where it leads is anyone's guess," he 
said, "though the old timers say it's a tunnel 
to yet another orb beneath our own." 
Beneath with air quotes. 
 "A second one? A hollowed earth 
within a hollowed earth?" 
 He nodded. "Like your Russian dolls I 
suppose. Of course, we need to keep such 
news from the surface visitors." 
 "Withoutters. Like me, you mean." 
 He removed the rhubarb, gave it a 
chew, and smacked his lips. "Maybe not 
you," he smiled. 
 I took a final drag then died out my 
cigarette. "And you're telling me this why?" 
 He let his eyes drift back down to my 
legs. "Stockings like that," he said, "could 
make a man confess anything." 
 I've visited my friend in the center 
three times since, each trip longer than the 
last. With each new edition of the guidebook 
I protect the secret of the excavation as if 
these interior climes were my home. Which 
in fact they might soon well be; for my next 
descent I'm purchasing a one-way ticket. I 
have even adopted the women's way of dress 
here: the trim wool pencil skirts, petite silk 
berets with a hint of lace dangling over one 
eye. The long-stemmed cigarette holders, 
the longer still stiletto heels. All quite 1940s. 
Sassy. 
 "If you weren't such a tiny thing," my 
hollow earth companion likes to say, "you'd 
be taken as a local," lifting me off the 



ground with those magnificent arms, 
enfolding me within his belted silk tunic.  
 (About those tunics: On my first trip 
years ago I found the robes quaint, even 
laughable. But they have grown on me. 
Maybe it's how the fabric compliments the 
men's musculature, accentuating every 
undulation. The almost indecent contrast 
between their formidable hands and the 
delicate silk. And he really does, my hollow 
earth companion, have the most formidable 
hands.)  
  



Aborted Creation Myth 
 
 Once upon a time a witch--a female 
who practices the black art of dealing with 
evil spirits in order to work harm upon 
human beings--lived with a sorcerer--one 
who employs supernatural agencies, usually 
evil. They were conjoined twins. Their life 
was uneventful until one day a magician--an 
expert in the arts of magic, popularly known 
as a prestidigitator and not to be confused 
with a conjuror, who is either a juggling 
artist in sleight-of-hand or one who employs 
genuinely supernatural arts--knocked on 
their door. 
 Who knocks, cried the witch and the 
sorcerer. 
 Just a lowly magician, an expert in the 
arts of magic; some think me a 
prestidigitator, but know this: I am no 
conjuror. 
 Come back when you are a 
necromancer, replied the witch and sorcerer, 
and so the magician returned home. 
 A little while later a necromancer--one 
who prophecies by means of pretended 
communication with the dead--knocked on 
the door. I have returned as the necromancer 
you requested, he hollered. 
 Peering out of the window in their 
quaint, well-crafted, sturdy, picturesque, 
weatherproof cottage, the witch + sorcerer 
couple replied, Come back when you are a 
seer. 
 A little while later a seer came and 
knocked on their door.  
 Are you a seer, which is to say one 
who sees into the future and is consequently 
the same as a prophet? questioned the two 
from within their abode. 
 None other, said the seer. 
 Then return when you have become a 
thaumaturgist, one who-- 
 --who works miracles, I got it, and he 
left. 
 Sometime later the thaumaturgist 
knocked, but was told to return when he had 
become an enchanter--one who exerts a 
magic spell (originally with the aid of song) 
upon anyone or anything. He complied but 
upon knocking yet again was told to come 
back, this time as he who can foretell the 
future by supernatural aid: a diviner. And so 
he did, only to be told to return as a medium, 
which is to say one who is believed to be 
controlled by the spirit of a dead person. 
When the medium returned he was yet again 
rebuffed, commanded to come back when he 
had fashioned himself into a clairvoyant, a 
clear-seeing person who, often in a trance, 
can perceive things not visible to ordinary 
persons. 
 As the medium left the cottage and 
headed back into the woods, a soothsayer--a 
truth-speaker who claims unusual insight--
appeared before him, having suddenly 
dropped out of a tree. 
 If you desire to know the secret of the 
two who reside in one, you must disobey 
their commands. This time return as an 
exorcist disguised as a clairvoyant. 
 By exorcist you do mean one who can 
call up and drive out evil spirits, usually by 
some formula or ceremony, replied the 
medium. 
 Yes, yes, said the soothsayer, waving 
him away. 



 Taking the advice of the soothsayer 
who had dropped from the tree, the medium 
fashioned himself into an exorcist disguised 
as a clairvoyant and returned to the cottage. 
 Who knocks, screamed the couple 
from inside. 
 I, clairvoyant. 
 The witch/sorcerer combination 
opened the door a crack. Come back when 
you are… 
 But the clairvoyant cast off his 
clairvoyant robes and stood there as the 
exorcist he was and, raising his exorcist's 
wings and waggling his exorcist horns, cast 
terrible shadows and did his exorcist thing. 
Immediately the shared body of the witch 
and sorcerer split right down the middle, 
their two halves falling to the floor. Out of 
the steaming gore crawled a tiny blue baby 
no bigger than a frog, and which even had 
tiny frog-like suction cups on its toes, which 
it used to climb up the exorcist's pant leg 
and into his pocket. Then the exorcist--who 
by this time had turned back into his original 
form, that of the magician, an expert in the 
arts of magic, and popularly referred to as a 
prestidigitator--returned to the sad 
beginnings. 
  



Picasso Sleeping 
 
 I can only sleep on my side. I begin on 
my right then after a while shift to my left. 
Then turn back onto my right side and that's 
when I go under.  
 It is the same every night. If when 
asleep my body forgets the rules and turns 
onto its back I begin to snore, a hesitant, 
guttering, deep sea growl in the back of my 
throat which will gradually get louder until I 
wake myself up and at which point I will 
turn onto my (invariably) right side and 
descend once again. 
 When I was a child I would tuck the 
blankets around me tight. Like a cocoon. 
Under the covers I'd pinch the sheets into 
horizontal rows and pretend they were 
shelves, me safely ensconced inside my 
secret cave.  
 To this day I can't sleep with my back 
exposed. Vulnerable. As if at any moment 
someone will sneak behind and slide an ice 
pick between my vertebrae. My body knows 
having a sheet wrapped snug around its 
person will keep any such happenstance at 
bay. 
 When I pass into sleep a parade of 
images traverses the backs of my eyelids. 
Ink drawings of grotesque and/or grinning 
faces. Marble cornerstones with illegible 
dates. Limping rabbits. Truck stops with 
garish orange diesel pumps. Two sawhorses 
supporting boards on top of which sits a row 
of pies. Humans I half recognize in various 
stages of undress. Scratchy documentary 
film showing the wiggle dance of bees. A 
notch in Saturn's rings. Baby teeth in aspirin 
tins. Pushing down the plunger on a French 
press and the resistance met. Fancy, would-
be killers in a park grove casually twirling 
switchblades between their fingers. Some 
kid in a diaper sucking its thumb on a slate 
roof. Star-nosed moles. The ape alien in 
Robot Monster. Sheet lightning over the 
Chemung. Pitch splashed about tree trunks 
to snag gypsy moth caterpillars. Watch fobs 
on the windowsill. A college roommate's 
dreadlocks nailed to sheetrock. Gourds 
strung on a clothesline. A leaky houseboat. 
 The data approach as if barreling out 
of a mountain train tunnel. Each depiction 
displaced by another following right behind, 
which in turn muscles its way to the front of 
the line, overtaken almost immediately by 
one waiting in the wings. A flow of conjured 
glyphs and totems, each manifesting only to 
be replaced by some new tableau, ad 
infinitum. It's like that film showing Picasso 
painting. He stands behind a semi-porous 
screen of some sort; you can't see him really, 
all you see are his brush strokes as they 
materialize. He is using a heavy turpentine 
wash that seeps into the screen so that we 
can view what he's painting through the 
opaque surface. But as he paints he 
continually modifies the images so that the 
work is a sustained series of 
transmogrifications: a chicken turns into a 
boat which turns into a bull that becomes a 
bouquet that morphs into a woman then 
becomes a bicycle. In this way we might say 
Picasso is not so much painting a picture or 
a subject, at least not in this demonstration, 
but rather swimming in a current of painting. 
We might even say that it is not Picasso 
painting but rather that painting is what's 
happening to Picasso. 



 What if this burbling of images nosing 
to the front of the line as we descend into 
sleep occurs the day long, only far, far in the 
background, and we are simply too 
preoccupied with our immediate 
consciousness to notice? A river of 
huggermugger categories, flashcards, and 
presentations scrolling indefinitely at the 
edge of the woods from beginning to end. 
And it is only at night, when we let the 
mattress swallow us whole, that the 
constancy of the livelong day evaporates, 
dissolving like pockets of fog burned off by 
the sun. At which point Picasso's Flow 
breaks through. 
 As for Picasso, maybe he and others 
like him were so attuned to that illimitable 
rush of visual information that, upon drifting 
into sleep, something different happened. 
Maybe his descent offered a catalogue of 
utterly mundane images. A wrench hanging 
on a peg or a list of meaningless numbers 
and little else. Maybe having nothing 
interesting sprout into his head at the end of 
a long day of painting and drinking and 
spending time with his mistress was a 
welcome respite. In college my poetry 
professor said that when he wasn't writing 
poetry his dreams were richly weird, bizarre, 
even by his standards, but when he was in 
the thick of his latest Pablo Neruda-inspired 
long poem, they tended towards the dull and 
stupid. Entire nights, he reported, filled with 
nothing more than searching grocery store 
aisles for a particular brand of cat food.  
 Even though the procession pouring 
from the spigot as I fall asleep is different 
from the previous night's, I suspect if one 
were to catalogue them over a period of 
weeks, patterns would emerge. How could 
they not. And this is what bothers me. Not 
the facticity of such patterns themselves, 
which is hardly disconcerting, the mind 
being its own territory, a map too complex 
for the mind itself to grasp but a map 
nonetheless and as such distinct, and fixed, 
in its own way. What I mean to say is that 
the mind, a healthy one anyway, I guess--it 
knows itself, can spot itself in the mirror, so 
to speak. No, it is the inevitability of one's 
brand of patterns, one's interior parade, that 
is the source of my frustration.  
 For I so wish not to be predictable.  
 As a result I have attempted to seek 
altogether new patterns by reaching into 
mental arenas largely ignored if not wholly 
alien to me, rooms within this brain I have 
yet to discover let alone enter. And not just 
rooms but entire houses and, why stop there, 
even the very neighborhoods within which 
they sit. To locate secret unseen psychic 
boulevards and storehouses, and encounter 
bold new patterns, as if sprung from 
another's head, is my objective.  
 But no matter how outward, or should 
I say inward, I climb, or dig, the flow of 
oneiric detritus washing on the shore is 
always more or less recognizable as "mine." 
I am never shocked by what presents itself. 
It's always as if it belongs there. The 
perpetual rush of stuff emerges from the 
mouth of a river located here [tapping 
forehead]. I have no access to any other 
spring. 
 Aunt Gladys breathing in her Lucky 
Strike: opening the pizza box to find a 
yellow and blue tree frog inside: black light 
painting of Jesus with a third eye, sitting 



forgotten in a bin at a garage sale: oyster 
crackers spinning counter-clockwise in a 
bowl of tomato soup: miniature white horse, 
on its back an organ grinder's monkey: 
lumbering rodents the size of houses with 
stilts for legs: sleep deprived parents 
drinking coffee and commiserating with 
each other about their wiggy children: fried 
calamari falling slow motion over the side of 
the ferry: the anticipatory smile of a busker 
approaching the table: passenger seat, beach 
parking lot, her head on my shoulder for the 
very last time: a single glowing cell hurtling 
through space...  
 An endless string of etceteras, pouring 
from the same culvert. And no matter how 
often you stare down into the engine of that 
interior wishing well, it's always yours, isn't 
it, that hole. And this is what makes me 
melancholy. 
  



