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LETTER
from the editor

I’ll admit that this is something 
that has been germinating in 
my brain for some time. Over 
the course of my long and 
distinguished career in something 
or other, I have repeatedly 
explained to multitudes of 
boorish unsophisticates that art 
is not to be consumed from your 
sofa, mouth agape, drooling a 
chunky synthesis of soda pop and 
Doritos. Rather, the aspiring art-
liker must be willing to actively 
engage with the material, to think 
it through on her own times, to 
work out her own answer to that 
ephemeral question mark that 
inevitably follows any creative 
endeavor worth its salt. Only 
then does art reach its potential 
as a form of communication—it 
becomes a way for two minds 
to meet, and by meeting create 
something new.

Consider the cover of our current 
issue, birthed from the pen of 
the estimable David Zhang. On 
the surface, a fine adaptation 
of Liberty Leading the People, 
stylistically evoking Picasso. 
But as I engage the cover with 
a critical eye, other truths begin 
to resolve themselves. On the 
flag, for example, our logo is 
conspicuously tilted—clearly 
evoking the bill of a platypus—
and the be-toga’d individual is 
averting his eyes; considered 
in concert, these two elements 
indicate a repressed experience 

he other evening, I was 
sitting in my leather-backed 
armchair, idly perusing the 

dictionary, when a considerable 
insight struck me like a 
thunderbolt, as they so often do.

For the past few years or decades 
or centuries, there’s been an 
ongoing cultural tension over 
the value of so-called “difficulty” 
in art—or, less diplomatically, 
a Neanderthal hostility toward 
anything that has the audacity to 
demand a level of engagement 
beyond eyeballs directed in 
the general vicinity. My insight, 
which will surely put an end to 
millennia of cultural ouroboros, 
was thus: I would posit that 
there is a distinction between art 
and entertainment; moreover, 
I would argue that one of the 
central differences is that art is 
inherently “difficult,” because it 
is—to a point—collaborative.

As you’re reeling from the nuclear 
force of that elegant truth bomb, 

t
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with a semiaquatic mammal at 
some point in Mr. Zhang’s past. 
And as I continue in this vein, 
connecting the dots and coloring 
in the lines, the ultimate meaning 
of the cover becomes obvious: 
an indictment of anarcho-
syndicalist politics through an 
appeal to the inherent eisegetical 
fabulism implied by Saussurean 
signification.

Your own mileage may vary. 
Regardless, the pieces that you 
will find in this issue will meet you 
halfway, should you be willing 
to open your eyes. They invite 
discourse—provoke thought 
and response—and challenge 
the individual to provide her 
own answer to that omnipresent 
question mark. Together, then, 
you may create something new, 
and you may even discover that 
which lies at the heart of most 
good art—a new way to be 
human.
 
In that respect, as Walter Pater 
would say, our art is hard as 
gems.

Like Coup d’etat, there are many 
harrowing tales to be found 
about the origin of the enigmatic 
Sir Grafton. We cannot calculate 
the exact accuracy of these 
mythic accounts, but this much 
we do know: Waxley Grafton 
is irreplaceable, irascible, and 
irresistible.

waxley
grafton
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thinking about you when i should 
be writing an essay about spinoza

Jessye Stein
something about your face makes it hard to remember
like some mathematical formula or
my grandmother’s advice.

i try to conjure it in my mind,
(again and again)
but all i see are your movements, 
like the lizard i chased outside my grandmother’s condo when I was 5
before she died.

i never saw its face,
but its tail came off in my hand,
squirming and writhing like a worm on pavement
in the heat, after the rain.

hopefully you are not a lizard.
i do not want your tail in my hand.

but i do want 
to spend the entire weekend watching
your calculated climbs up slabs of rock,
the flicker of the laptop screen against your glasses
in the dark,
your fingers measuring the broom handle to cut
into a shitty-ass handle bar for your bike.
(“middle finger: 7 inches”)

i even want to watch
you find the perfect avocado
in that little grocery store by your apartment
(the one that sells the peanut butter ginger candy
that i always crave
before i have to leave you.)

i wish you a lifetime of ripe and plump avocados.

i wish i had dropped that squirming tail sooner,
in the heat, after the rain.
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Lou Out
Mitchell Grabois

Here--
have some razor blades
They’re appetizers
Cheryl’s younger sister holds out the tray

Cheryl has invited me to her
Lou Reed farewell party
Her older sister has painted on the living room wall
in black spray paint:

Hey baby
Take a walk on the wild side…

Three colored girls have been hired
to walk around the room
softly singing
single syllables
all night
a performance art piece

Later they will tell each other how they
almost screamed from boredom

Someone has to suffer, one says
someone always has to suffer
for art
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Ok?
Frida Clark

i still have that dream:
you.
chiclets crushed in a cup holder,
xanax crushed on a dashboard.
something about a black mood ring.

your aunt’s lemon squares 
in a cemetery, tombstones as back rests,
pigeons eating the leftovers
underneath spanish moss. 

but now,
honey is the closest thing we have to immortality
and constellations are leaking with it. 
even the continents are drifting.
they leave stretch marks.
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internet explorer
Isaac Dalonhome

drift of hair and shedded skin, 
accumulated in the grooves 
of your keyboard. Right hand 

fingertips drum your forehead. 
Light shines in from the window 
of the monitor. Turn left and right. 
Look behind you. Beyond the glow 
of the window. Nothing. Look at the 
window. Click the internet browser 
icon onscreen. You don’t know 
what you want or where to go. In 
the city, on a street with rows of 
apartments, on the seventh floor 
of this building, where you exist, 
physically, and in two adjacent 
rooms, three other people as 
well. They are your wife and two 
children. But enough about them. 
Navigate to a shopping website.

Welcome. These recommendations 
are based on your viewing history. 
Scroll to a picture of an audiobook. 
A black and chrome pressure 
cooker. A large chef’s knife, 
stainless steel. Small ceramic 
cat food bowl. Package of multi-
colored sculpting dough. Square 
and level set. Thermometer, 
Oreos, WB Mason. Four-pack of air 
fresheners. A remote-controlled 
inflatable flying shark. Three and 
a half stars, helium required. You 
scroll to reviews written by people 
who think about remote-controlled 

inflatable flying sharks. This shark 
is anatomically inaccurate. The 
flying shark scared my dog. Click 
on foldable hampers. The hampers 
come in multiple sizes and you will 
never see her again. Your memory 
unable to conjure the scent of her 
hair. Not even an inkling, a nothing 
where no nothing should be. And 
scent the last of recalled senses 
to go, at least you think. But what 
do you know. Click on sports 
memorabilia.

Caps and jerseys. Astros and 
Braves and Cubs. $12.30. Lanyards. 
Recall the way it fell just past her 
shoulders. Women hate that stage 
of hair growth, but you think it’s 
beautiful. Just long enough to tickle 
your face when they fuck on top. 
You imagine a face and body above 
you, its mouth open, panting. Eyes 
unblinking, bobbing up and down, 
in and out. Setting: dark room, 
ghost light from corner of closed 
window. Street lamp glow. Neither 
of you bother removing your 
socks. Setting: hotel room, light 
from end table lamp. Switch her 
into a cocktail dress and fishnets. 
You’ve always wanted to rip those 
off a pair of legs. Satisfying sound 
of stitching torn, skin revealed like 
a birthday gift. Remember her lips. 

A
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Or simply lips. What they are. Click 
on the super soaker. Guaranteed 
to get you soaked, superbly. Lips 
are a sensitive part of the body, 
like the tongue. Saliva glinting 
in the light, tongue licking lips, 
flicking out lizardlike. Reset image. 
Give her rouge. Nothing but your 
dress-up doll. Like that article you 
read about men in South Korea. 
Marrying phones and pillows.

Click on silk pajamas. Maybe she 
was the most beautiful woman in 
the world. No matter. There are lots 
of those. You twist right until your 
center cracks, repeat to the left. 
Look up. Eye level, in the dimness, 
a plastic cup. Bristling with number 
two pencils, assorted colored 
pens, black markers, urchin spines 
in the sea’s deep murk. You take 
a marker from the cup and uncap 
it. Smell of filmy water beneath 
a drainage pipe. Rundown tire 
factory leeching into your nostrils. 
You blink like a turtle half sunk in 
sewage, eyelids closing slowly in 
the sun. Sink back home, wrinkled 
reptile. A paper in the periphery 
glow of the screen. You take it and 
scrawl a list of things you can’t 
have. Season tickets. A boat. A 
cabin on the sea. Not on but near 
the sea. Seaside cabin. Driftwood 
walkway to the marina where you 
moor your boat. A woman in a 
bikini, waiting with drinks. Her, 
whoever she is. You put her name 
on the list. Whichever name you 

used last. Name’s Martha. Or Mary. 
Hey there, captain. Take me to your 
cabin. Moira, Melanie, Marina. 
Man needs a maid on maiden 
voyage. Your made-up voyage. 
Bon voyage. Click French lessons 
on tape. Fishing with fishnets for 
fish in the sea. Reel them in. Cast 
on cast but nothing caught. No 
luck with your limp rod. No matter. 
Even if you did, just another trophy 
on a wall. Photograph. What was 
her name? Call her what you will. 
The word is all you have.

Words, all you’re worth in the world. 
World itself a word, latter precedes 
the former. In the beginning there 
was. Words, words, words. Rule 
of threes, common trope. Improv 
comedy group put on a show 
some months ago at the university. 
You took your wife to see it after 
dinner at a French place. As if you 
were one of the kids there. As if 
your wife were one of the girls you 
dated when your gut was flat. You 
walked them back to your place. 
I’ve got a half bottle of wine I need 
to finish, want to help? Worked 
sometimes. Not like now. Your wife 
didn’t laugh once. Like starting a 
fire underwater. Didn’t get better 
from there. On your way home you 
thought about youth. It’s nothing 
when you have it. Everything when 
it’s gone. Continue until a stronger 
man comes along. He steps aside 
for the next, and it goes on. You act 
until you don’t. Men from some 
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tribe in New Guinea hunt until the 
drawback of their bows breaks their 
arms. You roll stones uphill. They 
roll down. Repeat, except weaker 
each time. Simple tasks, like lifting, 
become hard. Your back muscles 
have softened. Wonder whether 
that was when you finally became 
old. No. Never a point when you 
said now I am old. Never thought 
it’d happen like that anyway. 
Crueler through its slow quiet. 
Scattering of random troubles. 
You can’t recognize the patterns. 
Stiffness in your leg one day, 
irregular heartbeat four months 
later, nothing wrong for years until 
a brain aneurysm. Recall the doctor 
as she took your blood pressure. 
Vessels constrict as she pumps air 
into the sleeve fitted around your 
arm. The pressure releases and her 
brow furrows as she reads the dial. 
Frog in the kettle.

Click on the black and chrome slow 
cooker. Satisfaction guaranteed. 
You wonder how slow cooking 
food can satisfy when you’re 
hungry. It sits there and you wait 
and your stomach wants to punch 
you. Open cabinets, scrounge for 
crackers, watch TV for a while. If 
you eat them you aren’t hungry 
when the food’s done. Family likes 
the chicken it makes. Fall-off-the-
bone tender, served with pasta 
and marinara sauce. Not your 
preference. You’re a fast cooker. 
Better to get it done and get on 

with whatever’s next. Slow and 
fast food, eaten quickly just the 
same. Why bother. This slow 
cooker has a setting for flan. Wife 
would like that. Spark lit. Fan the 
flames. Maybe a birthday present. 
You want a flame-broiled steak. 
Quarter pound ribeye with its juices 
seeping into the potatoes and 
greens on the side. Cuts like butter, 
tastes like bliss. Worse if you keep 
thinking about it. Remember how 
you bit through your lip eating 
a steak and had to get stitches. 
Maybe just the greens then. 
Sickly-pale lettuce and cucumbers. 
Plants feed meat that feeds more 
meat. The biological imperative, 
vegetative mode. Everything living 
is nothing more than a digestive 
tube rounded with excess meat. 
Only the sea cucumber is honest 
about that. It doesn’t pretend to be 
anything other than a mouth and 
anus. Cuts itself in half and then 
there are two pairs of mouths and 
anuses. That’s how it reproduces. 
Or maybe it has male and female 
genitalia. Put a condom on and 
jam your penis into your vagina 
and fuck yourself whenever you 
want. You start to wonder which 
part would finish first before you 
think of how you’ve fucked yourself 
enough already.