The ISTJ 
 
 After dinner the conversation swings 
around to the Myers-Briggs personality test. 
Me I'm an ENTP, says the host. I'm an ISFJ, 
says the hostess. Is she ever, says the host. 
One of their friends says, that sounds about 
right. I could have guessed, she says.  
 The others are unfamiliar with what 
they're talking about so the three explain. 
How there are four categories and in each 
you're either one thing or the other. 
Introverted (I) or Extroverted (E). Sensory 
(S) or Intuitive (N). Thinking (T) or Feeling 
(F). Judging (J) or Perceiving (P).  
 One woman looks at her husband and 
says, well it's sure no secret what you are. 
What the hell's that supposed to mean, he 
says.  
 A suggestion is made that everyone 
take the test and all of them are into it except 
for one man quite opposed to the idea. One 
of the guests pulls out his phone and calls up 
one of the many personality type indicator 
tests on the internet, reads aloud the 
questions. The hostess gets paper and 
pencils for everyone so they can write down 
their answers. This is way better than 
charades, someone says.  
 How do you win, asks another. You 
don't win anything you idiot, it just tells you 
what you are, says his wife. Another one 
says, my profile is going to kick ass. 
Someone else says, what if I don't like mine, 
can I trade it in. 
 The skeptical man refuses to 
participate. You do know this is all bogus, 
he says. Oh but it's not, says the hostess. We 
did this with my family once then compared 
their jobs with what a personality book said 
they were cut out for. Each time, right on the 
money. It was weird. The man shakes his 
head. Don't worry, I'll do his profile, says his 
wife. Let's see, S for skeptic. S for 
suspicious, someone says. S for stick-in-the-
mud, another one says.  
 When they are done they are one 
ENTP, two ISFJs, one ISTP, one ISFP, one 
ESTJ, one INFP, one ESTP, and one ENFJ. 
As for the skeptic, his wife declares he is an 
ISTJ. 
 The ISFJ is surprised to learn he is an 
ISFJ. I'm not sure that's right, he says. Oh 
it's so right, says his wife. Another one says, 
it sounds close enough, though I can picture 
you as an ISTP too. For real, an ISTP, he 
asks. Another is surprised she came out E 
instead of I and her husband who turned out 
I thinks he should maybe be E. Maybe you 
two have been married too long, your 
personalities have switched places, someone 
says.  
 ESTPs are the best, says the ESTP. 
You mean the neediest, says another. You 
know, says the host, three-fourths of men 
are Ts whereas three-fourths of women are 
Fs. No surprise there, says an INFP.  
 So are you born with your type or does 
it change as you get older, someone asks. I 
think you're born with it. It's locked in. Not 
if you have one of those freak accidents it 
isn't, someone says. Like that lifeguard who 
got struck by lightning and became an opera 
singer.  
 I'm feeling a little exposed here, says 
the ISTP. Like I'm naked or something. 
Don't sweat it, says the skeptic, it's all bogus 
anyway. You're just saying that because 



you're an ISTJ, says his wife. Seriously, says 
the ISTP, I wish I hadn't done this. I mean 
now I feel like you guys can see right 
through me.  
 Someone says, so this means there are 
a total of sixteen combinations. Sixteen 
types of humans. So if we could get one of 
each and line them up we'd have a 
composite of the human race. Another says I 
think you'd need two of each, one male and 
one female. Then you'd really have the full 
spectrum. Actually you'd need samples from 
every ethnic group. How so, someone asks. 
Well think about it, a white ENTP is not 
going to be the same as an Asian ENTP or 
an African American ENTP. That is so 
racist, says another. How is that racist, he 
says. 
 The ENTP says, imagine if there was 
an alternate universe and there were five 
couples sitting around. They would all be 
the opposite of us. Imagine what those 
relationships would be like. Everyone tries 
to imagine their spouse as the inverse of 
what they are.  There's an awkward pause. 
 But not for the skeptic. He gets up to 
pour himself another bourbon and says, Or 
better yet, imagine a universe where people 
willingly took their singular one-of-a-
kindness, their wholly unique and innate 
personalities, and reduced those 
unclassifiable essences into wildly reductive 
cartoon formulae. Imagine a world where 
people found joy in typecasting themselves 
in such perversely limited fashion.  
 The skeptic's wife looks at him. Why 
are you being such a dick is what she wants 
to say but instead says, spoken like a true 
ISTJ. 
 He bangs his finger four times on the 
coffee table: It's. All. Horse. Shit. 
 But the following day cracks begin to 
appear in what was for the skeptic such 
certainty of mind the night before. As he 
speaks to the spirits in his bonsai trees, tiny 
cloud people with bells for ears, he outlines 
the problem. It's the arbitrariness of the 
classification system, he says. Why those 
four categories. Why not five or seven. Plus 
it's always presented in the positive. Like a 
horoscope. All ends of the spectrum are fine, 
everything's cool, don't hurt anybody's 
feelings. Yet consider the psychopath, what 
a horrible personality type he must have. 
And what of other cultures that don't 
privilege these particular spectra. What of an 
eastern society where extroverted behavior 
is generally frowned upon. Or a culture 
where blatant emotional displays are 
discouraged. Wouldn't most people be I's in 
the former, T's in the latter. How could we 
not be culturally shaped, marked by our 
tribal conditioning. 
 The miniscule white entities in his 
bonsai trees nod their heads, ears chiming 
like far away pipes. 
 And yet, when you consider the degree 
to which we're all culturally conditioned 
anyway, then the prospect of being 
assembled into a finite grouping of 
personality combinations seems not all that 
preposterous. What matter if it's sixteen or 
twenty or twelve. The point is there would 
have to be a limit. Otherwise there would 
have to be a new personality type for every 
human, which would be the height of 
narcissism. Humans being nowhere near as 
original as they fancy themselves.  



 The tiny white gods giggle at this, their 
laughter floating out in the faintest of silvery 
showers.  
 Perhaps that is the dilemma right there 
in a nutshell, says the skeptic. Our lot is to 
be forever pulled toward the dream of 
singularity, while cruelly rooted in the 
commonality of our personhood.   
 The glowing miniature beings burst 
into a chorus of laughter, raucous to their 
ears but barely audible to the skeptic, 
manifesting as the echoes of faraway flutes. 
Some laugh so hard they fall off of the tiny 
tree limbs into the manicured moss below.  
  



Missy Dog and Brooklyn 
 
 Brooklyn and Yellow Boy were sitting 
under the great oak drinking beer. Relaxing. 
Watching the last of the laborers fuss in the 
sod fields.   
 --This establishment used to be 
considerably larger, Yellow Boy said. 
 --That so, said Brooklyn. 
 --Went on for miles. 
 They could smell someone in the 
kitchens grilling food. Stuck their noses up 
to taste the air. 
 --Ribs, said Brooklyn. 
 --With that brown sugar glaze, Yellow 
Boy said. 
 They both sat there awhile sniffing and 
thinking about that.  
 After a while Yellow Boy continued: 
And they grew real food back then. Not all 
this grass. Corn and watermelon and peppers 
and guacamole and pineapple and 
cucumbers. 
 Brooklyn looked at the older dog. 
Pineapple, he said. 
 --Okra too, Yellow Boy said. You 
don't believe me go ask them yourself. Bet 
you a gumball. 
 --Ask who? 
 --The dogs who used to live here. Like, 
eighteen hundred years ago or however 
long. 
 The two sipped their beer. After a 
while Brooklyn said, Fine, I'll bite. How 
exactly might one go about doing that? 
 --Just ask them, Yellow Boy said. 
 Yellow Boy, who was an old orange 
mutt with white legs, told Brooklyn, who 
was a black Australian shepherd/rat terrier 
mix with a splotch of tan on his forehead, all 
about the ghosts. He explained how when 
the house animals died and got buried out 
back they just kept on living as usual at the 
edges of the property and how it was 
basically one big party that went on more or 
less forever. How you could see them but 
only if you'd drunk a special concoction and 
did some little ritual and only if it was 
nighttime. And of course only if you were a 
house or barn animal yourself. 
 Yellow Boy was getting on. He had 
arthritis in his back legs and a bum eye but 
still had enough bounce to chase after 
chickens and squirrel when the mood struck.  
 --I do believe you're joshing me, 
Brooklyn said. 
 --Don’t take my word, said Yellow 
Boy. Talk to Bernard. 
 --Which one's Bernard? He the 
excitable one with glasses? 
 --And the orange socks. And those 
shorts. 

* 
 When Brooklyn caught up with the 
mice they were sitting in a circle of chairs in 
a corner of the tractor barn. The chairs were 
high for them and their little mouse feet 
swung in the air. A girl mouse in a pretty 
gingham dress was reading from a book. 
The other mice were trying to conceal their 
giggling and so every so often she'd put the 
book down and say, Would you grow up, 
then start reading again and the others would 
try to listen respectfully but soon one would 
start snickering and then another would 
stifle a snort and before you knew it they 
would all burst out laughing again and the 
girl mouse would put the book down again 



and scold them for being such immature 
babies, too immature for book club.  
 Hi Brooklyn, she said. 
 --Rosie. What're you reading. 
 --I am trying to read Mr. D.H. 
Lawrence to these doofuses but obviously 
not getting very far. She scowled at the rest 
of the mice who burst into giggles again. 
 Brooklyn said, Mind if I chat with 
Bernard a sec. 
 --Oh my goodness please. He's the 
worst of the lot. Keep him long as you want.  
 Bernard slid off his chair and wiped 
his nose. Which got the others laughing 
again and Bernard too. He and Brooklyn 
walked out to the rain barrel. 
 The dog pulled from his shirt pocket a 
plastic baggie full of crumbled up cookie 
pieces and shook it out on the grass in front 
of Bernard who said, Hello. While Bernard 
nibbled Brooklyn talked about how he 
wanted to check out the ghost animals but 
heard he'd need to prep for it somehow. 
Drink a potion, do some exercises or some 
such.  
 Bernard, mouth full, said, Float Juice. 
And you gotta do the dance. 
 Brooklyn waited a while to see if the 
mouse was going to elaborate. He was not. 
 --Well Bernard, I am somewhat 
curious as to how one might get hold of this 
Float Juice you speak of. Get shown how to 
do the dance too. 
 Bernard remained mesmerized by a 
chocolate chip he was holding in his hands 
like a magic eight ball. 
 --Bernard? 
 The mouse looked up, chocolate on his 
face. I can get you some from the moles, he 
said. They make it for us all the time. And 
the dance part's easy, I'll teach.  
 That'd be kind of you, Brooklyn said. 
 Bernard nodded, took a bite out of his 
chocolate. I go there all the time, he said, 
mouth full. 
 --Go where? 
 --Ghost Party. 

* 
 A few days later Bernard handed 
Brooklyn a blue bottle. 
 --This one's on them. 
 --On who? 
 --Moles, said Bernard. Don't uncork it 
yet. You got to wait til you're ready to cross 
over.  
 They spent much of the afternoon 
learning the dance. It was difficult for 
Brooklyn on account of Bernard's tiny little 
feet being so hard to see but after a while he 
got it. 
 Bernard said, I'll go with. I haven't 
been there in weeks. Meet me after dinner 
by the birch tree on the far side of east field. 
 Later when they met up Bernard 
uncorked the bottle and poured the contents 
into a tuna fish can. He dipped his nose in 
and drank and Brooklyn did the same.  Then 
they did the dance as Bernard had taught 
them and when finished Bernard said, Now 
close your eyes and count high as you can 
and keep counting til you hear them. 
 When he was done with the dance 
Brooklyn stood panting a little bit and 
counted and counted and counted with his 
eyes shut. And just when he was about to 
open his eyes and have words with Bernard 
for tricking him, he heard music. Laughing. 
Voices.  