Open a new window. You wife and 
kids have been asleep for three 
hours now. No chance they’ll 
wake up. The cursor flashes on the 
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search engine bar. You type in 
“porn” and hesitate. Strange how 
you won’t type in a better search. 
Not “anal sluts,” not even the 
vaguely poetic “wanton Brazilians.” 
Just enter “porn.” Four hundred 
and forty eight million results. 
Click on the first one. Gaudy icons 
flash on the sides of the screen 
like sirens, purveying local singles, 
male enhancement. Boxes in the 
center with naked torsos and 
splayed legs. Women with long 
blonde hair, short blonde hair, long 
blonde hair falling over tits, fake 
blonde hair falling over shoulders, 
black hair falling over tits, tits like 
bulbous fleshy abscesses, brown 
hair sprouting from crotch, cock 
erupting from and inside cunt, 
woman skewered by two cocks 
like a pig on a spit. Glazed hams. 
Click on one of the video icons. A 
blonde female fills the screen. She 
smiles before opening her jaw for 
what looks like a veined salami. It 
bulges in and out of the female’s 
skull. Blood flows beneath the 
skin of the meat. The heart pumps 
blood into the meat and the meat 
pumps itself into the blonde’s 
esophagus. The skull is pinned 
against the linen of a stained 
pillowcase. The male removes its 
member dripping with saliva from 
the female’s skull, flips the female 
on its back, and penetrates the 
female’s vaginal opening, without 
condom. Incoherent noises from 
both male and female. You feel 

warmth fill your groin, something 
stirring. The male removes his 
organ from the vagina and deposits 
its semen on the woman’s hair 
and face and the male wails. She 
smiles and you soften and remain 
still. She’s probably a vegetarian. 
Navigate to a video of a man with 
his face between another man’s ass 
cheeks. Muscles ripple under thick 
body hair and the man removes 
his face from the other’s ass and 
puts on a cowboy hat. You consider 
what it’d feel like to put your face 
between a man’s ass cheeks. Still 
nothing. Nothing begets.

Baguettes. The thought of them 
closes your eyes. No sleep yet. 
Something else. The cypress 
grove. On the hill it swayed. Like 
a drunken ghost in that time of 
early morning when things don’t 
yet look like what they are and so 
become whatever you wish them 
to be and the two of you settled 
on a drunken ghost because you 
were mad for each other. In dizzy 
laughing languor of aftersex you 
walk the cobbled streets to the 
bakery you had fallen in love with 
when you first arrived in the village 
but it was closed so you walked 
with hands entwined to a house 
of ancient brick you also knew had 
beehives for the vineyard out back 
and the old Frenchwoman and her 
nephew jarred chunks of comb and 
honey whenever honey harvesting 
happened which you didn’t know 
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and forgot to ask them because 
when the old woman saw you 
as one form outside her door 
in the dim embrace of morning 
somehow she knew or how could 
she not have known from the 
way you slipped so easily into 
each other’s arms? So she took a 
jar of honey and tore in half the 
baguette her nephew had just left 
to cool and gave them to you in 
a wicker basket and told you with 
her waved old woman hand to 
run off like you were children and 
you were as you ran and weaved 
through willows in the dark down 
to the pond with the lilies beneath 
the footbridge where you tore into 
the bread and scooped honey from 
the jar with your fingers because 
the old woman forgot a knife or 
maybe knew you wouldn’t need 
one and you didn’t think to ask 
because neither of you thought 
and you had no use for thinking. 
She standing at the bridge’s middle 
too happy to even smile and she 
draped her brown hair across her 
face to her nose which wrinkled 
at its scent and her hips moved 
pendular beneath a silken shift and 
she took her bread and dropped 
it into the water where the two of 
you watched it bob amid the lilies 
and you offered her yours and she 
said no because hunger was not 
the worst thing and even if it was 
how could it be so now and you 
watching her gaze into the water 
and standing straight and mouth 

half open and eyes closed and you 
turned to her and asked but she 
was silent as if reciting a prayer to 
herself and to no one and nothing 
else for nothing and no one else 
need know or mattered. Nothing at 
all.

Where you are now. Navigate 
to the search engine. Your body 
is stiff, as if tied to the chair’s 
back. The biological imperative, 
vegetative mode. Eating bread, 
eating meat. All adds to meat, the 
lust for consumption, consuming 
lust, the squish of flesh inside flesh, 
inarticulate noises from the larynx, 
grunting and shrieking to vacant 
fulfillment, zenith and nadir united. 
You, her, the blonde, everyone: 
glorified cells with clothes, 
firearms, who for all cultural and 
technological advancement still 
possess the ineluctable impulse 
to replication, programming from 
the atavism of a dim unknown, 
recursion with variation, variation 
on recursion, embracing and 
cursing the unchanging course 
of change, mitotic proliferation, 
petri dish-filling, semen spouting, 
children screaming, without 
requiem, ad infinitum.

You have returned to the 
shopping website. Welcome, this 
recommendation is for you. Click 
on the underlined title. “Suicide: 
the End of ‘End’” Cover page 
gray with black and white circle 
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in center. Representation of the 
distant absolute, past the murk 
of moral incertitude. The product 
description appeals to you. Sample 
text available. Take a look inside. A 
new window opens.

“It begins with ‘end.’ The end of 
class, the end of college, a job, 
a marriage, a story, a life; its 
implication of a start, the start’s 
implication of an end. These words, 
from the perspective of a living, 
alleged agent in the insane asylum, 
river of detritus, we call life, are 
the vertical bars holding us in the 
padded cell, carrying us down the 
river’s course, the river never still. 
The idea of beginning and end; the 
idea that ‘beginning’ and ‘end’ are 
dispelled by the idea of circular 
return. Even a circle begins with 
a point, drawn where before there 
was none. You did not ask to be 
thrown into the water, nor can you 
appeal the verdict condemning 
you to its course. To whom would 
you appeal? What judge passed 
down the sentence, and by what 
authority does that judge preside? 
Your trial date remains unknown, 
the final decision arbitrary.

“But you know this already. Few 
find their way here by accident or 
feeble impulse. You realize that the 
one question that has motivated 
you for your whole life, the ‘what 
it all means’ of every age, is itself 
part of your confinement. More 

than there being no answer, there 
is no question. We are biased to 
life’s vicissitudes, its madhouse 
miseries, and remain biased by 
our ignorance of anything else. 
Your mind, both progenitor and 
prison, cannot by its very location 
within itself regard what it would 
be to exist outside itself, what it 
is to be free of the idea of itself. 
By this very bias, we fear what it 
is not to be, when that fear itself 
speaks with no authority on the 
merits of life over death. There is 
no hierarchy. The acceptance of 
the latter dispels the dichotomy 
altogether.

“You, me, all of us, are set adrift 
on the sea of time, cast off by who 
knows what, who knows when, 
knowing we will sink, and left with 
nothing but to wait for when we go 
under and our lungs fail. But we 
do not have to wait for the water 
to take us. The choice of entrance 
was not ours, but the exit is there, 
waiting. We have but to dive.”

Look around you. Blackness 
holding all. You grasp for any 
object, as if the consideration 
of its solidity will carry through 
to a justification of the whole to 
which it is a part. The whole of the 
monitor, window, desk and pencil, 
list on paper, family sleeping in 
the other rooms, bricks of the 
apartment building, seagulls small 
and quivering, suspended before 
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a setting sun, the sun itself, its 
setting as you watch it, five years 
old with the father who but two 
years later you wouldn’t see 
again, the superimposition and 
cancellation of waves, the thought 
of waves, the thought that you can 
have thoughts of waves, the maps 
charting the vast, cold, blue empty, 
flying miles into nowhere, the 
nowhere wherein every candle, 
crockpot, floating piece of plastic, 
child’s Halloween kimono, spent 
syringe, blank messages in blank 
bottles sent from brains blank 
from hoping, every Care Bear and 
carburetor, Dyson vacuum and drill 
press and sewer grate and Scott’s 
brand paper towel package (12 
per pack) and leather mochila and 
pet chinchilla and chilly weather 
overcoat and chocolate coated 
raisins and signed baseball cards 
and pack of poker chips and Chips 
Ahoy cookie package and Barbie 
Doll and silicone implant and 
plant feeder and garden seeder 
and love and loyalty and cracked 
whiskey barrel and human warmth 
and courage and catching frogs at 
summer camp and baseball games 
with your daughters and your 
wife and the ring you offered her 
twenty five years ago sitting on the 
end table in the other room and 
the metal comprising the ring and 
other metals churning in the core 
of the Earth and the Earth itself and 
its oceans and death itself all drain 
into the act’s boundless void, filling 

the world and all worlds to be, 
that one act, so simple, timeless. 
Enough of this. No more. Nothing 
to see here. Open a new window. 
Click exit.
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DEAD END
Claire Feild

Bottleneck surging,

working against a

frigid finality—

Keeping freedom

alive, a sane cul-de-sac 

sends a newly

formed butterfly

on its way.
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ABIGAIL
Claire Feild

Abigail liked to play the flute
because she liked to dance to
soft music and strew red rose
petals (that represented the
number of times her heart had
been broken) over her flute,
then put her instrument
in its case as if it were going
to bed with a coverlet of
soft horror.

But old lady Cratchwood one
house over began to notice
that her roses were being
thinned out, even though
Abigail had made it her
immoral mission to steal
just one or two from each
bush—and at night when
the moon was her unknowing
accomplice.

Since lady Cratchwood knew
Abigail was the only romantic
on the street, her evil bearing
led her to Abigail’s bedroom,
where she bent her flute into
a triangle without a base.
While climbing out Abigail’s
window, the old woman fell,
her shovel-nosed head sinking
with the rest of her into the
wet, black mud.

It’s been an unsolved
mystery as to why Abigail’s
purple irises come up black
and hard to the touch every
day of the year, even though
Abigail sifts poison from
her window religiously.
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Frosted 
Forest
Ryann Wright

Downiest of snow,
Pale as a Sprite’s hands,
Patters us softly.
Willingly gravitate to Us.
Then, speckle Us.
Then, embrace Us.
Unified, We are lovely.
Thin icy water,
With gleam
Topping gloom.
Intertwining the cold,
With Our life,
This is charming.
Bleak breezes that chant,
“Catch me, catch me!”
We call back,
“You are Ours!”
We are the Forest,
And we have met Winter.
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Mad Jack 
interrogated

Matt Denison

Begin…
“I want to do something grand,
to be the general in this ward,
unless cats and dogs enlist,
come limping back as nuns—there
must be some bright corners,
you know. Silly twats,
those little niggles!
Horsepital! Ha-ha!
Like a fact in mud’s
exquisite soundings
independent of our manners. 
That kind of thing must never happen,
even when it does.” More…
“Yes, then...Skulls like mushrooms—
tea after a long march, a smoke,
a proper drink. Not so fast, not 
so fast! Keep the line straight!
No wonder it doesn’t get better—
it’s not plugged in!—Corpses don’t 
have families, they smile with all 
their teeth! I can’t remember what 
he looked like. I need a scar to see 
Electric Eric’s flight.” Begin your speech anew…
“I read all the letters.” Who read yours? 
“No one, Americans—bugger the Scots—
false Arabians, body parts in aggregate.
What can a man? They wouldn’t’a known.
Isolated, not a second to myself,
a crutch to eat, not bad—rather their taste
than mine, I say!...the king’s slobber: 
Uh-Buh, Ah-Bah…!” You wouldn’t use pain? 
“Never—highland gas and air, cloaks 
to end all cloaks, the puckered
stars of stomach smash—
forgive me these poetics:
I ho-oooo-pe we meet in France,
this women’s work we’ll strap 
across each others’ backs…like so!”
The bombardment…” T’was nothing!
Other people’s grievances. Pity, that!
Life stops and starts in stammers, Sir—
It’s on our breast we die.”

craiglockhart war 
hospital, 1918
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superficial
Christopher Dungey

fter we moved over by 
Lapeer, it looked like the 
Hannons might turn out to 

be good neighbors, maybe even 
friends. Doc was in skilled trades 
down at Fisher Body-Pontiac 
where I worked, so I’d met him 
already. He waved from the seat 
of his riding mower, mulching up 
the first leaves that had fallen. 
I was trying to assemble one of 
those metal storage sheds at the 
back of our new yard. Our garage 
was still heaped with boxes to put 
away and I needed to put my own 
mower away somewhere. It was 
the year after the Bicentennial. Doc 
wore his long hair in a queue out 
of patriotism. He wore a floppy 
leather bush-hat, the kind Dennis 
Hopper had in Easy Rider.