 He opened his eyes.  
 All around him were animals. 
 There was a longhaired cat wearing an 
apron and stirring stew in a pot. 
 There was a collie surrounded by a 
bunch of kittens and teenage cats listening to 
him tell a (rather complicated) tale about a 
chew toy that had lost its squeak. 
(Engrossed, they were.) 
 Grazing under a tree and acting silly 
were a couple of old horses and a pony. 
Offaways there were cows, sheep, chickens. 
Pigs. In fact it seemed to Brooklyn that as 
far as he could see there were clusters of 
animals conversing, eating, dancing.  
 Bernard scooted over to the collie and 
plopped down to hear his tale, hands folded 
in his lap. Brooklyn wandered through the 
groups and as he did so some of the dogs 
came wagging their tails. They told him they 
could tell he came from the other side 
because of his smell and said they were 
happy to have him as a guest.  
 Then:  
 under a skinny-bean tree he saw a 
large cluster of dogs, boys mostly, camped 
out at the feet of a black spaniel. She was 
singing and wore a lime bow and stood quite 
still except for one paw which tapped time. 
A cat who had lost her tail was playing 
accompaniment and occasionally yowling 
backup.  
 The dogs were entranced. Brooklyn no 
less. He sat down in the back row to listen.  
 She was in the middle of a song about 
almonds and elderberries and whipping 
cream pie. Then she segued into a song 
about rabbits gone crazy in the haymow. 
Followed by a somewhat detailed bit of 
instructive verse about where the best place 
to get water is when you're deep inside Blue 
Woods, wherever that was.  
 For her closing number she sang a 
quiet ballad about a boy dog she had once 
loved and was now gone. The last part of it 
went: 
 

At his Passing we all searched  
 turning over ev’ry river stone  
  but signs of him we could not find 
Burrowed down deep into the earth  
 we knew too well by then  
  we were too far behind 
I showered out a storm of tears 
 and knew no song might bring him back  
  his absent comely glow 

 
 There was a pause and some sniffling 
then all the dogs broke into applause. The 
black spaniel bowed shyly and walked over 
to a table where other girl dogs were 
drinking dog punch.  
 Brooklyn asked an Irish setter next to 
him:  
 Who is she? 
 He said, Aren't you new here. 
Everyone knows Missy Dog.  
 It took Brooklyn a fair amount of 
loitering about before he mustered up the 
courage to approach her table. He tried hard 
not to wag his tail. Playing it cool.  
 He said, That was some awful nice 
singing I thought. 
 The other girl dogs snickered but 
Missy Dog smiled and said, I was 
wondering when you'd get around to telling 
me that.  
 He blushed. Your name's Missy Dog, 
he said, more statement than question, and 



one of the girl dogs said, Brains and looks 
both, and they all laughed.  
 Missy Dog said to Brooklyn, You have 
the advantage of me sir. Might you have a 
name. 
 Brooklyn told her. He told her about 
the other side, the sod farm, how he was 
fairly new there. How he had come from the 
city where his first name was actually B&T 
for Black-and-Tan but he'd changed hands a 
couple times and eventually found his way 
out here on the farm where the owners never 
knew his name and so called him Brooklyn 
since he was from the city even though 
Brooklyn wasn't even where he'd been living 
but he didn't mind. 
 Missy Dog told him all about what the 
farm had been like 80 years earlier when she 
was living on it and how it sure seemed 
things were different now. And how she 
liked the name Brooklyn considerably more 
than B&T. 
 They were sipping the last of the 
punch when Bernard poked Brooklyn's foot 
and said they had to go as the Float Juice 
was about wore off. Brooklyn asked Missy 
Dog if she minded if he came back to talk 
visit some time and she said how about 
tomorrow and he said okay. 

* 
 --I'm going to need all the juice you've 
got, Brooklyn said. 
 Boss Mole looked at his colleagues 
then turned to Brooklyn and said, We're a 
tad low on supply. We can give you maybe 
one more bottle. Best I can do. 
 --I need a case of the stuff, Brooklyn 
said. Two would be better. 
 The other moles laughed until they 
spit. 
 Brooklyn said, Okay, just two bottles. 
I'm begging. And in return I'll bark a heads 
up every time the men try to flush out your 
tunnels. All summer I'll do that. 
 The moles huddled. Then Boss Mole 
responded. 
 --Fruit cups. For all of us. Weekly 
deliveries, all season long. Understood? 
 --Agreed, Brooklyn said. 

* 
 Brooklyn discretely paid a visit to the 
crows. Bernard too, who had taken to 
spending time with the dog even though it 
meant missing out on book club.  
 Brooklyn explained to the crows he 
needed them to take one bottle of the Float 
Juice and break it down for him. 
Deconstruct, figure out the ingredients, learn 
how to make more. Because there was no 
way he could fill the moles' (rather unfair) 
request. 1 
 The crows insisted that it would be 
inappropriate to tread in the secret science of 
the moles.  
 Brooklyn told them about Missy Dog. 
How while he had planned on being a 
bachelor dog pretty much the rest of his days 
one look at her and he was thumped. 
Flummoxed. You could have tipped him 
over with a feather, he said. That lime bow 
just plum did him in, he said.  
 One of the crows said, So you're 
smitten is what you're saying. 
 --That's what I'm saying, Brooklyn 
said. I don't know how to put it clearer than 
that.  
                                                
1 Fruit cups being all but impossible to find on a sod farm. 



 Bernard, preoccupied with a crumb on 
the ground, mumbled absent-mindedly: A 
more smitten dog you never saw.  
 The crows mulled the matter over until 
eventually Joe Crow said, We'll do it. Missy 
Dog's been without a fella long enough.2 
 But it'll take us three days to do the 
job, Joe Crow said. And mark: the moles'll 
be mad when they find out. Boss Mole in 
particular. But that'll be your problem, not 
ours.  
 And the crows who as everyone knows 
are the wisest of animals in the arcane arts 
took one of the bottles into their lab and got 
to work. 

* 
 That night Brooklyn used the 
remaining bottle to visit Missy Dog.3 
 Missy Dog had set up a blanket for the 
two of them. Sandwiches and pop.  
 They spent the night talking about 
their lives. Missy about hers before she'd 
died and the one she'd made after. Brooklyn, 
his ambitions until joining the farm. 
Ambitions which, he had to confess, now 
seemed like so much sassafras4 since he'd 
laid eyes on her. And she confessed that she 
was fond of him and maybe, probably too 
fond. And Brooklyn said if he could live 
there with her and not go back he would. 
And she told him he shouldn't say such a 
thing and he said if I mean it I can say it and 
she said okay then you can say it. 
 When dawn approached and he had to 
leave he said it would be three days before 
he could return. She asked him why and he 
explained he needed more Float Juice and 
she said she didn't know anything about that 
but he should return as soon as he could 
because three days sounded like an eternity 
which was something she knew a little 
about.  

* 
 On the third day Joe Crow brought 
Brooklyn a bottle. Just the one. Seeing how 
crestfallen Brooklyn looked the crow said, 
Relax chum. It's concentrate. Put a drop in a 
little cup of water and it'll do the trick. 
Should last you a year at least. 
 Brooklyn said, What do I owe you. 
 Joe Crow said, Naught to worry. 
Bernard took care of it.  
 That night Brooklyn and Bernard went 
to the clearing at the edge of east field. They 
took out their tuna can and poured in some 
water. Just as Brooklyn was about to add a 
drop of the Float Juice a voice behind them 
said: 
 --O no you isn't. 
 Boss Mole and his mole army were 
standing there. Visibly upset. Clutching little 
rocks in their hands. 
 Brooklyn said, I'm real sorry boys. I 
had no choice in the matter.  
 --Hand it over, Boss Mole said. 
 Brooklyn said, I can't. I'm sorry. 
There's this dog. 
 Boss Mole rolled his eyes and said, 
Dog love, cripes. Then he said, Get it boys. 
 The moles began to advance but at that 
moment Bernard stepped out in between 

                                                
2 Crows, of course, pass between The Realms all the time, 
as they do not die as other animals (save mice) do. And so 
they were quite familiar with the land of the ghost animals, 
Missy Dog's loneliness in particular. 
3	Bernard	did	not	go	as	he	had	a	date	himself.	
4	Regional	expression	spoken	by	the	sod	farmers.	
Brooklyn	had	picked	it	up.	



Brooklyn and the angry army of stone 
wielding moles. He held up one finger, 
looked over his shoulder at Brooklyn and 
whispered, You know what to do--the whole 
caboodle. I'll dance you in. 
 And then he faced the moles, snapped 
his suspenders, and right there in front of 
them did the secret mouse dance. Not the 
dance that sent one to the other side, though 
it was a powerful enough dance for that. No, 
this was the most secret mouse dance of all. 
And of course the moles were mesmerized. 
Frozen and positively stunned.  
 As Bernard did his dance, hopping 
from one foot to the other in his orange 
socks and lederhosen, tongue sticking out 
the corner of his mouth in quiet 
concentration, Brooklyn poured the entire 
bottle of concentrate in his mouth  
 and disappeared.  

* 
 Missy Dog was there waiting. Tail 
wagging. 
 Hey. I got you something. 
 She handed him a little rubber teddy 
bear that squeaked when you chewed it.  
 Brooklyn said, Oh. His tail wagged 
considerably. He wasn't shy to show it. 
 Then he said, I brought you something 
too.  
 And he pulled from his vest pocket a 
very smart belt he had asked the mice to 
make for his girl. A braided belt made of 
daises and phlox and trumpet vine, strung 
with loosestrife and Queen Anne's lace. 
 The girl dogs in the background all 
made aw noises when they saw it. 
 --Well put it on me, she said. He did. 
 Then Missy Dog looked startled. Your 
smell, she said. It's gone. 
 --I drank a lot of that Float Juice. Kind 
of a lot. 
 --You're one of us now. You can't go 
back. 
 --Why would I want to go back. 
 --Kiss her, kiss her, all the dogs and 
cats and other animals hollered. 
 And so the touching of the noses. 

* 
 Back under the birch tree Bernard did 
a little spin, snapped his fingers, and stopped 
on a dime.  
 The moles shook their heads and 
rubbed their eyes, spell broken. 
 Boss Mole said, You mice. Why'd you 
go and help that lovesick pup anyway. You 
know he oughtn't have messed in mole 
science. 
 Bernard shrugged his shoulders. A 
more smitten dog you never saw, he said. 
 
  



 
Salt and Pepper 

 
 A blonde woman wearing a scarf is 
telling a dark woman in a turtleneck of her, 
the blonde woman’s, coworkers’ lack of 
enthusiasm when she recounts tales about 
her children. Her girls are in elementary 
school and to hear her tell it apparently quite 
a handful. The oldest is blonde like her 
mother. She is eleven going on twenty-
seven. Her grades are okay but she is 
obsessed with boys, nail polish, and 
underwear. Texts throughout the night. The 
younger one looks more like her father. She 
has a harder time with things. Her grades are 
meh.  
 Sometimes says the blonde woman I 
want to rap my knuckles on that child’s 
forehead and yell into her ear Hello is 
anyone there. When she says Hello she goes 
hell-LO while making jazz hands.  
 It is not her coworkers with children 
who are the problem says the blonde 
woman. It is the childless ones who are none 
too good at hiding their lack of enthusiasm 
for these stories about offspring. In the break 
room the ones with children regularly have 
tales to tell about their children and when 
they do they laugh and nod in agreement or 
sometimes gasp if the story warrants a gasp. 
Whereas the childless ones sit there politely 
with half smiles on but also stealing 
sideways looks at their comrades. It’s like 
we’re two tribes, says the blonde woman, 
the Breeders and The Barren. She says this 
with a big laugh. She laughs a lot when 
telling her stories. 
 I mean I’m sorry, she says, between 
sips of coffee. As if we’re doing something 
wrong or inappropriate by talking about our 
kids. I mean isn’t that what we were 
supposed to do, have kids. Lately, she says, 
The Barren have begun a counterattack by 
bringing their dogs and cats into the 
conversation. And not just a little bit but a 
lot. It’s really noticeable. It’s as if they 
agreed among themselves to do this on 
purpose. The other day she says Myrna from 
Accounts Payable was there and she showed 
everyone a picture of her son’s boy who’s 
on his first baseball team now and he’s 
standing there in his uniform grinning at the 
camera and most of his teeth gone and of 
course we all laughed and started talking 
about our kids on soccer or swim team or 
their teeth. But then immediately Brandon, 
he’s one of the Barren, he starts passing 
around not one but two photos of his cats. At 
which point all the others on that end of the 
table start making a big deal about his cats 
even though there’s nothing going on in the 
photo except one of them has on this little 
St. Patrick’s Day hat. A little leprechaun hat 
like. Oh my god this coffee’s so good, right? 
And then Darlene, would you believe it, 
pulls out a little photo album from her 
handbag which come to think of it she never 
brings with her to lunch on other days but 
this day she obviously did just for this 
reason, I’m sure of it—she pulls out a little 
photo album and it is just page after page of 
her dogs on the beach. Sitting on the beach 
or standing in the water. Looking at the 
camera or not looking at the camera. And 
poor Myrna from Accounts Payable just put 
her photo of her grandkid back and I know 
she felt awful especially because she can 



only join us for lunch once a week because 
of the lunch workshops she has to run the 
other days. 
 It’s like I want to shake these people 
says the blonde woman. Tell them to wake 
up because come on they’re just dogs. 
They’re just cats. I mean let’s not kid 
ourselves, it’s not like these animals change 
or anything. They just stay themselves. 
Maybe they were different when they were 
puppies and kittens and obviously they’ll be 
sort of different when their kidneys shut 
down and they start to die their ugly little 
deaths but for most of their lives they’re just 
the same dog or the same cat aren’t they. It 
doesn’t matter how many rubber bones you 
stick in their mouths or how many 
windowsills a cat chooses to sleep on 
they’re still just silly animals 
forcryingoutloud. 
 The blonde woman laughs when she 
says this and the dark woman in the 
turtleneck sort of laughs too but it’s more of 
a suppressed grimace and she says Oh that’s 
mean and the blonde woman laughs more 
and says But I’m right, right? and the dark 
woman says, Well I don’t know. 
 The diner they are in is called the Salt 
and Pepper Diner. An older couple own and 
run it. The husband serves coffee and speaks 
very little because his accent is thick but 
also because he’s simply just not much of a 
talker. He moves from table to table and 
asks, More cup, and fills up people’s cups or 
not depending on how they answer. When 
they say yes please, he doesn’t respond by 
asking regular or decaf, instead he asks 
orange or green because of the handles on 
the coffee pots. 
 The wife sits on a stool by the cash 
register reading the paper. She is the reason 
for the diner’s name. She has collected salt 
and pepper shakers for years. Her collection 
is kept behind a glass cabinet near the cash 
register. There are all manner of pairs. 
Customers bring them to her as gifts. The 
cabinet is so full there is almost no room left 
to display new ones and so they will likely 
need to build display shelves before too long 
or install a new cabinet. Some of the pairs 
are old and unusual. Brass turtles, gnomes, 
smiling mushrooms, pewter Empire State 
Buildings. One set is of a peeing boy who 
looks over his shoulder at you. He is the salt 
shaker. The pepper shaker is the same boy 
sitting on a toilet and from the look on his 
face having a hard time of it.  
 Years ago the couple kept salt and 
pepper shakers like these on the tables but 
people started taking them. They still have 
unusual salt and pepper combinations on 
every table but they are not valuable or 
antiques like the ones in the cabinet, with 
the exception of a few whose counterparts 
have been stolen in the past. The way the 
woman sees it, once a salt and pepper shaker 
set has been split up it has lost its value. 
They don’t go into the cabinet unless they 
are full sets. So out on the tables the 
unmatched ones go.  