Darlene came over a few days 
later. Our boy, Wes, was playing 
with her two youngest kids in a 
sand-box out back. She brought 
us a roast in brown freezer wrap 
and four big baking potatoes. “A 
belated welcome gift,” she said. 
She stood on the front porch in her 
bare feet. She was skinny but had 
an ample bust. She wore no bra, 
so I tried not to stare. Her brown 
hair was cut in a shag and it was 
the first time I’d seen that new style 

except on television. She smiled 
over some stained teeth. “Is your 
wife home? I should introduce 
myself.”

With an oven mitt in my left hand, 
I accepted the food. “No, she’s still 
got her waitress job in Celeryville. 
Would you like to come in? I’ve 
gotta turn the cubed steaks under 
the broiler.”

“That’s alright. You’re busy and 
I’ve gotta get something started 
myself.” Now she shifted from one 
foot to the other like she had to 
pee. Or maybe the concrete was 
cold.

“Well, thanks again,” I said. “This’ll 
be nice. We’ll fix this the first night 
she has off.”

“Great. Well, welcome again.” She 
turned back across the driveway 
toward their place. “Tell her I’ll 
catch up with her soon.”

“G’night,” I called after her.

Wes and the Hannon boys were 
soon best friends. They crossed 
the road together to the Township 
Elementary School. And, it turned 
out that the Hannons had a twelve-

A
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year-old daughter who could 
babysit for short stints. Darlene 
finally met up with Gwen for 
coffee and Gwen returned the 
visit. Darlene borrowed an egg 
and then I borrowed a coffee filter. 
The neighbor relationship was off 
and running. Doc seemed to work 
a lot of overtime. As an electrician, 
he had to be doing well financially. 
A new snowmobile on a trailer 
appeared next to their garage, just 
waiting.

Gwen informed me that we were 
going to their annual Halloween 
party. Doc had wandered over to 
invite us as she was getting into 
her car for a Saturday shift.

“Is it in costumes?” I asked.

“Well, of course,” Gwen said. “It’s 
Halloween.”

“I don’t know about dressing up.”

“What’s wrong with the Tarzan 
outfits we wore last year?”

I scratched my head and winced. 
“Geez, baby. I’ve kinda put on 
some pounds.”

“Well, maybe you should back off 
all the beer,” she said. “And milk 
and cookies every night? C’mon. 
Anyway, I don’t have time to come 
up with something new. I like my 
Jane and it doesn’t work if you’re a 
cowboy or something.”

“No,” I agreed. “That would be 
weird.” Halloween was in just 
another week but maybe I could 
get out on the bicycle. I’d finally 
made it onto day-shift but now 
there wasn’t much daylight left 
when I got home. “I’m gonna 
look a little flabby, is all,” I sighed. 
“Tarzan shouldn’t be flabby.” 

Gwen squeezed my developing 
love handles. “You’ll be OK. What 
about me? Jane on French fries?”

“You look fine,” I told her. “I’ll have 
to keep an eye on you.”

I did back off on my calorie intake. 
I drank one beer after work instead 
of three. I skipped the Slim Jims 
on the drive home. I skipped the 
breakfast burritos off the lunch 
cart and ate a granola bar instead. 
I might have dropped a pound or 
two.

Halloween fell on a Monday that 
year, so the Hannons threw their 
party early, on Saturday night. I 
pounded a few beers after I was 
sure the old loincloth would fit. 
In my shape, in that costume, I 
required some lubrication. It was 
made of leopard-spot material to 
match Jane’s--some bikini briefs 
underneath for discretion’s sake. I 
wore a wig of straight, black hair. 
The green cord around my brow 
was supposed to look like a vine. 
I put on a jacket and brought a 
folded shirt under one arm. Six 
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Labatt’s Blue in cans dangled from 
my other hand. Once everybody 
got it–who I was supposed to be–
that shirt was going on.

It was dark when we headed over. 
Their driveway was full of cars and 
there were cars on the lawn. We met 
Kirsten and the two boys headed 
toward our house. Gwen told her 
what was in the refrigerator.

Gwen looked great as Jane. She 
was smoking again because of 
some hassle at work. But, she 
was finally losing the last of her 
pregnancy flab after seven years. 
I wondered who Darlene would 
dress up as. When we rang the 
doorbell, there she was– OK, so 
that mom from Partridge Family. 
Or one of those other TV moms 
with feathered hair.

“Trick or treat!” Gwen called. 
Everybody hugged. Hey now, I 
thought. Does this mean anything? 
Darlene took my beers to their big 
autumn-gold tinted refrigerator.

Doc came out of the recreation 
room, intent on getting hugs from 
every female who arrived. He wore 
a black frock coat and an old-time 
black hat. Not a cowboy hat, but 
something old. I decided it looked 
like an Amish hat. And, he wore a 
white shirt with a western string 
tie.

“Country preacher?” I guessed. 

“Nah, Who’d believe that? Country 
saw-bones,” he said. “So you can 
trust me, right? Ooops. I left my bag 
in the other room. C’mon, Fritch. 
People will get into it without a 
prescription. You have to have a 
consultation, too. Gwen, what’re 
you drinking?”

We moved through the dining room 
into the kitchen. Bottles were lined 
up on the snack counter. We were 
amazed that he had McMasters, 
Gwen’s favorite drink with soda.

“Can you mix one for Gwen, 
baby?” He asked Darlene. “I’ll 
make introductions.”

We went on into the big rec room, 
past a small group monopolizing 
the stereo. The place was lighted 
by about a dozen little jack-o-
lanterns. A fireplace took up the far 
wall. There was no fire, but I could 
see orange reflections off the back. 
One of Doc’s friends was poking at 
something.

Doc nudged me. “Check it out. 
We’re gonna have Coney dogs.”

Sure enough, I could see a pair 
of hibachis sitting in the fireplace. 
Wieners were slowly roasting over 
coals and a cast iron pot, like a 
miniature caldron, was pushed to 
one end. “I make my own sauce.”
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At least three people sat on the long 
hearth, chatting and waiting. One 
of the women, the only pussycat 
so far, opened up a family-reunion 
sized bag of buns.

“Fritch, this is Keith. You might’ve 
seen him around the shop,” Doc 
said.

I shook the hand of a tall cowboy. 
This Keith person had long, curly 
brown hair and a handlebar 
mustache. Yeah, I had seen him. 
He was another electrician riding 
around like a paladin on a cart with 
coils of wire. He wore a six-shooter 
that looked real, hanging on one 
of those belts with all the bullets. 
A leather vest was draped over his 
Roy Rogers shirt.

“Keith brought some dessert.” Doc 
smirked. 

“Hey, Doc.” Keith said. He gave 
Doc an annoyed look. “You sure 
he’s cool? Are you cool, Fritch?”

I shrugged. I liked to think I was 
cool. I wasn’t a narc, if that’s what 
he was worried about. But I was 
getting a good beer buzz going so 
I was less prone to be intimidated. 
“Yeah, I’m cool. Also gettin’ loaded. 
Wanta pat me down?”

Keith gave me a hard look while 
Doc glanced back and forth 
between us. Then Keith grinned. “I 

don’t know. Would you like that?”

Doc laughed. “Wait’ll after the 
dessert. You can pat me down too.”

All three of us chuckled then. “Hey, 
Doc. These are about ready,” the 
guy manning the hibachi said. 
“They’re starting to split open.”

“Perfect. I’ll go get the people out 
of the front room.”

The Coneys were delicious, all 
right. Everyone agreed to have 
onions on them. I drained another 
beer with mine. Gwen sat at one 
end of a huge couch. I sat on the 
floor with my head resting back 
between her knees. She nibbled 
her Coney and sipped her drink 
until the ice rattled.

“Ready for a refill?” I got to my 
feet. I needed another LaBatts out 
of the refrigerator.

“Sure. Would you?”

When I came back, Doc was 
crouched in front of her explaining 
something about his job, or sharing 
some story that made her laugh. I 
handed her the drink then popped 
the tab on mine. The next batch of 
wieners were ready so people got 
up to fix seconds. I wanted another 
one too, but thought it might be 
a mistake. I tipped the beer back. 
The walls were really dancing 
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with pumpkin light and shadows. 
Someone started the Jimmy Buffet 
Changes in Latitudes album over 
for about the third time. At least 
they turned it down. Or, maybe all 
the conversations were just getting 
louder.

Doc finished his anecdote and 
stood. He earned a final giggle out 
of Gwen then moved on to another 
woman. I don’t know if he even 
bothered eating. Pretty soon he 
circulated back to us. “C’mon you 
two. Let’s go have some dessert.”

Gwen looked at me, puzzled, and 
then at Doc. “What’s that gonna 
be?”

“C’mon. You’ll see. Make you feel 
real good.”

“Well…”

We helped her up, one of us for 
each hand.

“Is this illegal?” Gwen asked. “Or 
addictive?”

“Oh, absolutely. But no. This is a 
one-time deal. Unlikely we could 
score any more out this way even 
if we could afford it.”

We followed him back through the 
kitchen and dining room. Keith and 
a few others were waiting in the 
huge master bedroom. Two other 

guys and their wives or girlfriends 
or somebody’s wife or girlfriend 
had joined them. I didn’t see 
Darlene.

“Have you ever tried coke?” Keith 
asked. He was already arranging 
the powder on the glass of a lamp 
table. The lamp was dimmed but 
still reflected around the white 
lines. 

“Can’t say I have,” I said. “Are you 
sure this is good? I mean, it hasn’t 
been stepped all over with baby 
laxative or something?”

“Well, listen to you,” Keith said. “It 
better be primo, for the money. I 
trust my guy. I’ve tried it a couple 
of times.”

He showed us how, followed 
by Doc. Of course they had to 
use a rolled up bill of some 
denomination. There were wide, 
clear soda straws laying there, too, 
for us amateurs. One of the women 
tried it but the husbands were still 
unsure. I hit it hard just to get it 
over with. I’d done the snorting 
thing back in college–what was 
supposed to be amphetamine. It 
was really just some crushed up 
Christmas Tree capsules that truck 
drivers used to stay awake. Now 
there was what we used to call a 
head rush–a dry cotton wad spread 
instantly between my eyes, but a 
flash of clarity, too. I didn’t know 
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if I could even gauge the high after 
five beers. I just hoped there’d 
be no terminal heart rush. The 
stuff was probably wasted on me 
anyway.

Gwen bent over the table with a 
straw as I backed out of the room. 
I weaved into the hallway. Luckily, 
I had used the bathroom before 
and knew where it was. I went in 
and closed the door. I found the 
light and lifted the seat just in time. 
Everything came up; acid-hot and 
red. Well, the onions weren’t red. 
Then I went deeper, wishing the 
light was off. I sank to a knee. I 
laughed at myself between spasms 
of retching. The muscles in my 
jaw could not resist smiling, but 
it felt as if I was breaking through 
a plaster mask. Maybe it wasn’t 
wasted, I thought, and laughed 
again.

“Hey Fritch!” Doc pounded on the 
door. “Hey, man! You OK in there?”

 The handle took forever to reach. 
I flushed but nothing went down. 
I heard the water rising and a slow 
eddy near the rim. “Iss unlocked. 
There’s something wrong with 
your shitter, though.”

*
They covered me up on the leather 
couch in the deserted front room. 
The leather was cold, blissful 
against my face. Much later, Gwen 

guided me back across the yard. A 
light frost had formed.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “Too much 
beer before.”

“It was nice, but nothing 
spectacular,” she said. “Didn’t last 
long enough. Maybe I didn’t do it 
right. I only hit it a couple more 
times. Yeah, I think you’re right 
about the alcohol, though. Geez, 
listen to me! I can’t shut up!” She 
giggled.

“I’ll bet Doc was pissed. I can’t 
believe I plugged up their toilet.”]

She let us in. “He just got out the 
plunger, calm as could be. He 
was too stoned to be angry. He 
wasn’t gonna be mad at you no 
matter what.” She went to make 
sure all the kids were tucked in. I 
remembered to take some aspirin 
and then crawled between the 
sheets in my loin cloth. She must 
have walked Kirsten home. I 
slipped into plotless dreams and 
she didn’t try to wake me.

In the morning, I didn’t feel too 
bad–just a minor headache and my 
abs hurt from heaving. The boys 
were watching TV already. Gwen 
said good morning. She dumped 
cereal into bowls and called for 
Wes to set up TV trays. When she 
came back into the kitchen, I was 
just pouring my first cup of coffee. 
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She dropped bread into the toaster.

“You feeling alright?” She brought 
the soft margarine out of the 
‘fridge.

“Not so bad.” I pulled a stool out 
and sat at our snack counter. I 
heard coffee pouring again and the 
tinkle of her spoon.

“Listen, Hector,” she began, then 
paused. She slurped. “What do 
you think of Darlene?”

I shrugged. “She’s OK, I guess.” 
There was a pattern in the Formica 
of the counter-top that I hadn’t 
noticed before. Black, grey, and 
white splashes. For the first time, I 
saw that these repeated at regular 
intervals from point to point. “She’s 
kinda bossy towards Doc now and 
then. She’s got seriously stained 
teeth, too. From all the smoking.”

Gwen snorted. “Yeah she does 
get on him. With good reason, 
probably. But that about her teeth, 
though… Oh my god! Aren’t you 
being kind of…what? Don’t you 
think that’s kinda shallow?”

I took a sip as the toast leaped. Her 
knife scratched the margarine onto 
it. I studied the recurring flecks in 
the Formica. Every size and shape 
repeated.” So? Maybe. I know I can 
be superficial about that stuff at 
times. It’s a fault. Her hair’s cute.”

Gwen handed me two slices on a 
plate. “I guess I’m not, so much. 
You know…superficial. Not like I 
might have been.”

“Why? I never thought you were,” 
I crunched my toast, chewing 
carefully. I wondered if it might 
have been smarter to eat it dry. 
“So, why’d you decide you’re not?”

Gwen swallowed and washed her’s 
down. I heard her gather a deep 
breath. “Well. Turns out, Doc isn’t 
circumcised.”

When I looked up, she flashed an 
embarrassed grin.

“Oh?”

Now she pressed against the 
counter across from me. “He’s such 
a hound, too.  With all the women. 
So polite and… Anyway, Darlene 
really likes you. We kinda owe you 
one. But you need to avoid the 
coke.”

My next bite went even slower. 
The kids hooted at something 
on the TV. How had they found 
cartoons on a Sunday? How could 
I get them out of there, out to the 
sandbox or something? “So that’s 
not unpleasant?”

Gwen reached across to run 
her fingers through my snarled, 
morning hair. “It might take a little 
getting used to. Superficial or not.”
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a nut of 
enlightenMent

Ray Greenblatt
A nut of enlightenment
dropped, plopped on me
this autumn afternoon
catching me on the way
somewhere between errands
I’ve forgotten what--
not from the fall of the nut.

Not the fall of the apple
on Newton’s noggin
let alone into the tresses
of the very first Mrs, even–
from that they could have gone upstate
to choose among a hundred spate
of apples from Empire to Jonah Gold.

Not like the plummet of a walnut
to remind us all of
Elizabethan wainscoting,
Victorian chest-of-drawers
or an old dining room table
still catching the sheen
of late afternoon.

But a simple little acorn
a tiny seed from which
great oaks must surely spring
a tiny whispering in our ear
about the passing year
and we must pay heed,
indeed.
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Oy Oy Oyster
David A. Celedon-Hernandez

I’ll try to avoid a story. 
Tolstoy started every 
one of his novels 
with the intent of only 
writing one 
 
word. Let me try again. 
Can we believe in entrail 
when talking oyster? 
Yes, nowhere do emblem 
and entrail juxtapose 

better. Well, I’ll try to remember. 
Can we believe novelists, 
who hoist up entire oeuvres 
eroticizing our shortcomings, 
still can’t bring themselves 
to breach the subject 

of oyster’s inner world? 
Sorry. That went too far. 
I meant to conclude 
with “Tolstoy’s purported last words 
were ‘Read it to me. Why won’t you read it to me?’”
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Vac u um
David A. Celedon-Hernandez

When again will  You  Be found in this universe?

When will the physicists observe  For the first 

  Time the span Of your resonance  Wave, the undulant 

   Interaction underlying  You-then 

    And this-today? 

When again will  You  Be encountered in this timeline? 

When will the cosmologists calculate  Out of the teeming, 

 Seeming-nothing,  The tally of dimensions  You persist through? 

   That which wistful  Voyeurs in lesser can- 

   Not even perceive. 

When again will  You  Be rescued from this language?

When will the poets uncover  The discrepancy poorly, 

 fitly, construed?  Meaning,  The Psi-faced, wave-particle

       Dualism: one not one or either, rather      One, both, and none— 

    That is: I, You, and Neither.
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seeing george
Alex Cook

Sept. 4, 2004
Dearest Max,
Well this is just another Saturday hangover letter from your alcoholic uncle. 
Your aunt and me are having quite the time here back in Tallahassee. Yesterday, 
we saw the Noles drop a close one to Miami, so we got tight and saw all the 
old bars and went dancing again. The weather is wonderful. Arabelle and I go 
to the beach all day, and wade in the warm water together. I saw a magnificent 
shell that reminded me of you so I’m taking it back to Troy for your next visit. 

You’re becoming a great letter-writer, Max. I can’t wait to hear about Germany, 
and especially about Kevyn. You’re a good man, and I’m sure you’ve found 
yourself a good woman.

Your dad told me he caught you and Neal smoking pot. Listen, me and your dad 
smoked hash all the time in high school. Hemp grows wild in Indiana, you just 
cook a lot of it in Glycerin and there ya go. But don’t go overboard with the junk, 
junk isn’t so good for the head. And try to keep Neal in check, that boy has no 
idea what’s good for him.

Tomorrow Arabelle and I are going deep-sea fishing with an old pal of mine 
and his wife. I’d like to catch a dolphin fish. I like the taste of them recently. 
Arabelle looks gorgeous with a sun tan and she’s charming as ever. Yesterday, 
she surprised me with a snorkel and a mask for the fishing trip so I can go and 
swim in the deep open ocean and look down. Max, if you’ve never swam in the 
open ocean, you should try it. It’s a scary thing, but it’s also serene. You look 
down and you see nothing, but you know that the darkness is teeming with 
big, creepy, oozy things. Trust me, to see that nothing is good for you.

Your cousins are both well, and I think Dave could give you a run for your 
money on the tennis court. Get outside, keep up the fine work, keep writing. 
You’re a fine young man, Max, one of a few.

Yours always,
George

for pat and bucky, and MoM and dad
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him, protecting my face from the 
winter maelstrom. 
 
“I mean, who the fuck aspires 
to be a weatherman? If you’re a 
weatherman, you must get your 
kicks disappointing people,” he 
told me as we struggled toward 
the restaurant. It took both of us to 
open the glass door because of the 
wind.
 
I looked back across the snow 
blown parking lot of the KFC in 
Breezewood, P.A. There was only 
floodlight and a gray starless sky, 
and Christmas lights over a gas 
station, and three fast food shops, 
and four family restaurants, and 
snow, snow everywhere. 

Neal placed the order and I found a 
booth. He came back with a bucket 
of chicken, way too much for both 
of us.
 
“I mean, I know we need 
meteorologists–” he started.

“C’mon man, give it a rest,” I said. 
Sometimes he was exhausting to 
be around because he was always 
excited. About goddam everything. 
But he was fun, and I liked him 
quite a bit. I always resented Neal 
just a little bit because I was jealous 
of him. I knew that I could never be 
the kind of person that he was, and 
sometimes I really wanted to be.

The storm was supposed to hit the 
next day. We both picked a couple 

he two of us had been 
writing letters for a while 
before I received that one, 

the last letter from Uncle George. 
I had written him about how me 
and Kevyn had been studying in 
Hamburg together, and about how 
much I liked the liter beers and 
about running through the city. 
When I folded it back into my wallet 
I could still feel the impression of 
the typewriter hammers on my 
fingers. I sat silent, looking out of 
the car window. 
 
There was neon everywhere, 
but I could hardly see it through 
the snow. I recognized all the old 
favorite suburban restaurants, 
and a lot of motels. The town of 
Breezewood, PA is a crossroads 
between the Pennsylvania Turnpike 
and Route 70, and it is near-
impossible to get to the northern 
Midwest from Virginia without 
going through it. The place is kind 
of like an extended truck stop, and 
it was on for twenty-four hours for 
the most part. We were headed to 
Troy, Ohio for a family gathering. 
My older brother was driving the 
car, and he decided to park at the 
Breezewood KFC right across from 
the Waffle House.

“Fuck weathermen!” my brother 
shouted as he stepped out of my 
old SUV into the KFC parking lot, 
slamming the door.

“Yeah, they’re pretty fucking 
awful,” I said to him to appease 

t
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of drumsticks out of the chicken 
bucket. We chewed and chewed 
and looked out into the hellscape. 
I could only call it precipitation, 
that’s the only umbrella term for 
the ungodly mix of sleet, snow, 
freezing rain, and hail that was 
out there. All of it falling with a 
vengeance and being swirled up in 
little cyclones.
 
As I looked across the absurd 
roadside patio to the road, I could 
see it slowly filling up like an 
aquarium. The drainage was god-
awful, and cars were slogging 
through the brown, Coca-Cola 
sludge like half-beached whales, 
swimming through mile after 
mile, intrepidly steering into the 
darkness. Everybody lives for a 
little danger, but driving through 
this storm was foolishness.
 
It smelled vaguely like mold in the 
KFC despite the eleven herbs and 
spices. There were a lot of large 
hairy dudes in Harley Davidson 
T-shirts and their wives hanging 
around, trapped like us, and 
putting me slightly off ease. Neal 
looked around the restaurant and 
flatly told me, “We are stranded in 
the armpit of the universe,” and he 
chuckled.

–

I hadn’t been to many funerals, and 
I didn’t really know the etiquette of 
the whole thing yet. My uncle had 
died four days before we started 

this five-state expedition. We were 
on our way to the funeral starting 
at ten the next morning, taking 
turns driving my old car.

Uncle George had died two days 
before Christmas in his sleep, after 
putting my cousin’s gifts under the 
tree at their house in Troy, Ohio. I 
remember lying on the blue vinyl 
sofa in that same living room 
during summers when my brother 
and I would visit. The T.V. would be 
on, but I was listening all the time 
to Uncle George. About his time in 
Korea, and about living in Padua 
with an Italian mistress when he 
was a twenty year old, and about 
how he played semi-professional 
ball in New Orleans, and about 
how he grew up in the shadow of 
a coal plant in West Virginia. After 
he was born, his German daddy 
bought baby food at the company 
store with script coin. They moved 
to a farm in Indiana after my dad 
was born.

I remember sticking to that same 
sofa in Troy after the late show was 
over, tired from a day of work. I 
remember watching him take a 
Jerry Lee Lewis record out of an 
old metal milk crate, put it on the 
phonograph, hit on, and place 
the needle on the record with the 
precision and superstition of a 
shaman. And me and my brother 
watched the old bearded sprite 
dance around with the big old 
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brindle mutt they used to have, 
putting its arms around his waist, 
and saying things like, “Now we’re 
cooking!” And then he would 
take our aunt from her knitting, 
and dance with her like it was 
homecoming again.

I don’t really know how I felt 
about going to his funeral. I knew 
I was going to go, it was the right 
common thing to do.  And I knew 
there would be plenty of people 
talking about “better places,” and 
going through all the motions, 
and playing like they don’t think 
he’s actually gone, and that there’s 
something to the fancy box, and 
the Priest and all that. We’d only 
see an unfamiliar man, in a church 
George never stepped foot in, 
expand himself lyrically over a 
man he’d never met once.
 
But people would say, “Oh, wasn’t 
it a beautiful service,” and so on. No 
one ever walks out of one of those 
and tells their aunt, “Well, frankly 
I thought it could’ve been better...” 
or “I don’t think they really did the 
old man justice...” or maybe even, 
“Well that was just shit, don’t you 
think? The boy has no idea how 
to write a proper eulogy.” But I 
suppose I was missing the point. 
He was the point. 