I really have to pee, says the 
blonde woman. Don’t let him take my coffee 
I’m not finished. The dark woman in the 
turtleneck nods and sits at the table waiting. 
 And comes to the quiet realization that 
she finds her blonde friend repulsive. After 
all, the dark woman has no children herself 
and while she used to have a cat her ex took 



it when he left for Albuquerque and that 
broke her heart. Not the ex leaving, fuck 
him, but the theft of the cat. The blonde 
woman seems to have forgotten these facts. 
Or perhaps it is the fact that her friend’s 
being both childless and petless lets the 
blonde woman feel she has permission to 
illustrate her theory about the 
incompatibility of Breeders and The Barren.  
 Not to mention the obvious: that these 
so-called Barren Ones might not be childless 
by choice. Or if they were unable to have 
children then surely there is no humor in 
that. In fact, isn’t it true that more and more 
people are becoming infertile. She recalls 
reading this somewhere. It’s on the rise. 
Birth rates are dropping. Or was that frogs. 
No, she’s pretty sure it was humans too. 
Frogs and humans. Humans are dying out. 
Elementary schools are closing because of 
declining birthrates. Which has probably got 
something to do with all the poisons in 
bodies from carcinogens in our groundwater 
and toxins in our milk. That whole “body 
burden” business. No, the more she thinks 
about her friend while she is in the 
bathroom, the more the dark woman is 
disappointed in herself for not saying 
anything to her, not standing up for the pet 
owners, the childless, the so-called “barren.” 
For even being here in the first place.  
 She picks up the salt shaker on the 
table, a skinny plastic kangaroo with 
“Knoxville Zoo” printed on its pouch. She 
pours a small pile of salt onto the table. It 
comes out fast. Then she takes the pepper 
shaker, a squat Santa whose plastic suit has 
faded to pink over time. She shakes pepper 
onto the salt pile she has just made. She 
shakes until the pepper covers the salt. Then 
she takes her finger and swirls the salt and 
the pepper together in a slow counter-
clockwise motion until it is evenly mixed. 
 I must rewind the clock, she says to 
herself. Turn the planet backwards. Like 
Superman.  
 She wets the tip of her finger with her 
tongue then pokes it into the pile of salt and 
pepper. Licks the granules off the tip of her 
finger, lets them swirl in her mouth--then 
gently spits into the blonde woman’s coffee. 
 But I am not like Superman, am I, she 
admits. One does not rewind time. Nor 
could reversing the planet’s rotation bring 
about such a state. It’s really such a stupid 
movie. Even if we were to go back in time, 
who’s to say we could even stop where we 
pleased; once the rotation starts, we might 
go and go and go, until we had all bypassed 
by the first humans and even the dinosaurs, 
all the way to the primordial stew. All the 
way to the big bang even. In this way 
erasing ourselves. And then where would we 
be. 
 She spoons more salt and pepper into 
her mouth, spitting it out again into the 
coffee cup. 
 The truth is, she thinks, we are already 
doing precisely that, erasing ourselves I 
mean, though by going in the opposite 
direction. In so many millennia the sun will 
die. In dying it will blossom, expanding, 
boiling away all the waters of the earth. 
Every record and reckoning of human 
civilization, all flora and fauna, will 
evaporate into flame. Unless, she thinks, 
long before then we have relocated 
elsewhere in the galaxies—a possibility she 



considers all but inconceivable: she sees no 
flying cars, no post-carbon economy in her 
species’ future, ever; all humans, and all 
other livingry encompassed within this 
planetary collective—will cease.  

As she spits again into the blonde 
woman’s coffee cup—spits and spits--she 
entertains the idea that here, right now, at 
this possible moment, might there be a 
coexistence of time and being, each 
mutually engendering the other and 
suspended within an elastic moment of 
seemingly interminable duration, contained 
between the endpoints of big bang and dying 
star. And what might happen if these two 
states, this yin and yang, so far removed 
from each other, were to be yoked? Might 
such a spell be conjured, here, today, right 
now, in this little diner, a mutational rift 
causing time itself to suspend?  
 The man comes to the table; More 
cup? The dark woman nods, and stirs her 
(ex) blonde friend’s coffee for her. And as 
she waits (the blonde woman is taking a 
rather long time in the bathroom) she 
explores the taste in her mouth, and registers 
not just salt and pepper, but the faintest hint 
of something not-salt, something not-
pepper--something integrated, reconstituted, 
and fully othered.  
  
  



What Was in the Bag 
 
 For several days she'd caught a whiff 
of something rank behind the house but 
couldn't pin down the source. Probably one 
of Buttons' gift sparrows, partially sampled 
and deposited under the rhododendrons. But 
one grainy afternoon, with the temperature 
cuddling up to 95, the scent overwhelmed 
the property like a bad blanket. That's when 
she remembered seeing the lawn and leaf 
bag by the back fence. 
 Grass clippings? The methane, must 
be. Left there by her husband before he'd 
gone to his convention in Buffalo. And 
wasn't that just like him. She played the 
soon-to-take-place conversation in her head, 
the one they would enact in the car after she 
picked him up at the airport. You need to get 
rid of that bag, she would say. What bag, 
he'd respond. The garbage bag with 
whatever crap you put in it, in the yard. Out 
by the burn barrel. I never threw that out, he 
would muse, more to himself than to her, 
and she would say no, no you didn't so could 
you please take care of it tonight, and he 
would say okay, okay, and she would say 
don't get snippy I'm just saying, and he 
would say okay.  
 But the following morning the smell 
was just too oppressive. She had returned 
from putting her son on the bus and had sat 
down to eat her cereal, thinking how 
pleasant, the breeze flirting with the kitchen 
curtains, until it delivered the nasty tang 
through the window. She nearly gagged.  
 It couldn't be grass clippings. 
 She stood staring down at the thing 
with mistrust, a dishcloth held over her nose. 
The black plastic was slick with dew, lying 
in a part of the yard where the shade of the 
pines beyond the fence was still holding 
back the encroaching June sun. It looked 
small and insignificant, giving the 
appearance of a deflated balloon sinking into 
the grass. There was a balled up lump inside. 
The bag hadn't been twist-tied shut and the 
smell was beyond intense.  
 She considered dragging the bag to the 
garbage cans by the end of the driveway but 
pickup wouldn't be for another three days. 
The smell would get unbearable and it 
would be embarrassing, insulting really, to 
have the garbage men haul away something 
so ripe. They were good guys, never balked 
at anything left by the road. She even knew 
the driver's name, Robbie, though how she 
came to know that she had no recollection. 
At Christmas they left out a twelve pack and 
a twenty taped beneath the lid.  
 Whatever was inside must have been 
cooking inside that plastic for days and the 
sour-sweet funk made her eyes water. 
Pinching the corner of the bag she dragged it 
to the rear of the yard behind the swing set 
her son had recently outgrown. Grabbing the 
bottom corner gingerly between two fingers 
she lifted it waist high and as the thing 
inside slid out, fast, plopping onto the grass 
with a slippery thud, she had a childhood 
recollection of watching a foal being born 
on her cousin's farm, the sound of the 
placenta hitting the ground. 
 Using a branch she flipped the carcass 
over, covering her mouth and leaning 
forward as close as she dared to inspect the 
object.  



 It was matted and badly decomposed. 
The size of a large rat, it had tufts of brown 
and white hair and one tattered wing, like a 
bat's, only larger and with maroon claws at 
the joints that stuck out at impossible angles. 
Where the other wing had been ripped off a 
pearly nub of cartilage poked through. A 
portion of the skull was gone and the 
animal's mouth was open in a grimace 
revealing tusks that over time had grown up 
through the roof of its mouth. The torso was 
ribbed and bulbous like a caterpillar's. Its 
triangular head had small feral ears and 
droopy black feathers exiting either side of 
its neck. One of the haunches was alive with 
maggots. The eyes had been plucked out. 
 She set the garbage bag on top of the 
body and then the stick on top of that to 
keep the bag from blowing away and walked 
quickly to the garage to get her gardening 
gloves and the spade and then dug a hole 
right there in the lawn next to the creature. 
When she nudged it into the hole with the 
shovel, the lawn bag as well, a section of the 
animal's leg detached and she flicked that 
too into the ground. Covered it up, placed 
the sod cap over the opening and, not 
wanting to step on the ground there, banged 
the earth flat with the back of the shovel, 
repeatedly. Then she got the hose and 
sprayed the blade of the shovel and left it to 
dry on the back deck. Went inside, 
undressed, put her clothes and the gloves in 
the washing machine, set the dial to sterilize, 
washed her hands in bacterial soap, rinsed 
her mouth with mouthwash, and stood in a 
hot shower for a very long time.  
 When her boy got off the bus she was 
there to greet him as usual. As they walked 
up the driveway she told him, don't go in the 
backyard just yet. How come, he asked, and 
she said, I had to bury something and it still 
smells out there. What did you bury, he 
asked. Nothing, she said. Hey did you see it, 
he asked her, did you see what I found. 
What are you talking about, she said, 
expressionless. I stuffed it in a bag, I'll show 
you. You mean you did that, she said.  
 He told her he'd found it behind the 
fence several days ago. You went behind the 
fence, she said. It's no big deal mom. You 
didn't carry it over here like that did you. 
Tell me you didn't touch it. Well how else 
was I going to bring it home, he said. She 
looked at him. Oh. Oh, no, she said. She 
took him into the bathroom and made him 
take off his shirt which he did under protest 
then proceeded to scrub his hands, arms, 
neck, face. While she did this she asked him 
further questions: what is it (it's just a bird 
mom), no it is not a bird (yes it is a bird), 
birds don’t have hair and teeth (then what is 
it mom), that's what I'm asking you where 
did you find it (behind the fence I said), 
what were you doing behind the fence you 
know you're not allowed back there (I heard 
a noise), what kind of noise (like a animal 
noise I don't know), what do you mean an 
animal noise (like crying), don't you ever I 
mean ever go back there again do you hear 
me (whatever), since when do you, don't you 
say whatever to me young man, look at me 
when I'm talking to you (what), you are not 
allowed behind that fence do you hear me 
(okay I said), I mean it mister I am not 
kidding, never again (okay alright god). 
 Their back fence was a typical 
stockade with one of the sections blown 



down that her husband had been saying he 
would repair but it had been two months 
now and he hadn't yet. She stepped over the 
fallen piece and onto the other side, making 
her way around piles of leaves he dumped 
there every fall. They lived along the 
interstate on one of those long empty 
stretches, miles in either direction from any 
town. The uninhabited state land ran for 
about fifty, seventy-five yards until it ended 
abruptly at a metal fence, the other side of 
which was the grassy highway shoulder and 
then the highway. 
 The land behind her fence was braky 
and overgrown, a bramble of laurel and 
sumac and white oak and baneberry from 
which drooped a canopy of vines so thick in 
places that when you stood beneath it the 
sun all but disappeared. A mile or so to the 
west the ground turned marshy, sprouting 
dense stands of impenetrable phragmite. In 
that direction were her closest neighbors, the 
Hincocks, an elderly couple who lived in a 
converted trailer. There were no neighbors 
to the east.  
 She hadn't been back here in years. 
She made her way through ferns nearly as 
tall as she, unsure of what exactly she was 
looking for. The remains of a large nest 
maybe. Strange tracks in the mud. When she 
noticed she was standing surrounded by 
poison ivy she turned back. 
 Her mother had grown up in this 
house. She'd told stories of how, when the 
state put in the highway, road crews were 
finding revolutionary war era ordnance in 
the course of their digging and so she and 
her parents, the woman's grandparents, 
would, on late afternoons when the 
construction crews had left, poke around in 
the dirt mounds while the girl sat inside the 
cabs of sleeping backhoes, pretending to 
drive them. Aside from some old grape shot 
nothing much turned up. Later on though her 
mother would tell of curiosities washing up 
on the banks of interstate. A trombone slide. 
A bowling ball. A suitcase full of old 
eyeglass frames.  
 The junk people jettisoned from their 
cars while zipping down the highway was 
more interesting in those days. After her 
mother died and the woman inherited the 
home and moved in with her boyfriend, now 
husband, it was just an endless rain of litter. 
Crushed cigarette packs, napkins, Dunkin' 
Donuts coffee cups from the rest stop a few 
exits west. Wendy's wrappers. The trees and 
vines closest to the highway served as a net 
and the branches were filled with plastic 
bags that looked like spent husks of 
enormous insects as they fluttered and 
rustled in the winter months after the leaves 
had dropped. 
 The day her husband returned 
from his conference she took him out back. 
She was going to make him dig it up so he 
could see himself but during the night some 
animal had come into their yard and 
unearthed the thing and dragged it away 
through the opening in the fence.  
  I want that goddamn fence fixed, 
she said. I want it taken care of, and the next 
day he did.  