He was the point, and we were 
gonna miss it. I thought this as 
I wiped the film of grease off my 

fingers, wishing so badly that I 
could somehow get there, and 
that I wouldn’t have to talk. I didn’t 
want to speak at all. Not even to 
Neal, who was my brother and my 
best friend, and a man that I loved. 
There was too much in my head, 
and to be honest, I was pretty 
fucking depressed. And not just at 
George, but that hadn’t helped. I 
knew that it would never sit right 
with me if I didn’t see him the last 
time.
 
Kevyn had left me a week before 
and she didn’t say why, and I 
racked my brain for all the reasons. 
I couldn’t help but think about 
her all the time, to see her in the 
faces of strangers. I had hoped 
that I would see her at a bar or 
something hanging on some guy, 
and I would just kick the shit out 
of him. I’ve never been in a fight in 
my life. I had been in a funk since 
we separated, and I wasn’t really 
great company. All I wanted to do 
in that restaurant was look, and 
think, and think. When I did speak, 
I remember stammering, using the 
common words and vulgarities 
that I hated, out of recourse. I 
hadn’t slept the night before. By 
the looks of things, we weren’t 
sleeping tonight either.
 
“Hey, you still there spaceman?”

I nodded. “What now?” I hushed, 
looking at my plastic tray of chicken 
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bones.
 
“Well, I’m full. We can’t go out 
cause you’re not twenty-one. But 
actually, you know I’ve got my 
old driver’s license right here, 
and everyone always used to say 
we look like twins. Do you think 
they’d notice if the names were the 
same?” and he started laughing. 
 
I tried to wrench my mouth into a 
smile, but couldn’t. 
 
“Then again, we have literally no 
money. What do you wanna do? 
Wanna play in the snow?” he 
said, nodding to the lot. Lightning 
struck on cue, and I could feel the 
thunderclap in my feet. He laughed 
at that too. 

I couldn’t have spent that night 
sober, and he was never totally 
sober. I remembered the eighth 
I had bought earlier that week. It 
was still in the glove compartment, 
and he probably remembered 
too. The kid who handed me that 
through the passenger window 
of my brother’s car looked like a 
fucking ten-year-old. 
 
“You got any papers?” I asked.

“Nope, but I like where your head’s 
at. Let me show you something.” 
He got up from the booth with 
a little spring in his step,  and I 
followed him out of the KFC to the 

car. You couldn’t see the door 
handle on the not-so-new SUV for 
the snow. He told me to get in and I 
did, shaking off the four inches that 
had piled on since we pulled in half 
an hour before. When both of us 
were in, he plucked a tiny plastic 
bag with a little foil square out of 
the inside pocket of his North Face.

“Do you know what this is?”
 
I shook my head.
 
“In here are eight tabs of lysergic 
acid diethylamide. Do you know 
what that is?”
 
I shook my head again.
 
“Oh, you know, man. Berty 
Kaufman, electric kool-aid, Ken 
Kesey, the Grateful Dead, Dr. Leary, 
Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds, 
going FURTHUR,” and he chuckled 
again. He tended to do that. To 
laugh at his own jokes before you 
even could. There was a funny kind 
of pressure to it.

Snow covered every window 
around my car, so I could barely 
see his face, but I’ve seen the 
look he gives me at times like this 
enough to know what he looked 
like: his full black eyebrows raised 
suggestively, his head tilted down 
so that he was squinting up at me 
even though he was taller, and 
his top lip covered his bottom 
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one, imitating a pout. Pretty soon 
he was gonna cup his big right 
hand and clasp my shoulder like a 
brother would.   

He reached, looked at my face, 
and said, “It’s acid if you didn’t get 
that. LSD. The big chief, chiefy.” He 
paused and looked ahead, “Now, 
I’m gonna do it whether you 
decide to or not, there’s no better 
time or place. I have never seen a 
storm like this, and we have all of 
the night to do whatever the fuck 
we want. What do you say?”
 
I had to say something. “What 
about the service?”
 
“Well, there’s no way we’re driving 
back tonight, that much is clear. I 
really don’t think we could make it, 
man.” I agreed with him. “I didn’t 
really think you gave a crap about 
all that anyway.”

“I still wanna see him though, 
man. One last time, you know,” I 
told him.
 
“Max, do you really wanna see him 
like that anyway? Hell, on LSD, you 
might hear his voice. If you’re lucky 
you might even see him tonight. 
It’ll be like he’s alive.”
  
“I really don’t want that, man, it 
wouldn’t be real.” I said.
 
“Who’s to say what the hell is real? 

What’s going on outside isn’t real, 
man. How do you know that we’re 
even real. That you’re even you?”
 
“Shut the fuck up, dude.”
 
He couldn’t help himself. “No, but 
really though. Think about it. You 
were born of completely different 
stuff than what’s in you right now.”

He looked up to the ceiling 
searching for his next sentence. 
“We both know souls aren’t fucking 
real, there’s nothing eternal about 
you. What you call I is just a way of 
making sense of the fact that when 
you wake up you’re not a different 
person than when you go to sleep.”
 
“You’re fucking losing me, man,” I 
told him.
 
“Hear me out. Our sense of self 
is just kinda convenient. It seems 
to make sense. But it’s all just 
electricity up here,” he made his 
hand into a gun and pointed to his 
head. “It was a tragic thing when 
people finally got conscious, it was 
a big evolutionary misstep. Now 
we waste all our time thinking 
about ourselves when we don’t 
even have selves. The future 
doesn’t exist, the past doesn’t 
exist, it’s all the same fucking 
thing. We are walking on the knife’s 
edge of the present, and we live by 
doing. And–”
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“Shut up, man, you’re so full of shit 
it’s coming out your mouth,” I said.
 
He started again, “I know how 
close you all were,” he began, “But 
you’re going to remember new 
things about him on acid. I swear, 
dude, it’s a good thing. If you really 
wanna say good-bye, you could 
tonight. And he would say good-
bye right back to you.”

“Don’t take me for a fucking fool, 
Neal.” I knew you couldn’t just 
get what you wanted out of a trip, 
sometimes it could be pure elation. 
At others, you just wanted your 
brain to shut off, to stop being so 
cruel. But I was intrigued. I had no 
idea he had even tried any of that 
psychedelic stuff. I didn’t know a 
hell of a lot about Neal, really. Not 
since he graduated college and 
flew west. In truth, this trip was the 
first time I’d seen him in the flesh 
in nearly three years. I picked him 
up from Dulles because he said 
he wanted to see me before the 
funeral. He told me that no one 
should have to go through this shit 
alone, and I appreciated that.

He was single-minded about the 
acid. It was happening. I was either 
on the bus or off it. He said that like 
five times.

“C’mon. Do it, just do it, do it, do 
the drugs...” and he continued 
his impression from Starsky and 

Hutch of all movies until he heard 
me utter a fateful, “Alright.” 

He slid the foil out of the bag and 
unfolded it intently. There they 
were, eight squares of blotter 
paper in two rows of four. The 
striped belly of the cheshire cat 
stretched purple across the eight 
pieces. He took the top half, which 
still had the white hint of a smile 
emblazoned on the tip, and I had 
the bottom. He told me to set the 
paper under my tongue for at least 
ten minutes, and I did, and he did, 
and about half an hour went by. He 
asked if I was feeling it while we 
were in the car, and the seats were 
gradually stretching between us, 
until he was at least ten feet away, 
and I shouted, “YES!”
 
“WHY ARE YOU YELLING?” he 
shouted back at me, cupping his 
hands around his mouth.
 
“I don’t know man. Do you think 
we could put some music on? I’m 
not really into this right now!”

“Of course!” He turned the radio 
on, and turned the volume up 
and “I Can See Clearly Now” by 
Jimmy Cliff was on. His grin was 
wider than I’d ever seen it before 
as he bobbed his head. And then 
his mouth started stretching. The 
corners of his lips creeped to 
above his cheeks, and he started 
cackling. It was horrifying, like a 
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mannequin had come to life, and I 
needed it to stop. But in a moment, 
his face suddenly got stuck. Just 
frozen stiff with that unreal smile 
of his. A few times George told him 
that if he wouldn’t stop smiling, his 
face would get stuck like that, and 
it finally did.
 
I was dying. 

It was like those moments when 
you’re a kid and you just can’t stop 
laughing, and it starts to hurt, but 
you still can’t stop, even though 
nothing was particularly hilarious. 
It just sizzles and bubbles in your 
stomach, and it burns eventually. 
And he started laughing too with 
his wooden face, about nothing in 
particular, just at it all. Ebullient’s 
the best word for the feeling, 
because you’re literally bubbling 
and boiling over with laughter, 
and you’re just giddy, and a little 
excited about everything. You get a 
little unstuck from time too.

At a point, the two of us got out 
of the car and plopped knee-deep 
into the snow.
 
“Were you saving those for the 
funeral?” I asked.
 
“I don’t know. Possibly, I’ve had 
it in that secret pocket for about 
three weeks waiting for that perfect 
moment,” and he was smiling. He 
was always fucking smiling.

Miraculously, the storm had 
completely stopped. There was 
a table outside the KFC that had 
an umbrella over it, so the actual 
surface was completely clear, and 
we decided to sit there and look at 
the sky. Power must have gone out 
in the city because no lights were 
on, and the stars were out. Most 
of the cars that were there in the 
parking lot before had gone, and 
there was only the sloshing sound 
of the occasional truck driving by.
 
We decided to listen to music, and 
watch the vacant motel city. Neal 
put on Abbey Road on his iPod, and 
we listened through his earbuds. 
The record cover got me thinking 
about learning to drive with my 
dad, and how we listened to his 
Abbey Road CD in the car. And 
I remember trying to sell one of 
the three vinyl copies my parents 
had to the local record shop, and 
being offered two quarters for it. 
And I thought of my dad and my 
uncle getting high and listening 
to the same record. And I thought 
of seeing my dad and George in 
pictures when they were young. 
And I thought of how they were 
brothers, for the first time really. 
And I looked at my brother, who 
was singing along to “Here Comes 
the Sun,” and he was terrible, and I 
laughed at that, and everything sat 
right with me.

[And as I write this, I remember 
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digging through George’s record 
crate after the funeral (the one 
thing left to me besides the shell), 
and finding an old Abbey Road 
copy tenderly worn down over the 
decades. Even though it’s beat to 
hell, and the slip cover’s gone, and 
it’s gotta a scratch for the first half 
of the second side, if I ever listen 
to that album, I’ll always put on 
George’s old copy.]
 
Under the umbrella, I watched the 
full moon move. In a moment, 
it fell, like the invisible wire that 
held it up had snapped. It dropped 
suddenly onto the outline of some 
faraway mountains, and rolled 
up and down the mountain’s thin 
spine.

And we sat there until the music 
ended. Right after we got up from 
the table, the umbrella collapsed 
and all the snow made a thud that 
I could feel. The two of us looked at 
each other with an aren’t we lucky 
look, and then both of us cracked 
up. I’ve finally learned to live with 
the expectation that there will be 
accidents, that everything will 
never go to plan, and it’s liberating. 
It’s easier to take things in stride. 
I’ve learned to transcend the 
bullshit as a friend of mine used to 
say.

We were laughing as we got into 
my car, and Neal turned it on 
without waking up the engine, and 

he put on this Jefferson Airplane 
CD. My brain felt like a locomotive 
that was teetering off the rails, the 
engineer had been knocked out 
and the engine was churning at full 
tilt. I’ve forgotten most of what ran 
through my head, but what I was 
left with was an immense sense of 
connection. Everything I could see 
buzzed and pulsed and hummed 
with humanity. I looked out to the 
ice and the snow that was picking 
up again, and I was warmed by the 
music made by high musicians, and 
by my brother’s bad singing, and by 
the car heater that an anonymous 
engineer designed and installed, 
and by the thought of George and 
my dad. I remembered something 
George told me one day after 
breaking up a fight between me 
and Neal over a little bit of money. 
Max, the world is cruel enough as 
it is, you have the distinct human 
capability to make it less so. So 
please Max, always be kind. 

And I sat back and closed my eyes 
to see what was behind them. Neal 
turned the music up, and I fell asleep 
on the B-side of Surrealistic Pillow, 
three hours after dosing. And then 
I dreamed an extraordinary dream.

–

I woke to the sight of headlights, 
and a car horn that dopplered 
by in a flash. I wasn’t really high 
anymore, but I still felt something. 
My brother rolled down the 
window, screamed, and flicked the 
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minivan off. The snow was coming 
down again, hard and fast as ever. 
And the wipers weren’t really 
doing anything, and needed to be 
replaced, and I could smell pot. I 
looked to my older brother, who 
was steering my vehicle on the two 
lane highway through the sludge 
with one hand. In the other was 
a huge cup of gas station coffee. 
There was an empty on the floor, 
and one more in the cupholder. 
 
“What the fuck do you think you’re 
doing?” I asked.
 
“You said you wanted to see him, 
so, by Jove, you’re going to see 
him,” he said, turning towards me 
and smiling innocently.

I told him that we never should 
have left. That he was an idiot. That 
we were lucky we hadn’t been 
killed. I hadn’t known how long I 
was asleep, and the only light on 
the highway was his Hyundai’s high 
beams. We couldn’t have gone that 
far, but Neal always sped, and it 
was only a few hours between Troy 
and Breezewood, and the tank was 
three quarters empty. 
 
“We have to stop!” I said. 

“Well we’re not, it’s only another 
fifty miles, and by my stars and 
garters, I think we might just make 
it with time to spare,” and he looked 
ahead, beaming. “You and I both 

know that there’s no civilization 
between here and there, we’ve 
driven this drive enough times, 
and I know we can do it.” 
 
His optimism never flew from him. 
It clung like a disease. There’s a 
beautiful word that he used to use 
to describe his condition: pronoia 
(“it’s like paranoia in reverse!” he 
used to say). He couldn’t imagine 
that the world would do him any 
harm. 
  
I knew he was right if he wasn’t 
lying. Stopping on the side of the 
road would only invite suspicion. 
We couldn’t stop. 

–

There are some things that you’ll 
never forget. Like the sight of an 
airbag inflating and the powder 
flying everywhere. Or the sight 
of a gnarled deer leg only barely 
attached to a young stag. Or the 
sound of it panting, and moaning, 
being ever slowly buried in the 
snow.

–

People will tell you that acid 
can change you. I don’t know 
how I would have seen that 
accident before the trip, but after, 
there seemed to be something 
providential about it. I don’t know 
what Neal was thinking after 
everything bad happened. He was 
singing and dancing when we hit 
the poor thing, and it was my car.
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Before I could yell, “STOP!” a third 
time at Neal, the little stag’s hind 
legs were swallowed by the front 
right tire of the car, and the car 
was totaled cause of the airbags. 
There was no structural damage to 
the vehicle or us, just the airbags. 
Blood was everywhere, staining 
the snow that was caked on the 
hood. He dragged the corpse 
through the white and past the 
shoulder of the road. It was like the 
prick of the young buck’s flawless 
horns let all the air out of him. He 
started the engine with the airbags 
sagging out of the steering wheel. 
Music defiantly ignorant of what 
just happened played loud.  He 
was silent. Silent until he asked me 
something.

He could hardly get the words 
out. “Max, I love you so goddam 
much. I hope you know that. I’m 
so sorry, so goddamn sorry, so 
goddamn fucking sorry, this wasn’t 
what I meant at all. I just thought–I 
thought it would be all right.” He 
paused.
 
“I fucking hate myself right now, 
Max. I know I’m not good, but am I 
at least decent?” His voice started 
to break like he was going to cry.

I did my best to tell him that he 
was, and that I didn’t care about 
the car, but he couldn’t believe me.

As we turned into the funeral 

home, his arm hit the airbag, and 
the car horn went off, and everyone 
turned and saw the state of the car, 
and spoke to the person beside 
them.  

We had no idea what to tell anybody. 
We were at the service at ten, and 
I remember almost everything that 
was said, and I remember make-
up covering George’s purple face. 
A face that was always red with 
joy, or with beer. I heard the word 
suicide once, and I sensed that 
it was right. In those moments 
I was transparent. I heard my 
father’s eulogy for George, which 
was earnest and beautiful. I took 
everything in, and took it like bad 
medicine, and I felt for the first 
time in a while. I felt better.

It was somewhat apt. The snow 
had turned to rain, and I could hear 
the raindrops bouncing off the tent 
over the coffin as the pallbearers 
laid it underground. Everyone had 
a black umbrella just like in the 
movies, and I could see my dad 
crying like I never had before. I 
looked at my brother in his black 
suit, and he looked at me. I saw his 
deeply blue eyes trying to smile 
like the world depended on it, 
but his face was changed, and he 
simply couldn’t. 
 
I made sure he was looking back 
at me when I finally smiled back at 
him.
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what would i say?
Trey Capps

ok vocabulary queen,
you can talk to music
and that’s a start
but i could always go
“it’s a pool party, everyone’s invited.” 

it was a political statement.
off work, looking forward to playing trumpet,
looking forward to a foreign language involved people,
going to publicly display my life --
now that’s a start.

new york, you’re cool.
new york, you’re always there.
me and freedom?  i had a ticket!
i’m sorry to you!
i’m sorry i can pray in a pool party!

oh! the first rooftop party in which we retell the people i  
 don’t usually see
“that’s a friend’s house”
“wrestling season is simply a wonderful valentine’s day”
“run to homosexuality. there’s no argument there”
-- that’s a goingaway party.

another guy looks exactly like me
in The Famous Picture
and i can’t take it.
i don’t write the time,
but i appreciate it.
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FRIDAY 
NIGHT 
FIGHTS

m.f. nagel

 The rope. 
 The ring.
 Bell.
 Jabjabright hookuppercutpunch. 
 White. Red. Black.
 Faces. Scream. Silent.
Sweat dripping from the easel of Munch.
 Friday night fights.
 A crowd
 Of 
 Cheap suits.
 Mumming men.
 Crisp in dollar bills
 Tight-fisted.
 Fat-cigared. 
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THE 
DAY 
WE 

SPLIT 
THE 

ATOM
m.f. nagel

the day we split the atom

the room was quiet. 

it was a decision between Beethoven

and Mahler

we booed Wagner.

 

the day we split the atom

the room was quiet.

 

the discussion, 

had Beethoven left his work unfinished? 

ta ta ta dum.

ta ta ta dum.

ta ta ta dum dum 

dum. 

we cigar smoked men 

let Prince Albert out of the can. 

the day we split the atom

and the room was quiet.
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the cracked windshield
Kyle Clauss

Dear Julian,

I want to thank you for what you 
have done for me, though I don’t 
think I can tell you any of the 
following in person just yet.

A few Sundays ago on a train to 
Woodland Station, somewhere on 
its stately route along the Newton 
Reservoir, I decided I had become 
a thoroughly unlikable person. 
I found myself in the midst of 
something unlike my occasional 
ruts, when my brain would mix up 
my chemicals like finger paints, 
yielding a loathsome brown. 
Except this wasn’t the brown I was 
accustomed to at all. It was black, 
whatever it was.

The night before that epiphany, 
you told me that my reputation 
was too much for those around 
you to stomach. That reputation 
caused me to lose you, Julian, 
and it killed me. There was a party 
at a friend’s that night. Though I 
drank myself into a nasty stupor, I 
managed to fuck two different girls 
there — one on the balcony, one in 
the bathroom not long after. One 
was a tall, Irish writer like you, but 
she was a crude substitute. 

I am telling you all this for sake of 
transparency. That was my bottom. 
I couldn’t have reached it without 
you, Julian. No one has ever stood 
up to me like you did. I really 
cannot thank you enough.

Two days later, I found a 
psychologist and made an 
appointment. The soonest one they 
had was Valentine’s Day. I took it. I 
thought that was funny, and I knew 
you would too.

Best,

C
~

Dear Julian,

I just arrived home after my first 
appointment. The psychologist’s 
name was Shannon. She seemed 
more uncomfortable than I was. 
There were two chairs in her 
cramped office: one facing her 
and one perpendicular. I chose the 
latter and stared at the door as I 
recounted every last detail of my 
life over the last couple of years.
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I told my brother out in Colorado 
I was finally getting help. 
Depression runs in our family, 
after all. He was saddened by 
the news, but ultimately glad I’m 
doing something about it.

Anyway, that cathartic hour 
with Shannon flew by. On my 
walk home, I passed the Indian 
restaurant where we had our first 
date. I hate Indian food. The smell 
of curry makes me heave. But you 
suggested Indian. I never thought 
I’d get a date with you, and I didn’t 
want to jeopardize anything. 

So I agreed to Indian. I choked 
down that chicken tikka masala 
and bit my knuckle when you 
weren’t looking to hold back the 
near-constant retching. When I 
got home, I stripped down to my 
underwear and burnt my clothes 
in the parking lot. I went inside 
and used half a bottle of Listerine 
expunging every last particle of 
curry from my tongue. Still, I never 
had more fun.

I don’t think I ever told you that.

Anyway, happy Valentine’s Day, 
Julian.

Best,

C

Dear Julian,

I heard you finally started 
performing again. That’s 
wonderful. I’m sure you did great.

I had my second appointment with 
Shannon yesterday. It was even 
better. She brought donut holes.

While the first session helped her 
place me within the context of 
my life, yesterday’s delved into 
my depression itself. Like I said, 
I’ve gotten into ruts before. They 
always seem to happen when 
everything else is going well.

Nowadays, I walk into a crowded 
room and assume they’ve all heard 
something about me. Chances 
are good it wasn’t flattering. And 
worst of all, I know I’ve brought 
it on myself. I hope you have no 
idea how crippling that kind of 
alienation is.

I once read that in Persian 
folklore, there was a king who 
commissioned a wise jeweler to 
craft a ring with an inscription 
that could comfort the upset and 
upset the comfortable. The jeweler 
produced the inscription “This too 
shall pass.”

Depression, at least for me, 
is a ring like the king’s, only it 
works in one dimension. When 
everything’s good, I am overcome 
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with a bottomlessness in my gut, 
like looking out the window of a 
skyscraper to the street miles below. 
It’s the knowledge that all those 
good feelings will soon pass, and 
who knows when they’ll be back. 
And when the heaviness returns, it 
feels like it’ll never be lifted.

Why on earth do plain donut holes 
exist? They’re entirely unappealing 
on their own merit, let alone 
beside a glazed, a powdered, a 
jelly or a chocolate glazed. Western 
civilization will finally progress 
when the plain donut holes are 
eradicated.

Best,

C
~

Dear Julian,

Shannon told me something in 
my last appointment that’s been 
buzzing in my head over the last few 
days, and I know it’s something you 
would appreciate. You know that 
overpass on the way to my place 
that straddles the interstate, and on 
either side you can see the masses 
of red and white lights stretch out 
for miles during rush hour? Each 
one of those cars has a destination. 
On average, each one of those cars 
has two or three people inside, and 
they have a motivation for heading 
toward that destination. And those 

people all have lives as complex and 
intricate and meaningful as yours. 
And they all know hundreds, if not 
thousands, of people — people with 
lives as complex and intricate and 
meaningful as yours — and so on.

I’ve read the above paragraph over 
and over at least 40 times, and I 
don’t think I’m describing it very 
well. Let me try again.

When I was a kid, my parents would 
take me to the science museum in 
Jersey City. There is one exhibit 
— and who knows if it’s still there 
— that still stands out in my mind 
years later. It was a big board, like 
on a game show, with a grid of 
panels that would light up. Each 
panel had written on it a different 
event: A human birth, A human 
death, The U.S. builds a car, A 
volcano erupts, Someone buys a 
television, Someone breaks an arm. 
And they would blink whenever one 
of those things would happen. I was 
mystified by that as a kid. I wanted 
to watch it for hours because it was 
the closest I’d get to having my eye 
on the whole world at once, even if 
it was in the form of little staccato 
glimpses in the one clean corner of 
Jersey City.

Shannon said it’s called “sonder.” 
Have you ever felt that?!

Best,

C
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Dear Julian,

I’ve finally figured it out. A 
psychologist is someone you pay 
so that after you’re done spouting 
about your problems, you don’t 
feel obligated to say, “So, what’s 
new with you?”

It’s a difficult thing for me to get 
accustomed to. I’ve always thought 
friendships run on debt. If I unload 
a weight on a friend, I am expected 
to bear a load of theirs of similar 
weight. Maybe this is why I have 
such few friends.