At night as her husband slept she 
let the rise and fall of traffic on the interstate 
wash over her. By day she barely noticed the 
sound from the perpetual river of cars but at 
night the hiss of distant vehicles and the 



gurgle of downshifting trucks announced 
themselves in the gloom and she could not 
ignore them. She stared at the ceiling and 
thought about the thing in the bag. There 
must be more of them beyond the fence, she 
thought, how could there not. And if that 
were so then wouldn't others eventually 
make their way into the backyard. They 
must be nocturnal, these things. Probably 
fed on squirrels, chipmunks. Cats maybe. 
That might explain what happened to the 
two before Buttons. If there were others did 
they sit in the trees watching. Looking for 
stray rabbits to silently swoop down upon 
and snatch before the animals could scream, 
rending their throats in mid-flight, jabbing 
and plucking the meat from their necks 
before letting the half-eaten, still pulsing 
bodies tumble to the ground.  
 And what about whatever had 
come into their yard to dig up and drag away 
the carcass? What manner of creature had 
that been?  
 Unable to sleep she lay in bed 
and took walks in her mind through that 
strip of overgrown state property behind the 
fence, that no man's land extending for miles 
in either direction. A ribbon of forgotten 
scurf and thicket. It must have been months, 
years maybe, since someone had walked 
around in there. Faded POSTED signs hung 
intermittently on the taller pine trees but 
these were not what kept hunters away so 
much as that there was no place nearby 
where one could pull one’s truck off the 
highway out of sight from troopers. Besides, 
the strip of undeveloped land here running 
between her property and the highway was 
not deep enough to warrant hunting with 
rifle or even bow. Other than the men who 
came once a month in their wide-mouthed 
mowers to cut the grass along the shoulder 
and in the median, or the occasional motorist 
stopping to pee or change a diaper or open 
the door to let a carsick child vomit, it was 
an unvisited place, a non-place, offering 
little to hold the attention of those who 
coasted by at 85 miles per hour.  
 As her husband snored next to 
her she stared at the ceiling and pictured 
herself venturing into the land behind her 
house in search of evidence. In her head she 
envisioned this as a morning ritual and 
documented each step. Saw herself waking 
at dawn. Brewing a pot of coffee and eating 
a banana, setting the breakfast table for her 
family who would remain asleep for several 
more hours. She would drag the picnic table 
endwise up to the new stockade fencing her 
husband had installed and climb over, 
throwing first one leg then the other, 
lowering herself to the ground and dropping 
in a heap of last year's leaves. Despite the 
heat she would be wearing jeans and a long 
sleeved shirt as protection against poison ivy 
and sumac and the thornier vines that hung 
everywhere like extension cords. 
 She would make her way through the 
brush. She would discover the remains of a 
trail untouched for years if not generations. 
She would take her machete--she would 
have bought one at Home Depot expressly 
for this purpose, keeping it hidden on a shelf 
in the garage so as not to have caught the 
attention of her husband--and hack her way 
through plants as dark as cooked spinach. 
She would climb through gullies, up slopes, 
and down into hollows. She would rest on 



the remains of stone fences built centuries 
before while sipping from the water bottle 
clipped to her belt loop.  She would sit in 
such places for long stretches of time, 
listening for any kind of bird or animal cry 
out of the ordinary. She would scan the tops 
of the sycamores, looking for any flash of 
exotic plumage, perhaps the glint of yellow 
eyes staring down.  
 But these imagined early 
morning visits yielded no sightings and she 
was forced to admit that to make contact 
with this elusive creature, this 
undocumented species, she would have to 
travel at night. And so, still lying there in 
bed and conjuring these travels in her mind's 
eye, she imagined staying up one night after 
her husband and son fell asleep. She would 
quietly exit the house and make her way 
back to the wooded strip, leaving the back 
door unlocked, armed this time with just a 
small flashlight. She'd walk as far west as 
the Hincocks' trailer, and farther beyond, 
heading into areas into which she had never 
traveled before. Clouds of bugs would 
harass her as she skirted clots of swampland 
and she would pull her sweatshirt hood tight 
over her head, tugging the drawstring so that 
only her nose and eyes showed. 
 After several such imagined forays, 
each time going farther into the slough, she 
came to find herself standing in a clearing 
surrounded by low-growing witch-hazel 
thick with caterpillar nests. Only they were 
not cottony caterpillar webbings at all but 
strange cocooned packages suspended from 
the trees. And she realized that within these 
low-slung wrappings there were animals--
mice, voles, baby raccoons, muskrats--
captured and poisoned by the creatures she 
had been seeking and which, like spiders, 
kept their prey wrapped in fabric spun from 
their bodies. It was here that she had finally 
reached her quarry, wandering into their 
pantry. It would be around now that she 
would notice the absence of crickets and 
cicadas and, sweating deeply in the close, 
jungly air, sweep her flashlight in broad arcs 
above her head. And there she would see, 
hanging upside down from the branches, not 
one but dozens of the beings. Animals 
neither bat nor rodent nor cat nor spider but 
echoes of each. Each one regarding her with 
eyes glimmering like cut beads of glass. And 
they had tails, something she had not seen 
on the dead one in her yard: hairless, barbed, 
whip-like tails, twitching in anticipation. 
 As the woman imagined these 
nocturnal journeys in greater detail while her 
husband snored next to her and her son in 
the room down the hall sweating in a 
tumble, his covers kicked off onto the floor 
and he, his father's child, snoring too, she 
would spend long hours standing, eyes 
closed, in the lair of these night-things. And 
while the creatures were full of malice, their 
taut black lips curled back and strings of spit 
swinging from their ingrown teeth, they 
would refrain from attacking her but simply 
stare, unblinking, watchful and expectant. 
And here is where it would enter her mind 
that she had been chosen as their emissary. 
A confidante. Their queen, perhaps. And she 
would remove her clothes--no insect would 
enter this hallowed part of the woods to 
sting or bite--and climb into the lower 
branches of a box maple where she would 



sit, leaning against the trunk, arms clasped 
around bent knees, and settle into sleep.  
 It would be here that she would choose 
to stay, refusing to return home. She 
pictured her family waking in the morning 
to discover her gone. They would call out 
for her. Her husband would find the picnic 
table pushed against the fence and realize 
she had gone over to the other side and 
entered the land behind the house, that 
primordial strip, that liminal zone dividing 
home from highway. He would call for her 
and walk the path she had cut with her 
machete but finding no sign would call the 
authorities, who would, after the requisite 
period of wait-and-see, embark upon a full-
blown search, fanning out five abreast. They 
would investigate the highway, seeking 
signs of cars that could have pulled 
alongside the road, footprints of someone 
who might have abducted her. They would 
question the Hincocks but find there nothing 
more than an emphysemic man with an 
oxygen tank and a wife with a bum hip and 
cataracts. Eventually they would make their 
way closer to the site of the animals' den but 
they would be unable to see the woman as 
the clearing she shared with the creatures 
was nested in some parallel realm accessible 
only at night. 
 And so there she remained surrounded 
by her coterie of vicious companions, 
camouflaged shadows that hung by day, 
their eyes open even in sleep like deep sea 
predators. They were a kind of children to 
her, or she to them. By night the animals 
took flight and hunted and she would feed 
upon the scraps they brought back and let 
fall to the ground. When on occasion one 
was killed or injured--smashed by a tractor-
trailer on the highway, or wounded in an 
owl fight--she would travel to that spot and 
bring the animal home, just as she had 
before when she herself had, in a trance, dug 
up that first one she had buried in the back 
yard. And the only trace of her that her 
husband and the authorities would ever find 
would be the clearing in the woods, the floor 
littered with the bones of small animals, in 
the tree limbs above nothing but the wispy 
remnants of spun webbing they mistook for 
silkworm nests. Had they entered this realm 
by night they would have seen her squatting 
naked on her haunches in the lowermost 
boughs of her tree, surrounded by her tribe, 
their acid pinhole eyes and hers too winking 
back like glowing cankers. But since they 
could search only during the day they would 
never see her, for in the dappled sunlight of 
the forest she was nothing more than the 
wavering echo of a thought. 
 In the morning her husband and 
son would look at each other across the 
kitchen table. Where's mom, the boy would 
ask, is she still sleeping. Yes, his father 
would say. Why's she so tired, the boy 
would ask. Eat your eggs, his dad would 
say. 
  



The Waters 
 
 No one thought the rain would last this 
long. A few weeks maybe; perhaps a month. 
To think a generation could come and go 
and still the waters not subside. 
 When the first of the showers swept 
through--seems ancient history now--I was a 
gangly boy who could scarce grow a 
mustache. Today this tatty beard is speckled 
and ashen. Arthritis invaded my bones, 
stubborn fungi inhabit my toes. 
 How we rejoiced when the rains first 
came! and put an end to the droughts. The 
entire county celebrated. Our family pond, 
which had cooked to crackled beds of 
spongy sunbaked mud, filled to overflowing 
in a matter of days. We had contests to see 
who might swing farthest on ropes hanging 
from the black willow, gain the longest hang 
time before cartwheeling into the lukewarm 
bath.  
 What a difference when, months later, 
we stood on our soggy hill watching the 
watery brown blanket swallow that willow's 
uppermost branch. Gran-gran Ethyline spat 
on the ground with a look of disgust and 
hobbled back into the manor, never to come 
out of doors again. When she passed the 
following year we encircled her bed, heads 
bowed and hands folded as drops from the 
attic plashed in buckets about the room. 
Second cousin Franklin offered an 
impromptu eulogy, some drivel about 
ascension to drier climes.  
 In the early days we considered 
ourselves fortunate, blessed by our god to 
have a creaky mountaintop B&B with its 
360 degree view of the valleys. Sometimes 
four of us--Humberto on the eastern 
porches, Ruth Ann peering out a northern 
upstairs window (bedridden because of her 
twisted leg), Winsome in the tree house 
facing west, and I on the long driveway 
leading up through our property, with tiny 
Caspar by my side, chomping on his blanket 
corner, would mark the advance, walkie-
talkies and binoculars in hand, sharing 
reports. How high the waters had risen 
during the night. Which distant 
establishment had lately vanished beneath 
the roiling influx. Whether or not the clouds 
gave hints of possible regress. (In time 
people came to monitor clouds with the 
same addictive regard that we had applied in 
a sunnier age to email and television. We 
became experts in measuring their subtleties. 
As with the Inuit and their snow--or so they 
say, for I have read that it is not in fact true--
our vocabularies for describing the moody 
billowing celestial landscape grew large.) 
 There was never any risk of being 
flooded ourselves. The bulk of our land is 
perched far up the mountain, safe above the 
topmost watermark; if the waves lap at our 
door then I should think it will mean the 
entire earthly show has gone under. But 
surely there cannot be enough water in this 
snow globe for that?  
 We replaced our obsolete cars with 
boats years ago. Row them to our new jobs 
in the central lake district: tending paddies 
on top of the apartment complexes, 
managing hydroponic labs, distributing 
medicines. After our shifts we visit the 
bartering channels in search of bargains, 
then tow our goods home on a makeshift 
barge, parcels tied under tarps as Becky and 