I find myself interrogating Shannon 
more than she does me. I know 
where she lives, where she grew 
up, her alma mater, her pets — 
one an Irish wolf hound named 
Guinness and the other a rescued 
dachshund named Frank — and her 
fiancee’s band’s name, but she has 
yet to ask where I’m from. Unless 
it’s Yemen or the Congo, I suppose 
that isn’t too important when it 
comes to stuff like this.

I think my problem is that I’m too 
negative. Either that, or I’m no 
good at small talk. That’s one of the 
things I loved about you. Confident 
and ambitious are the two most 
attractive things a girl can be. You 
always spoke with such ambition 
in your voice. Even if you were 
telling me about a smoothie recipe 
you found in a magazine, it might 

as well have been an installation 
at the Louvre. That excitement was 
infectious. 

Often, it’s the people who I like the 
best whom I struggle to talk to the 
most. I think you understand that 
best.

Best,

C
~

Dear Julian,

It’s been about a month since I last 
saw you. Every time I see a girl 
around six-foot-anything, I think 
it’s you.

There’s something so beautiful 
about tall girls. I think it’s for the 
same reason Hemingway loved 
Martha Gellhorn the best. She 
challenged him, threatened him. I 
love tall girls because they refuse 
to be tossed around during sex. 
They’re sturdy people with sturdy 
personalities. Now that I think about 
it, every bonafide psychopath I’ve 
ever met hasn’t been a hair over 
five-foot-five.

I have a friend at work who loves 
short, pale girls. It speaks volumes 
about his own self-esteem. I love 
tall girls because I want an equal. 
I want to feel so exhilaratingly 
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threatened because, when you 
truly think about it, you are never 
threatened by mediocrity.

There’s something so grotesque 
about short girls. They aren’t fully 
formed. They’re squashed together 
under the weight of being, ass 
into thigh, thigh into disturbingly 
small feet. Worst of all, nearly 
every single one of them is 
afflicted with Napoleon Syndrome, 
overcompensating for their lacking 
stature with an overwhelming 
personality. More often than not, 
this phenomenon yields shrill, 
unbearable peons yammering 
about how they can’t help but 
speak their mind, though no one 
has ever once asked them to.

Tall girls are statuesque, demure 
and unassuming. They appeal to 
some Ancient Greek aesthetic, or 
something.

I know you would laugh if I said 
this out loud, but there was always 
something so majestic about you, 
how the fabric of whatever you 
wore draped over you to dramatic 
effect, always intimating the strong 
curves of your body but never 
betraying them. I’ve never seen 
someone wear a maxi dress to a 
party where the spirits are named 
after B-list nautical characters. But I 
swear you looked so beautiful that 
night. I made my rounds mincing 
about through that cramped 

kitchen, but now I kick myself for 
not staying right there at your side.

Our feet dangled off the bed 
every night like in cartoons. Thank 
goodness I never seriously pursued 
architecture or engineering, given 
the lack of consideration I gave the 
logistics of the two of us fitting in 
my shower. In my defense, I was 
more than a little distracted.
Best, 

C
~

Dear Julian,

This morning, I received news from 
a friend back in Colorado that a kid 
I knew killed himself. He was a year 
younger than me in high school, 
and we always ran in different 
circles. In fact, I don’t believe I 
had ever spoken a word to him in 
those three years of co-existence 
under the roof of Daniel E. Sickles 
High School. But last Thursday, 
Eric Kramstead fatally shot himself 
with his father’s shotgun. His sister 
found him in the family’s weight 
room.

When I first heard the news, it 
took me a solid twenty minutes of 
murmuring Eric Kramstead? Eric 
Kramstead to myself to clear off 
the dirt I had steadily heaped onto 
my high school years. Eventually, 
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I remembered. The last interaction 
of any sort I had with Eric Kramstead 
was when he peed on my car three 
years ago.

It was a five-year reunion held at the 
country club in town. I was in the 
hot tub, catching up with members 
of my hockey team, whose phone 
numbers I had long since lost. A 
friend tapped me on the shoulder 
and told me what had happened. 
I ran out to my car half-naked and 
screaming as Kramstead and his 
friends sped off in an SUV.

That was the last time I saw 
Kramstead. Now he’s dead.

Kramstead’s mother posted his 
suicide note for all to see, which 
I felt was a tad macabre. It didn’t 
stop me from reading it, of course. 
He talked about the constant pain 
of living, of the unending sadness 
he felt, no matter how many squats 
and leg lifts he did. He assured his 
friends and family it was nobody’s 
fault but his own.

As selfish as this may sound, all I 
could think as I read the note was 
Kramstead unzipping his jeans and 
peeing on my Volkswagen. Not to 
speak ill of the deceased, but it’s 
a purely chickenshit thing to do. 
Was he overcome with this infinite 
sadness when he pissed on my car? 
Did it prompt him to do it? Did he 
experience any remorse afterward, 

either immediately or otherwise, 
adding to his unfathomable 
melancholy? Or did it offer him a 
brief sojourn from that pain? In his 
final moments, as he placed the 
gun barrel to his temple, did the 
sight of my left front tire covered in 
his steaming urine cross his mind, 
even ephemerally?!

I’m sorry if this all sounds 
insensitive. I’ve been wrestling 
with it all day.

Best, 

C
~

Dear Julian,

Every time I see the folks who 
finally convinced you I wasn’t 
someone worth knowing, I must 
force back the urge to beat them 
senseless, in front of everyone, to 
make it as clear as day to as many 
people as possible that they are 
miserable eunuchs.

I realize these are your friends, who 
you care about dearly, and doing 
so would only affirm your worst 
suspicions. I know I’m not helping 
my case much.

Sometimes I look at photos of you, 
that exuberant, uninhibited smile, 
and I think of those goddamn 
hipsters, stroking their uneven 
beards and laughing in nasally 
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cackles because they succeeded. 
They kept you from me.

I’ve slept around for some time, 
and it earned me a bad reputation 
in this tiny city. Of course, there are 
three sides to every story: mine, 
the jilted woman, and the truth. 
I’d like to believe I deviate the 
shortest distance from the mean. I 
have always been honest with you, 
Julian.

I knew I was facing an uphill battle 
with you from the moment you 
suggested Indian. I knew you had 
heard every terrible word said 
about me: some true, most false. 
I decided I would be on my very 
best behavior. I would be the man 
I know I can be, that I should be, 
that my mother still believes I am. 
I think the world would be a much 
better place if everyone tried to be 
the person his or her mother still 
believes they are.

This isn’t healthy, and I realize that. 
But please know I’m trying.

Best, 

C
~

Dear Julian,

I apologize for the long gap 
between this letter and the last.

Shannon suggested I start 
seeing someone as a way to put 
into practice the things we’ve 
discussed. I was reluctant at first, 
but I got a date with a vaguely 
Russian looking girl from the office 
not long after. 

The first few dates went well. I 
made conversation. I made her 
laugh. She had long bangs and red 
lipstick and spoke fluent French. 
She had a black Labrador named 
Euphrates. I didn’t touch her, I 
promise. I wanted to do everything 
right. 

On the fourth date, we got coffee 
on the waterfront. At some point, I 
must have said something to upset 
or offend her. She went quiet, and 
when it was time to leave, she took 
the first train back to her place.

I have boiled down to a science 
the art of talking a girl into my bed. 
And after a few hours of feigning 
interest in their childhood, their 
photography, their fathers, their 
lakehouses, I would have my way 
with them. Should things go wrong 
or I say the wrong thing, there was 
always someone following not far 
behind. The stakes were always so 
low. Now that I so desperately want 
to connect with another human 
being, I couldn’t do it if I tried.

It feels like one of those rigged 
claw games at the arcade. You can 
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position the crane just so, take the 
maximum time allowed, say a quick 
Hail Mary and deploy the claw with 
the red button atop the joystick. 
And as promising as it may look 
as it dangles perilously down to its 
target, it always ascends empty-
handed with a cold, metallic klimp.

But that failure isn’t the most 
depressing part; it’s realizing you’re 
almost out of quarters.

Best, 

C
~

Dear Julian,

Shannon is pleased with the 
progress I’ve made, so I’ve begun 
scheduling my appointments a 
little more infrequently. Eventually, 
I’ll cut down to once a month. We’ll 
see what happens.

Likewise, this will be the last of my 
letters.

Thank you again for all you’ve done 
for me. It’s been eight months since 
we last spoke, but I believe you’ve 
helped me more in the last 240 days 
than the handful that came before. 
It took a pebble like you cracking 
my windshield to realize just how 
dirty it was in the first place.

I’ll save these ten letters and put 
them in a manilla envelope on the 
bookshelf above my desk. Maybe, 
when I find myself in another rut, 
I’ll open it.

Best, 

C
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Wir 
Sind 
die 

Geister
Matt Schroeder

Creation is a curse 
claimed the Moscow man 
with different colored eyes: 

 One a verdant jewel 
 the other an azure sigh 

I trust his truths because 
he taught me to make ivory sing 
  to press softly into satin black 

 Wir sind die Geister 

 We continued to chew glass 
 if only to spit out tender tinder 
 that tasted of blood because 
 speaking of creativity feels more 
 like a betrayal of what I hide away 
 than a table friendly tea for all to drink 

 Wir sind die Geister 

 These days he still plays 
 but rather at making the living 
 live far from where he and I exist 
 (instead of the spectral sounds 
 he loves so much) 

 Between bites my mother 
 claimed she could no longer 
 paint the days ––––– for they take their toll 

 I wanted to shake her by her shoulders 
      to scream her words away 
  but crawled inside myself 
  thought about the ghosts 
 I’ve claimed to be so many places 

  When I am a ghost 
 and they are gone 
 
  Wir sind die Geister
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Reflections
Matt Schroeder

As a child
clouds were first 
class airplane food 
to destinations shaped 
A Midwest mitten. 

I drank rainwater from 
Mabel’s drain & 
took all our 
time for granted 
against late night 
temperate trials of 
August ghosts howling
to the sand spitting 
water tank –––––––––– I used to buoy 
     past in swan wings 
     of pill bottle orange, 
      but the waters receded 
     a step sideways of Superior. 

These days Ghosts of 
the cottage bloom nimbuses, 
steal rainwater spouting 
from where we all share 
the same symptoms, 
I lie dark in a boat 
whisper the sky to 
give back what it’s stolen.
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Observer
Gary Beck

I used to watch 
the clock at school 
go spitefully slower. 
Now I watch 
the nursing home clock 
go spitefully faster.
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McMaster
Robert Boucheron

ohn McMaster, the late 
author of My Peregrination, 
Lucent Fans (with the sequel 

Faint Olympians) and other works 
of literary interest, wrote every 
morning without exception, while 
lying in bed. Books and papers lay 
strewn across the down comforter. 
Inevitably, they slid off. I waited in 
the galley kitchen for the crash.

“Silvio, come rescue me!”
     
Immediately, I picked up the 
breakfast tray and carried it into 
the bedroom, which had a sloped 
ceiling, a skylight, and a casement 
to a tiny balcony. A four-poster bed 
took up most of the space. The 
apartment was on the top floor. 
Some would call it a garret.

“I inhabit a penthouse suite,” 
McMaster said.
     
A slender man of medium height, 
he had a mane of black hair, a 
thick mustache and deep brown 
eyes. He affected helplessness in 
the morning. Bending to retrieve 
something, he lay hanging over 
the side, knotted and twisted.

I set the tray on the night table, 
seized him by whatever part of his 

anatomy was handy, and righted 
him.

“Don’t bother with the sheets,’ he 
said. “I need the notes in green. 
And the clippings, and the book on 
Italian gardens.”

With a few tweaks, I restored 
order to the tangle of pillows 
and bedclothes. When McMaster 
stopped fussing, I laid the breakfast 
tray across his lap, unfolded its 
legs like landing gear, and poured 
the coffee.
    
“Is it hot?” he asked.
     
“Don’t scald your tongue.”
     
McMaster wrote in longhand in 
lined composition notebooks with 
a mottled black and white cover. 
They used to be sold three for 
a dollar. He also made notes on 
loose sheets of paper, tore pages 
from magazines, copied passages 
from books, and dashed off letters. 

He always used a ballpoint pen, or 
rather an assortment of pens in a 
rainbow of ink colors. Blue was for 
a first draft, black was for second 
thoughts, violet for development, 
green for quotations, red for 

j
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emphasis, and so on. But he often 
chose a pen at random. Pages 
of red turned out to be a quiet 
domestic scene, or a passage in 
black was for somber effect.

 “Purple prose is an art, dear Silvio. 
If you’re going to write it, go whole 
hog!”
     
McMaster’s face mirrored the 
mood of whatever he was writing. 
Tears streamed down his cheeks, 
or a blissful smile played across 
his lips, or an evil laugh bubbled in 
his throat, or his forehead wrinkled 
with intensity. He clenched the 
pen fiercely in one hand, while 
the other hand floated in the air or 
gripped the notebook for dear life.
     
“Don’t bother me when I’m in the 
throes of composition,” he said. 
“I won’t hear you, much less pay 
attention to what’s on your feeble 
mind.”

When he was excited, his 
penmanship became a mountain 
torrent in full spate after a storm. 
When he was relaxed, it was a 
limpid stream winding amid lush 
banks. In the early years, his typist 
had difficulty deciphering the 
scrawl. In defiance of grammar and 
English usage, she set down what 
she saw. Pages had to be retyped.

Soon after McMaster picked me 
out of the gutter, as he liked to 

say, and we had established a 
domestic routine, I took a night 
course in typing at a business 
academy. I begged him to let me 
transcribe something. The result 
was “comically inept.” My accuracy 
improved. In time, I developed a 
sense of his style.

“It is uncanny, dear Silvio. You are 
an idiot savant.”
     
McMaster began his daily stint 
immediately on waking. He 
drew scant distinction between 
dreaming and writing. His work 
has a dreamlike quality. A critic 
said that “his work forms one 
continuous prose poem, a literary 
fantasia rich in image and symbol, 
an extended lyric essay that never 
quite reaches a conclusion.”
     
“And why should it?” McMaster 
said.

He labored in bed until noon. He 
filled page after page. He allowed 
himself no pause, no respite from 
the steady pace of creation, except 
to eat breakfast. Even then, he held 
the coffee cup or a slice of toast in 
his right hand, while he continued 
to write with his left, or vice versa. 
He was ambidextrous.
     
Standing beside the bed, my hands 
clasped over my apron, I sighed.
     
“Are you still here?” he said. “What 

M C M A S T E R
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is it now?”

“I love to watch you work.”
     
He ignored me, as the pen raced 
across the paper.
     
“Some writers complain about lack 
of inspiration,” I said. “They say 
they are blocked.”
     
“Nonsense. They’re constipated, 
that’s all.”
     
“A clean sheet of paper makes 
them shrink with fear.”
     
“Utterly bogus, dear Silvio. The 
terror of the blank page? I have 
never known it.”

McMaster saved everything he 
wrote. Each draft was a precious 
artifact, with notes and clippings 
stuck between pages. Engorged 
notebooks accumulated in piles 
and numbered in the hundreds. 
He scorned files, folders, and the 
apparatus of office management.
     
“I know where everything is,” he 
said.

While that was undoubtedly true, 
he could not tell me where to 
look for a particular passage. In 
desperation, I devised a system of 
tags.
     
“My shelves look like a rummage 

sale,” he said.

As I took over the task of typing 
his manuscripts, certain themes 
emerged. McMaster loved nature, 
for example. He sketched landscape 
and birds, the habits of small 
creatures, the varied blossoms 
on a single plant. He evoked the 
freshness of youth and the horrors 
of age. His women were desirable, 
and his men took risks. He had a 
way with dialogue.
     
“Your work must reach a wider 
audience,” I said. “Magazines.”
     
“I have no use for the base world 
of commerce.”
     
Secretly, I made excerpts, furnished 
titles, and slipped them to quarterly 
reviews, monthly journals and 
weekly rags. I cultivated editors 
and performed discreet favors. 
In this way, McMaster began to 
publish.

When I showed him his own words 
in print, however, his eyebrows 
rose and his mustache twitched.
     
“Behind my back, you knave! I 
suppose now you expect me to 
thank you.”
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Range of Vision
Greg Groomishian
Hydrogen and helium spheres   
Of gassy certainty     
Glow radiant through the nescient gloom. 
People upon boxes shed tears
Due to a fervently
Promised paradise high above these fumes. 

Looking down at Earth is a peer
To those who disagree  
With his beliefs. He is a peer when viewed
For the fact he once shared his fears,
His jokes, laughs, until he
Shared too much. Still he watches without feud. 

Some men desire a need to hear    
Just how blessed they can be,
And defend their privilege against croons.  
Yet children draw five pointed stars
With innocent envy     
That their stay-at-home parents help exude.  
  
Tell me Yahweh, do you appear
Among this gassy sea?   
The dust of stars flow through me, and are viewed
By your posterity. They cheer
For fault yet gloat with glee;
Praising your sight, enraged while i’m subdued.  
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The Mud by Night and 
Mud by Day Repeat

The mud by night and mud by day repeat.
Though felt by air so cool we progress slow.
Through drought the shade protects us from the heat.

Gusts blow the leaves past bushes near our feet,  
With early waves of fog reaching low. 
The mud by night and mud by day repeat.

No downpour is needed. Nor storm, nor sleet, 
Nor riverbed; where moss is known to grow. 
Through drought the shade protects us from the heat.

The worm will pass in dew and hear birds tweet, 
No fear from savage sunshine marks his glow, 
The mud by night and mud by day repeat.

Stones and twigs will cake, proving obsolete, 
The bid by dirt to form and dry below.
Through drought the shade protects us from the heat.

Rain will return; the fresh smell of concrete— 
Yet we rest knowing danger is no foe. 
The mud by night and mud by day repeat.
Through drought the shade protects us from the heat.

Greg Groomishian



COUP D’ETAT SUMMER 2014
60

Δ
Nina Misra

If you cut me open
I’d bleed like a rain soaked newspaper,
my heart beats similes, my breathing is a hyperbole.
My elbows don’t quite fit 
anywhere 
except your summer-worn, cupped hands.

I wear my heart on my sleeve too literally,
but I always end up wearing the same outfit.

That pitter-patter you keep hearing is my mind 
running to the Christmas morning that is 
the way your hand holds a coffee mug
and how you squint your eyes when
you’re really listening.

If you snapped the strings of a violin
one 
 by 
  one
that is how I feel right now.

But my metaphors have turned into blades,
and I’ve been known to fall on my sword.
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dinner at the place du foruM
Zoe Neubauer

t’s a warm night.Too warm to 
be eating outside, but inside  is 
taken up by a party, so what’s a

person to do?  The waiter shuffles by, 
mumbles  something,  and 
leaves behind two sweating glasses 
of water.  Her suitor immediately  
gulps down half of his; she places 
it  carefully on the already-forming 
water ring. No sense in ruining 
the wooden table any more than 
necessary, though it’s probably 
already beyond saving. She dabs 
her hand on the cloth napkin.

Her skin itches. It’s too warm to be 
outside, really.

A carriage clatters past, kicking up 
dirt and gravel and bringing with it 
a snippet of conversation, between 
two women:

“...what all the fuss is about; they’re 
just drawings.”

“Yes, and Seurat is just dots on 
canvas, and...”

She briefly wonders what they 
were talking about. Drawings with 
little artistic merit, certainly, but 
who? She shakes her head, and 
turns her attention to the man 
sitting across the table.

“So, ah...” He’s sweating noticeably. 
She wonders if she should tell him. 
“Have you– have you heard about 
Tesla’s electricity?”

She has. “No, I haven’t,” she says, 
attempting to give him a topic of 
conversation. “Could you explain it 
to me?” Her sister says that men do 
like it when they can demonstrate 
their intelligence, especially in 
something as fashionable as 
science.

“Well, he and Edison are 
competing to power the world, 
you see,” he says earnestly. “They 
say that Edison’s electricity would 
need cables a half-foot thick.” Oh 
yes, he’s American. Half a foot, 
that’s about fifteen centimeters, 
she guesses. “And Edison, he says 
that Tesla’s electricity is dangerous. 
That it can kill people.”

“Oh?” she says, arching an 
eyebrow.

“Yes. He’s getting schoolchildren 
to bring him local animals, and 
electrocuting them with Tesla’s 
electricity on street corners.”

“Mmm.” Her noncommital sound 
seems to discourage him. Her gaze 

I
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drifts to the shop across the street, 
advertising “Fine Pastries and 
Baked Goods For Sale” along with 
“Wedding-cakes, tarts, and all 
manner of delicious desserts.” The 
lights are on, but it seems closed. 
The bright-colored banner flaps in 
a soft breeze.

Her date drones on about  Tesla and 
Edison and their electrical battles. 
Every now and then the restaurant 
door opens, letting out a puff of 
cold air and the clatter and chatter 
of a party in full swing.

The waiter shuffles up to them, 
takes a black book out of a pocket 
on his apron. “Are you ready 
to order?” he mumbles. He’s a 
Spaniard by birth, probably; he has 
a thick accent that reminds her of 
the summer she spent in Madrid. 
She wonders why he came to 
France. Dreadful place, with the 
anarchists running around, but 
then the anarchists in Spain aren’t 
much better... he must mumble to 
hide the accent, but he’s not doing 
a very good job of it.

“I’ll have the Halibut Provencal,” 
her date says, handing the waiter 
his menu.

She scans the menu, bored. 
Certainly there are better places 
than this, less expensive places 
with better food... “Ratatouille,” 
she says, passing him the menu. 

He nods and shuffles away, 
leaving them in awkward silence. 
It’s too warm for her coat, but she 
shouldn’t really take it off; that 
wouldn’t be proper. She scratches 
her forearm and glances up at the 
stars. They’re brighter than usual, 
it seems. She mentions this to her 
date.

“Oh yes, it looks like they are,” he 
says immediately, looking up at 
the sky a half-second later. She 
very nearly rolls her eyes.

Another carriage  clatters by.

“...Tsar was killed; everything is 
going down the drain. Everything!”

“I know what you mean, Robert, 
and I just think that it’s the fault 
of...”

More end-of-the-world theorists. 
They seem to be ubiquitous 
these days, with the new century 
arriving. She does roll her eyes this 
time, and her date looks around 
nervously.

“So have you heard about Tsar 
Alexander?” she says, hoping, 
again, to impel conversation. 
He shakes his head. She sighs 
internally.

People pass by with ladders, 
lighting the gas lamps. She 
wonders aloud how long it will be 
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before the gas lamps are replaced 
by electricity.

“Oh, I think that’ll happen pretty 
fast,” her date says. “Electricity’s 
safer, and cheaper, and brighter...” 
He continues. She doesn’t listen.

Across the street, a pine tree waves 
in the breeze, and a person leans 
out of an upper window. She resists 
the urge to wave. At least someone 
is enjoying the heat. She takes 
another sip of water. The waiter 
returns and puts two covered 
dishes on the table, along with a 
bottle of wine and two glasses.

She pulls her plate closer to her 
and takes a bite of the vegetable 
stew. It’s good, but not fantastic. 
Certainly no better than what her 
mother makes, and definitely not 
worth the price. He smiles at her as 
he takes a bite of his halibut. 

They eat in awkward silence. The 
table shifts occasionally, the carpet 
under its feet doing little to equalize 
the cobblestone street.

Another carriage. The horses’ 
snorting and stamping is louder 
than most things outside, and it 
startles her out of a reverie she 
hadn’t realized she was in.

“...and I think that they’re right, 
personally. I mean, do they really 
need such a short workday? Eight 

hours?”

“I agree. After all, what do we pay 
them for, if not...”

She pours herself a glass of wine. 
It’s a bit tannic for her taste, but 
she didn’t remember to ask for a 
specific type, so it’s on her own 
head. Or tongue, as it were. The 
person in the upper window is 
gone now, but the light is still on. 
The bakery is dark, though.

She’s almost finished with her 
ratatouille, and his halibut is gone. 
“Do you want dessert?” he asks. “I 
know this great little café...”

She shakes her head. “I’m full,” she 
lies. “But thank you.” She doesn’t 
exactly trust his judgment when 
it comes to culinary matters. He 
shrugs, and leaves a small stack 
of money, weighed down by a few 
coins, on the table.

They walk down the street, side 
by side, until they vanish into the 
darkness.
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