Arsenio stand in the bow and starboard, 
rifles raised, scanning for freebooters. 
 Debris still washes up occasionally on 
our property. Those items for which we have 
little use we leave at the waterline for 
passing riverfolk. Our way of giving 
something back, of creating some manner of 
bond, no matter how tenuous, with the river 
rats. Occasionally they acknowledge this 
tenuous link, for as they take the items 
arrayed on our picnic tables--plastic bins, 
waterlogged sneakers, spatulas, baby toys--
they look up at our home and nod, tipping 
their drippy hats. A fragile connection. 
We’re not naive enough to think it makes us 
comrades. Still, it’s something.   
 The rain stops every now and then of 
course. Sometimes for as long as several 
days. And when it does our response to the 
white-hot sun is a mixture of bliss so pure 
and unadulterated as to border on rapture--
everyone weeps, and I mean everyone--but 
also anxiety laced with contempt. For we 
know that the tease will be short-lived; the 
clouds will move in, as they always do, 
followed by another month, or two or three, 
before the sun returns. In this way the sun is 
crueler than the rain. She enters, dispensing 
her brief narcotic, reminding us how little 
we matter, then departs as suddenly as she 
appeared, forcing us into an extended state 
of withdrawal.  
 How could something as fickle and 
chaotic as weather settle into such ceaseless 
uniformity? Once upon a time the radios 
were filled with citizens entertaining all 
manner of conspiracy theories. Government 
induced flooding to cull run amok 
populations. Subterfuge by some alien, 
aquatic race hell bent on turning our planet 
into a watery haven for their species, albeit 
administered in torturously slow fashion. 
The effects of a) volcanic explosions, b) 
nuclear war, c) climate restructuring, or d) 
any number of etceteras occurring over 
"there" on the far side of the planet. And of 
course the obligatory rebooting of the Noah 
mythology, which picked up as we neared 
the 40 day mark, then evaporated on day 41; 
surfaced again as 40 weeks drew near, only 
to dissipate after that watershed passed, no 
pun intended. When 40 months came and 
went and humanity awoke to the same old 
unremitting pitter patter on the window 
panes, Mr. Noah had been all but forgotten.  
 We tell the children stories about the 
towns that used to thrive in the valley 
bottoms with their farms, factories, schools, 
roads. All submerged now under lakes that 
wear the names of the towns the waters ate. 
The children are skeptical and not all that 
interested anyway. History holds little truck 
for the young. 
 We are dinosaurs, our clan up here on 
the mountain with which we are unable to 
part. As fortunate as we are to have this plot 
above the rolling rivers that coil like brown 
and silver snakes at our feet, it is the folk 
who make their homes on the river--
repurposing cottages into houseboats, 
tending massive bonfires atop multi-tiered 
rafts--who have adapted with the greatest 
success to the new world. Beneath the roar 
of the downpours we can hear them 
laughing at all hours. Used to be some 
would wave as they drifted past. But now 
they barely pay us any mind. We are mute, 



exotic parrots nesting in the upper reaches of 
a tulip tree.  
 On our days off, and during excursions 
to the floating downstream festivals, we try 
to blend in with their skiffs and scows, the 
dinghies and the dugouts. Like them we 
laugh too, and sing, yelling halloos at 
passing vessels. But they can tell we're not 
like them. Something in our mien gives us 
away, despite all affectations; they nod, 
politely, then turn aside out of 
embarrassment--for us, not them. We are "of 
the dirt" and well they know it. 
 Late at night, in the 3 AM hour, as I 
toss and turn, tangled in the muggy sheets, I 
fantasize that someday our family might be 
transformed. That we might no longer live 
on our mountaintop island--that we too will 
have the will to leave our soil to bob along 
on rafts, in kayaks, in large wooden tubs and 
bouncy black inner tubes, navigating the 
liquid world in junks and fiberglass 
pontoons. And then we will belong. We will 
have claimed the waters, and they us. We 
will finally become flumen hominem. 
 But then my waking nightdream--I am 
powerless to stop it--takes an unsettling turn: 
as we drift on the rising waters, a tad too 
heedless and assuming of our newfound 
genus--the river people who acclimated to 
the waters are once again ahead of the curve. 
With dismay and envy we watch as their 
crafts ascend, weightless, on eddies of air, 
the barges and punts and canoes rising on 
thermals, growing smaller until disappearing 
into the clouds. We strain in our seats, trying 
to will our boats to fly as well, to leap up 
after theirs; we long to see what worlds 
await in the cloud continents above.  
 But our boats remain boats, and can do 
no more than drift along--bobbing, lilting, 
rocking. Plashing. 
 
  



The Art of Removing an Enemy 
 
 Whenever we sought Parson Wilmur's 
council re: the details--which was not 
infrequent, given how his interpretation of 
procedural specifics changed with the 
weather--he'd lean back in his repurposed 
barber's chair, squint into the rafters, tug a 
bulbous earlobe, adjust his bolo (yes, that 
one, granddad's glass eye set in silver and 
turquoise), and list the steps in his croaky, 
runaway monologue:  
 "Children. First you must braid the 
limbs of a willow tree and always before 
breakfast. Then you are to melt a wax effigy 
of the oppugnancy in a skillet; coat with 
shattered glass and salt. Third: place, before 
the day is out, the hardened puddle beneath 
the bandit's bed, or car, or front porch and 
finally, upon returning home, eat only 
spinach; refrain from antics; and every day 
for no less than nine declare--once upon 
waking, at noon sharp, and again before 
retiring--your intentions through clenched 
teeth, eyes shut and ears stoppered with 
cotton balls." 
 "Hokum," Sister Ernestine would tell 
us, picking crumbs off her apron in her chair 
by the hearth. (Sensible Sister E., our trusted 
Second Opinion on all such matters.) 
"Parson's methods have at best a thirty 
percent success rate. What you want is to lay 
a twist of worsted across the bastard's 
bedroom doorway, make of him a gift of 
peppermints wrapped in foil ribbon, and 
whisper into the ear of a black dog: spirit of 
the red winds hear me when I call: turn 
sweet to sour and blood to bile. Now go and 
make so-and-so batshit crazy." Her oaths 
never failing to elicit sidelong glances and 
mouth-covered giggles between us girls. 
 I am old now with but a single tooth 
left in my head. Looking back on those days 
(and I mean this literally, utterly dependent 
as I am on my seeing cubes to supplant the 
vicious withering of memory) I notice 
patterns I failed to see as a child. Each 
community adherent had his or her own 
flavor when it came to the art of dispensing 
with those in need of extinguishing. While 
most of the rituals (obviously) involved 
degrees of abstinence, endurance, and flame, 
each elder introduced a signature flourish 
into the mix. Aspirant Mahilda favored 
trickery with foodstuffs--delightful exercises 
in malicious bakery. Brother Josephus 
incorporated the pounding of copper nails 
into a four-trunked black oak at the bottom 
of Digger's Basin. Truly nasty flora made its 
way into Auntie Polly's recipes: Baby's 
Gasp, Talonbane, St. Caspar's Wort, and 
occasionally Seven Kidney Tansy (the latter 
which was impossible to locate; to this day I 
believe she made that plant up). 
 But my favorite machinations were 
concocted by Half-mother Myrtle. Her trials 
seemed more a brand of silly gameplay than 
invocations to murder. True, the foci of her 
operations died with all the requisite 
brutality--dissolving innards, spines turned 
to syrup, cuspids spearing upwards into 
brains--but to bring on these deaths she 
conjured the most charming ad hoc 
amusements, often with their own little 
names: Poke the Puppy; Squat Atop Miss 
Moppet; Girlie-Go-And-Run-Away. With 
celebratory custards dispensed after. I have 
one of old Myrtle's fingers in my juju bag 



and when the insults of my infirmities plot 
to overwhelm, I squeeze the relic in my 
palm and am greatly settled by her residual 
aura. 
 What did we girls ever do to deserve 
such a meritable childhood, raised by such 
affectionate kin? When I consider now the 
loving manner in which we were schooled in 
our arts, the recollection of each and every 
assassination induces a rush of warmth the 
intensity of which defies characterization. 
As for those of you unfortunate to have felt 
the unstoppered joy of taking the lives of 
those better left undelivered into this world, 
and under the guidance of such attentive 
mentors, I feel for you, I surely do. 
  



Train Fever 
 
 I can’t recall the last day I boarded. It 
was my 6.56 AM peak, that I remember. But 
a Wednesday or Thursday, sunny or 
overcast, I couldn’t tell you.  
 When the train accelerates or slows in 
accordance with some mechanical logic of 
its own making (I am quite certain the 
machine now bearing me onward, out of 
country and out of memory, has acquired a 
degree of sentience, one with luck I might 
come to intuit, maybe even communicate 
with) I relax my eyes until all they register 
are rushing smears of hazy charcoal and 
sepia punctuated with sun flare. I am a buoy 
anchored in the center of a spectacularly 
monotonous flood of lots, fields, auto body 
shops, and spent trees crashing by in silent 
strobing blur. 
 Immeasurable days. Looking through 
grimy windows at miles of phragmite, 
collapsing telephone poles. Slag heaps. No 
idea what state I’m in, or even if these lands 
remain my native country. 
 Flashbacks surface, scenes from some 
ancient hitherto life assigned, I suppose, to 
my own past although I can’t be sure. 
Mundane, empty of significance and 
possessing a soft, frayed texture. Like stills 
from home movies projected onto bedsheets 
tacked to the wall. Chubby kid, Miami 
Dolphins hoodie, amusement park, ramming 
his scooter into a trash can. Unkempt 
woman, thinning hair, rat-sized dog on leash 
dropping tiny white turds at the end of the 
driveway. An exhausted family (mine?) 
posing for a group shot at the Grand 
Canyon, or is it Niagara Falls. Manhole 
cover on a desolate street, rattling as if about 
to blow. A tiny broken plastic deer left on 
the doormat. 
 These visitations mingle with fleeting 
glimpses pulled from what I recognize as 
my old job. I see Connie and Maureen, the 
insufferably cheery Human Resources tag 
team who called me in every other month to 
unveil the latest addendum to our company's 
Personnel Procedures Manual. They would 
slide the new insert, highlighted with multi-
colored post-its, across the conference table 
as if it were a tray of brownies they'd just 
pulled from the oven. Or the three young 
execs with their fitted blue suits and 
menacing brown shoes, I never learned who 
they were, walking past my office at the 
same time every day, smirking in low voices 
and directing sidelong glances at no one in 
particular. Of Casper, the custodian with the 
lazy eye and homemade neck tattoo who 
emptied the trash with an economy of 
movement just lovely to watch. 
 Nights I lie across three seats beneath 
burned out fluorescent lights, using the left 
behind coats of my former travelers as 
pillows. Is it spring yet? It must be spring by 
now. In the early days I huddled like a 
mouse in a pile of parkas, shopping bags and 
cast aside scarves. Now I sleep in one of the 
cars with a kicked-out window, letting the 
wash of night air course through the car as I 
dribble in and out of consciousness. 
 By day I return to the same seat I 
inhabited for the twenty-three years of my 
commute. To set up camp elsewhere would 
constitute a kind of betrayal. I cannot deny 
it, there is, was always, a bond between me 



and this train, one I must be careful not to 
jeopardize through carelessness. 
 The animal is unstoppable, that much 
is clear. It has become a force, an infiltrating 
presence. I can no longer distinguish myself 
as a being entirely separate from that which 
propels me. The incessant rocking, the 
lurches and stutters, the braking, the 
wobbling from side to side--the rhythms so 
ingrained that the vibrations and 
movements, the smells of vinyl seats, of my 
own body, filthy and reeking, have seeped 
into my gut and mind, and nestle in my very 
cells. Each day, hour, and minute I breathe 
in and exhale this train. I am its corpuscle, 
the tracks an artery routed through 
unfathomable terrain. I am an organ in the 
belly of a snake winding round and round a 
planet. An organelle in a single mammoth, 
serpentine cell. 
 Whenever there is a downpour I 
consider taking off my clothes, climbing up 
onto one of the cars to bathe. But then I 
consider how the rain, at 50, 60 mph, would 
needle my body, blasting it like sandpaper.  
 There’s only B.T and A.T. now--
before and after <train>.  
 When we pulled into the city for our 
last stop, back on day one of the year 1 A.T, 
we commuters got up as usual, waiting in 
the aisles and vestibules for the train to slow 
to a halt. We buttoned our coats, pulled on 
our earmuffs and gloves. Had the doors 
opened we would have scuffled out as we 
did every day, bovine, with practiced 
patience, onto the platform, then evaporating 
into our separate vectors.  
 We heard the conductor's voice as we'd 
heard it hundreds if not thousands of times 
before: 

Last stop please take with you 
any newspapers food and coffee cups and 
dispose of them in the properly marked 
receptacles remember to take all personal 
possessions with you last stop last stop. 
 It jolted to a halt. End of the line. Each 
of us standing there, waiting for the doors to 
slide open with that tired chime. Only this 
time the chime did not come. Instead a 
metallic, tearing sound echoed from 
somewhere in the distance (in hindsight I 
understand this to be the sound space and 
time make when coming unzippered), and 
the doors stayed shut.  
 And then the train lurched, starting up 
again, fleeing the station, picking up speed. 
 At first we stood there, eyes rolling, 
the usual muttering. Clearly we were pulling 
forward so as to back in on another track for 
some reason. A response to one of the 
railroad's all too typical equipment 
problems. Or maybe the train behind us had 
a passenger emergency that needed tending 
to and we were pulling ahead to allow them 
to exit first. We everyday commuters had 
experienced this all before and stood there 
and sighed, mumbling half-hearted 
exclamations of frustration, while the 
newbs, those occasional unfamiliar rush 
hour travelers for whom train travel was a 
novelty, looked about anxiously.  
 Two of the ticket collectors walked 
hurriedly up the aisle to the front. I was in 
the second car from the front (my usual; it 
opened out closest to where I would catch a 
bus for the last leg of my journey) and 
through the connecting door windows saw a 
commotion ahead. 



 The train continued to pick up speed. 
A lot of speed. Which was unnerving. I 
made my way to the front car where 
passengers and ticket collectors alike were 
bunched at the front of the lead car. A 
heavy-set man wearing an unzipped parka 
over a Jets jersey raised his arms in 
exasperation. Another in a trench coat spoke 
into his cell phone. Believe it Janet, he said, 
twice this week. 
 An elderly woman looked up at me. 
Normally I wouldn't have responded—I 
pride myself on how little I speak to 
strangers during my commute--but she held 
my eye: They're turning us around? 
 I don't think they can, I said. Turn us 
around I mean. They're going to have to 
back us in. I wonder why we're accelerating 
though. 
 The man in the jersey literally shook 
his fist at the front of the car, like an 
overeager actor in a community theater 
production. I could picture the stage cue: 
ANGRY MAN shakes fist. That’s when 
someone ahead screamed. 
 Over the next hour we would, every 
one of us, single file, make our way to the 
conductor's car to see for ourselves. At first 
the ticket collectors tried to keep us away 
but there were just four of them and hardly a 
force powerful enough to dissuade several 
hundred passengers.  
 Two flows, one going up the aisle, the 
other back. Like a cramped funeral 
procession, people lined up and inching their 
way to see a body in state.  
 Only there was no body. The door to 
the conductor's cabin, no bigger than a 
closet, was open, a ticket collector standing 
nervously in the aisle. He was preoccupied 
with his phone, trying repeatedly to get a 
signal but without success. When it was my 
turn I poked in my head and saw nothing but 
an empty chair, an open window, the day's 
newspaper and a coffee cup on the floor.  
 And that was it save for the rusty 
powdered residue on the seat. I’m not sure 
what I was expecting. A suicide note? But 
the side window was far too small for 
anyone but a small child to fit through. If the 
conductor had leaped from the train it was 
not from this compartment. 
 The ticket collector motioned me to 
keep moving. I did not; he and I both knew 
that already the old hierarchies of authority 
were being fast replaced by ones not yet 
defined.  
 He jumped? I asked. 
 We don’t know, said the collector, a 
pigeon-faced man with receding hair and a 
small earring that was out of character, like 
something his girlfriend might have bought 
for him to make him seem younger than his 
years. He seemed both tired and jittery. 
 But the window's too small. 
 Look, we we’re trying to contact 
Central now. The intercom's not working 
and we can't radio in so I need to use the 
phone. Can you just-- 
 So who's driving the train? I asked. I 
nodded at the simple controls--a single 
handle on the equivalent of the dashboard, 
several yellow and white lights, one 
blinking.  
 The collector looked at me. That's the 
thing; nobody. 



 It did not take long before passengers 
began jumping. By nightfall I was the only 
one left.  
 Whatever transpired had rendered the 
emergency brakes inoperable. Passengers 
kicked out emergency windows, then 
abandoned that upon realizing they could 
relatively easily pry open a loose pair of 
doors in the third car. They stood in line one 
behind each other, yelling, screaming at the 
person in the lead to leap, like paratroopers 
scrambling to exit a crashing plane. The 
person at the front held on to the sides of the 
doors, staring into the wind, waiting in 
hopes that it might slow down but the train 
just barreled forward, blasting past 
crossings, whipping through neighborhoods. 
Then as if on cue people began jumping, 
propelling themselves gracelessly and 
recklessly into the scurf alongside the tracks. 
Some got pushed out, others jumped with 
abandon; a few slipped, losing their balance, 
smashing against the side of the car, the 
bodies vanishing, followed by the thump of 
an arm or leg getting caught in the wheels. 
There was wailing; people vomiting. More 
yelling. But the jumping continued.  
 I stuck my head through one of the 
emergency windows and watched the lucky 
ones tumble away, rolling with startling 
speed then get to their feet, limping from a 
twisted ankle or bashed in knee, and stand 
there, staring, looking dazedly back at the 
train. At us remaindered ones. And just 
stand there, unmoving, until they 
disappeared from view, swallowed in our 
wake.  
 There are ten cars on this train. Five of 
the cars each have 104 seats. Four of the 
cars, the ones with bathrooms, have 93. The 
remaining car, a food car, is in the middle. 
In an experiment designed to lure more 
customers, the railroad had installed food 
cars on several of the lines. At first they 
were popular, resulting in a temporary surge 
in ridership. In the middle of the day the car 
would be filled with children and mothers 
feeding on chips and juice packs; by night, 
drunks coming back from the city who 
seemed to eat their weight in microwave 
burritos.  
 But we daily commuters avoided it. To 
be seen in the food car meant you were a 
casual passenger, a member of a different 
tribe. We regulars had our own strict code 
when getting on: a head bob for the familiar 
faces, followed by a quick retreat into our 
private cocoons to sleep or read the morning 
paper. For some of us the ride was ninety 
minutes if not more and an extension of our 
bedtime, the cars akin to sleepers on an old-
fashioned line. We hung our monthly tickets 
on lanyards about our necks so as not to be 
woken when the collector came by. When 
we neared our stop we always knew when to 
wake up. There is a rhythm to commuting 
one falls into quickly. A kind of unspoken 
communion among us siblings, hapless 
suffering souls, all of us, trying to carve out 
a few more minutes of unconsciousness on 
our daily to and fro between horrid work and 
mindless home. And so none were more 
relieved than we when we heard the food 
cars were scheduled to be taken away; 
whatever initial draw they had had proved 
short-lived. The novelty quickly wore off 
and plans were made to halt the service in 
the coming months. We were glad to see 



them go; they were an intrusion, an 
embarrassment. The irony is not lost on me 
that were it not for the dining car I would 
have perished by now.  
 Not that my ever-diminishing diet of 
shrink-wrapped microwaveable food 
products has made me healthy. My body has 
grown softer and thinner, my face a sweaty 
glow under the last of the fluorescent lights. 
The processed food wreaks havoc with my 
digestion; I’ve begun saving food wrappers 
for toilet paper, the supplies in the car 
bathrooms having long run out. I eat my 
meals as I imagine space travelers must 
have, consuming at set times, always for 
substance, never enjoyment. I ration stale, 
rotty sandwiches into portions so that they 
might last. A slap of sour meat and tasteless 
lettuce on a molding white roll, with a few 
soggy chips to sustain me for the day. When 
it rains I hold coffee cups out the window to 
collect what water I can to supplement the 
last two cases of bottles I found in the rear 
car, a supply for the collectors. I point my 
head into the rain with mouth wide open, a 
baby bird. 
 When all passengers were gone the 
sole remaining collector pleaded with me to 
join her. She would not leave unless I 
jumped first; to keep her quiet I followed her 
to the open door in car three. As we stood 
there, wind blowing her hair across her face, 
she said something about a captain being 
unable to leave until all passengers were 
safe. I smiled, made some joke about the 
Titanic, and as she laughed I quickly pushed 
her through the opening, forcefully enough 
so that she might clear the wheels, not so 
rough, I hoped, to break an arm or leg. I did 
not watch to see how she fell. 
 I walked up and down the length of the 
entire train to make sure I was the last. And 
when I knew for certain a calm fell across 
me the likes I have not felt since I was a 
child and would stay home from school, ill 
and wrapped in blankets, content to stare for 
hours through my bedroom window.  
 In rare moments I wonder why I have 
chosen to stay. Perhaps, I think, the 
constraining force that keeps me aboard is 
some grand, sustained hallucination having 
swept me into its embrace, convincing my 
deeper core that this train—my train, now, 
and no one else’s—is a primal metaphor for 
something else entirely, some suspended 
chthonic, atavistic state of entrancement. 
 We (I say we so as not to leave out the 
ghosts who accompany me on this journey) 
pass fields filled with oil drums eight deep 
and dozens wide. Industrial lots with row 
upon row of fire hydrants. Recycling plants, 
ramps and loading docks overflowing with 
tons of cardboard and paper refuse, exposed 
to rain and congealing into mounds of gray 
pulp. Drab buildings with aluminum siding 
the color of dirty bandages. Endless parking 
lots nearly empty, yet never completely so, 
always with a few sinister vehicles squatting 
in the farthest corners.  
 Balloon lettering covers the lower 
halves of buildings like vines that can only 
grow so high. Back when I used to ride the 
train to work we would never see anyone 
bombing the walls, graffiti artists by 
necessity a nocturnal breed. But nights I 
stare out the window and see them. Hopping 
fences, scuttling across rooftops. Like one of 
those animal specials I used to watch with 



(my?) children where they set up a motion 
sensor camera in the jungle at night to 
capture footage of some almost extinct 
striped tapir. These artists are the only 
humans I ever see who acknowledge the 
train's passing. Days when my train zips 
through crossings, cars lined on either side 
waiting for the bars to raise, all the drivers 
look away. Same with the kids leaning on 
their bikes waiting for me pass. As if 
through predetermined agreement they all 
understand that to acknowledge me and my 
carapace would be rude, improper. 
 But these midnight graffiti artists, they 
validate my existence. When this empty 
shell rolls past, a ghost ship slicing through 
the outback of exurban fringe, they pause in 
their painting, their eyes meeting mine for a 
millisecond, staring as if at a flock of 
ancient bats rising silently from an Amazon 
cave.  
 It seems to me I must have made my 
way across the country and back by now. 
And yet—it’s curious--I sometimes find 
myself recognizing neighborhoods that seem 
all too familiar, as if we had just 
encountered them days before. Only the 
second time around they are decrepit, 
abandoned. Once neatly tarped backyard 
pools are now open to the elements, stagnant 
ponds covered in a scum of algae. Weeds 
growing up through megamall parking lots 
where a week before had been a bay of 
shining SUVs. Storefront signage now 
hanging in disrepair; water towers turned to 
rust, and listing.  
 To the ghosts on the train I have 
become a kind of confessor. They whisper to 
me their secrets, their dirty little shames, and 
I write them down in the margins of the 
discarded newspapers scattered across the 
floor. I then crumple the paper into balls and 
toss them out the window. I am cleansing 
the collective consciousness housed within 
this machine that bears us forth, making it 
purer with each tossed confession. 
 At night I scribble my own missives. 
Observations about flora outside the 
windows, cloud formations, imagined 
constellations. Complex and fanciful 
equations. Contrived histories. Hallucinatory 
recipes. Yet lately as I settle into these 
twilight days it dawns on me that these 
musings are being beamed directly from the 
train itself. As the last remaining passenger, 
I alone have been faithful. I alone have been 
chosen to channel the night vision of this 
constant and unstoppable force, this grand 
architecture. From its brain to my hand.  
 I twist the train's murmurings into 
geometric shapes and awkward origamis 
that I then set free, holding them delicately 
through the open window to let the winds 
suck them away. Each origami a single, 
complete thought. Bread crumbs, stretching 
behind, unread, as I, my ghosts, my train, 
are propelled forward, folding time. 
  



Cupid 
 
 One minute he was standing arms 
outstretched and the next he was riding the 
thermals down, suspended, floating more 
than flying, making his way across the flat 
sea. The cliffs a wide expanse of dolomite 
and he a black eyelash hovering against the 
chalk. 
 He coasted. Maneuvered by raising 
and lowering fingers like wing flaps. Arced 
over the aircraft carriers, small as toy boats 
but growing in stature as he spiraled 
downwards until he could make out the men 
on deck, rifles slung over their shoulders.  
 As he swept in front of the bow he 
called out to a man who'd pointed his rifle at 
him, asking him where he might land and if 
he could board, but there was no answer 
other than the barrel of the automatic fixed 
on his position. He was gliding now a dozen 
yards over the ripples, gentle in the tropical 
sun. He turned, veering away from the ship. 
 A graveled island, little more than a 
sand bar, treeless and without vegetation, 
appeared before him and he came in for his 
landing. Angled his feet so that his heels 
would touch first and when they did the 
ground, the same chalky color as the cliffs 
he'd stepped off of as calmly as one might 
walk through a doorway, left milky puffs. 
 A ramshackle boat puttered into the 
channel between the mainland and his little 
island, black smoke plopping in spurts from 
a stovepipe. The half a dozen men on board 
had been living on it for some time. They 
took no notice of him, crouching as they 
were along the wall of the clapboard hut 
taking up most of their deck, staring into the 
tree line, weapons at the ready.  
 Ahead of them some distance on the 
coastline was a house set back tucked in a 
curving sweep of palms. In it revolutionaries 
sat in windows and also in the front yard 
behind hills of sand with their heavy guns. 
Their position was well secured and it was 
easy for them to casually pick off their 
enemies on the ramshackle boat. 
 As he watched this activity from his 
slip of an island, neither side took notice of 
his presence. There was another island of 
similar size not far from this one, still 
parallel to the shore but closer to the 
revolutionaries' bunker; he stretched out his 
arms and flew over to it. He did this gently, 
matter-of-factly, like a sand piper.  
 There was a third island, or sand bar 
really, past the second, still the same 
distance away from the shore but that much 
closer to the bunker. On this there was a 
small windowless building, no bigger than a 
small room, and behind it several men 
squatting. He flies over to them, gliding 
down next to where they are huddled. One 
of the men reaches into a satchel at his feet, 
pulls out a gun, hands it to him. 
 Ducking down by the corner of the 
little building he peers out, aiming the gun at 
the revolutionaries' compound. Through the 
sight he can see several men standing and 
conversing behind the screen door of the 
porch. Everything looks deep red and 
precise in the sight. He lines up the 
crosshairs on the faces of the men and pulls 
the trigger. He does this with as many men 
as he can see, but nothing seems to happen. 
They continue going about their business; 
none of them fall. Perhaps the gun is empty, 



and the men squatting here on this tiny 
sandbar have simply given it to him so that 
he might find himself preoccupied as they 
conspire in hushed tones. Or maybe the gun 
is in fact firing, only some type of 
ammunition unfamiliar to the man--rays of 
infrared light, or nearly weightless needles 
that when exiting the weapon offer no recoil. 
If so then this ammunition drives into the 
intended targets without their knowing, the 
poisons entering their bloodstreams and 
releasing chemicals over time. Perhaps in 
the middle of the night these victims will die 
in their sleep, at which point the men on this 
island, joined by another boat of fighters 
waiting for just this moment, will make their 
way across this channel into their enemy's 
camp and finish them off.  
 Whatever the outcome he doesn't stick 
around to find out, instead raises his wings 
to glide back out over the water, out to sea, 
being sure to keep the small blocky building 
between him and the revolutionaries' camp 
on the mainland so that they do not see him-
-although by now he is sensing that even if 
they did they might pay him no more mind 
than if he were a pelican lumbering over the 
water. He keeps the handgun with the red 
sights--the cluster of men hiding behind the 
little blocky building don't seem to want it 
back--and as he flies out, pumping his arms 
until finding a thermal he might slide into 
and be carried away, as if on a riptide, as if 
on an airy escalator, higher and higher, he 
looks forward to flying out across the water, 
the mainland, wherever, and aiming this new 
gun at humans below, firing invisible darts 
of unascertainable consequence into their 
minds and leaving behind a wake of either 
delayed devastation and carnage or perhaps 
nothing much at all. For he has no idea if the 
chamber is empty or full, nor does he have 
any plans on opening it up and looking 
inside. He is content enough to understand 
the weapon's potential. Mostly though he 
finds peering through the sight, framing the 
people below in its round ruby circle, deeply 
absorbing, maybe even a little exhilarating, 
more so than his ability to fly, nice as it is.  
 
  



Inside the Blue Yurt 
 
 Our cartographer sits amidst a riot of 
charts and almanacs. Someone has left the 
window open. 
 A lace of frost, delicate fairy crystals, 
has settled across his face, ears, hands. Fine 
granular snow covers his clothes, leaving a 
wash of white across his wool cardigan, his 
wool pants, his wool socks (“at one with the 
wool,” our cartographer). 
 We might think him completely frozen 
were it not for a single puff of steam 
escaping his nose at thirty second intervals. 
With each expulsion of air the icy 
moustache on his upper lip retreats slightly, 
exposing a patch of pink cartographer skin. 
Then quickly returns forming anew. Only to 
melt again with the next release of air. Such 
breathing is the only sign our cartographer is 
“still with us,” that he has not yet “crossed 
over” and it reminds us of when we were 
children standing in the surf, holding L------
’s hand, watching the waves advance, break, 
retreat, advance… 
 Categorizer. World-delineator. How 
many years spent seeking perforations in the 
grid? Designer of methodologies fashioned 
so as to find rifts, folded portals, overlooked 
by your predecessors. 
 A thankless job. Over the previous 
centuries, all that acreage logged and 
surveyed down to the micro-level by your 
mentors and theirs and theirs before. And 
your lot? to plug away, keep the momentum 
going. Sniff out any new hairline fractures. 
Toeholds, hidden trapdoors, pressure points. 
Any new wrinkle, heretofore undiscovered, 
that might lie yet buried there in your 
drawers of paper.  
 It is this insatiable hunger that has 
marked your breed. That pulled you into this 
line of work. You have never regretted it. 
Nor romanticized it either. You were 
conveyed to do this, is all. (As are we all to 
complete, or not, whatever tasks we find 
ourselves tethered to, no? Am I wrong? If 
so, speak.) 
 But on this day, the day we have 
stumbled upon the blue yurt and are peering 
through the open window, on this day our 
cartographer has come to the conclusion that  
  the text is firm.  
 The map will brook no further fissures. 
 Where he had hoped to have located 
some hidden stairway, side panel, 
overgrown path—any of the so-called 
Atlantises, so to speak, that have ever 
floated there at the edge of his kind’s 
yearnings-- only parchment remains. Cotton 
rag documents that are, he has now been 
forced to admit, utterly, horribly flawless. 
Perfect. 
 The map is complete. 
 But how, you might ask, can any map 
be complete? All maps, no matter how 
detailed, are always marked more by what 
they leave out than what they include. 
They’re approximations—suggestions, 
really—that always measure more the 
machinations used, the hand that surveys, 
than the land it claims to reveal. The 
cartographer’s holy grail has ever been the 
map that contains the detail a one-to-one 
grid might hope to provide. But the only 
such grid is, of course, the grand environs 
itself. 



 And yet this is precisely our 
cartographer’s final discovery: the 
impossible has happened. He had in fact 
begun to suspect this conclusion years ago 
and has since spent each day (weekends 
included) checking and rechecking and 
checking yet again his hypothesis. And 
every day, coming closer to one inevitable, 
undeniable conclusion: those realms at the 
edge of the map, where onceuponatime one 
would have scratched “here there be 
monsters” and painted silly pig-nosed beasts 
breaching the waves, are plotted fully. Down 
to the micron. 
 At this point we might speculate that 
our account will end with one of two 
possible concluding paths: 
 1: Our cartographer’s breaths will slow 
until they cease entirely, his staring eyes 
succumbing to a blanket of frost determined 
to consume him. And we will be left feeling 
a profound sadness for this man who 
discovered a finitude that ended him, mixed 
with not a little anxiety too, his shock being 
the very one that we ourselves, is it not true, 
hope to keep at bay as long as possible. 
 2: In this version the same occurs--
except instead of being left with a morose 
unease we read our cartographer’s final 
stasis as euphoric release, this discovery of 
The End of Maps (as it will be termed by 
historians hence) an event of primal 
enlightenment.  
 Whatever; how we massage the ending 
is ultimately out of our hands, our 
interpretations determined by how we 
ourselves are launched to receive. 
 (Then again, a third option might be 
entertained. We might turn away from the 
blue yurt and wander across the barren plain 
toward a rock pyre in the distance covered 
with drying skins. And upon inspection 
discover that this pyre is assembled atop a 
well with spiral stairs descending: a 
subterranean opening unbeknownst to our 
cartographer, there “under his nose” all 
these years. A finding which, of course, 
would not only disprove many of the claims 
and assumptions made here, but introduce, 
perhaps, a degree of cheap irony into the 
telling…) 
 --but, no; this world we are in, it 
belongs to the cartographer. Path 3 will not 
exist here. Paths 1 or 2 are the only routes 
available to us. The only ones. You must 
ignore the third option; it has no business 
here.  
 Leaving just one final question 
unanswered: sorrow, or bliss? 
 
 
 
  



The Degree to Which We Go Back 
 
 We, your parents, guardians and 
caretakers, the ones who inferred your name 
using the appropriate arcane procedures then 
presented you with that name during the 
naming ceremonies of which you have no 
original memory, the event you recall being 
the story we have conveyed to you so many 
times, thus planting within you rendered 
scenes that were never yours but always 
ours, and in this way pulling you into our 
version of history, inserting you into the fold 
of our perceptive realities, sharing our 
blanket, as it were--we, your overseers, have 
lived in this house long before the accident 
(as are all of them, even those planned) of 
your birth.  
 Far, far back, before any other resident 
had moved into this neighborhood. Back 
before there was a neighborhood, before 
there were other houses on the street. Before 
there were streets even. This, your home, the 
crucible for so many of your childhood 
memories, your own identity shaped in no 
small degree by the environs of this 
building's architecture into which you were 
born, was the first dwelling ever built here. 
What’s more, we have been here not only 
from the dawn of this home's inception, 
from the day we poured its foundation, but 
stretch back long, so very long, before that 
too.  
 Because on this property, this lot, the 
ground we are standing on right now, there 
had been our previous house, a much 
smaller one in which we lived. This was 
during a time when we had not yet 
anticipated your arrival, although in 
hindsight we must have had some inkling 
you'd be joining us eventually. There are no 
town records of that older preexisting home 
and that is because there was no town then, 
no county, nor country, and so there was no 
cultural need nor mechanism present for 
maintaining any such archives. To be 
accurate it was more a shack than a house. 
Portions would crack and collapse during 
heavy winds or snows and we would have to 
right the walls. Or the roof might catch fire 
from lightning strike, or windows suffer 
damage from attack (an unfortunate but 
inevitable result of territorial disputes with 
other colossi from neighboring collectives), 
forcing us to conduct the necessary repairs. 
But every time we fashioned restorations we 
made it a point to add one new thing: the 
addition of a window, or a second fireplace; 
a front porch, then a railing added to that 
front porch, and then, later, steps leading up, 
and so on. In this manner the home you 
know now is similar to the cross-section of 
an ancient pine, its history revealed in 
concentric rings. Or the shell of some great 
mollusk, each rippled pattern in the carapace 
showing a year of growth. Only here, in this 
your home, the telltale signs of age are 
neither circlets nor bands but countertops, 
chimneys, dumb waiters, pantry closets--
add-ons owing their existence to some prior 
damage incurred at the hands of local 
hostiles or aggressive weather.  
 Before the shack our residence was 
even more modest. We lived in tents made 
of skins cured in the brains of the very 
animals that had relinquished their hides, 
and before that lean-tos, and before that, 
debris huts into which we crawled as if re-



entering wombs, secure and warm amidst 
the leaves and lichens, although our sleep 
was interrupted by the company of angler 
spiders and glow beetles. Prior to this there 
were the caves. Yes, you heard us correctly, 
there are caves a short walk from where you 
are sitting right now and which have long 
been forgotten by just about everyone. This 
entire region is loaded with them, networks 
of passageways and conduits and hallways 
stretching under this world you and your 
giant cousins now inhabit, empty today but 
they were not always so. Every so often we 
your mentors visit them still, once in the 
proverbial blue moon, to run our hands 
across the scratchings our kind left on the 
walls those many years ago. Back in the day, 
as humans say. Sometimes we spend the 
night there roasting woodcocks or boiling 
snakes over fire pits, enjoying the shadows 
cast across the stone interior, falling into 
sleep on ledges where in that bygone age we 
had slept on beds of duff for we are, there is 
no point in denying it, romantics moved by 
nostalgia.  
 And before the caves? Trees. We lived 
in trees. Broad, great things, all chopped 
down ages ago. But that's not the end of it, 
we're just getting started. We haven't even 
reached the halfway mark yet... 
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