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Editor’s Note

Spring in a Midwestern college town is tricky. Come April, it stops snowing, and you're meant to reconcile the new predicted highs not only with the pallor you perfected all year, but with the push to get your affairs - academic, artistic, and geographic - in order. 

This spring, as Notre Dame's Creative Writing Program sets loose a particularly beautiful class, we soften the blow with this fourth issue of The Bend, suggesting that along with the pressures to complete and decamp, are the instincts to create and distribute. 

Thanks to 2006-2007's Program directors, William O'Rourke and Cornelius Eady; to the omniscient Coleen Hoover; to alumni, faculty, and friends of the University; and to our graduating class, who inspires.

Readers of all climates, enjoy. 




Veronica Fitzpatrick


Jarrett Haley
      Notre Dame, Indiana, April 2007
Tom Miller
Sestina: On the First Man to Die in My Ambulance

At 1 a.m. on Halloween morning, tones dropped:

“Station 310, E-1, unknown male, unresponsive, 

car into a pole at the Wilkinsburg busway.”

Goblesky was my partner. We were a BLS truck,

which meant we couldn't do much for patients,

but we acknowledged en route as a backup unit.

In training two months before, I'd done a unit 

on vehicle extrication.  But this guy had been dropped

by four gunshots, then crashed his car. Older patient,

mid-forties, dead weight on the backboard, unresponsive

to pain, seizing as we laid him beside the rescue truck.

A cop sat on his legs while we strapped him all the way

down.  The field supervisor wanted me out of the way,

so he said, “Go to the rig and set up two units

of saline.”  I grabbed lactated Ringers from the truck 

cabinet, opened them, realized my mistake, and dropped 

them in the biohazard bin.  My numb, unresponsive, 

hands spiked the right bags while the medics loaded our patient.

Sheman tried to start an IV on the patient’s

left AC and Bake bagged him, but there was no way

to intubate with his jaw clenched shut.  Unresponsive

to us, Prosser radioed in, “County, unit

312 to Presby, E-1.” Then he dropped

into gear, set the siren to wail and drove the truck

hard.  The heart monitor beeped in the back of the truck

with four leads stuck to the chest of the patient.

“Rate is thirty,” I said and watched the number drop.

Bake kept squeezing the bag-valve-mask, but the pulse was way

too low.  Down to eighteen.  I pressed my hands as a unit

against his sternum. His heart was unresponsive.

“He’s circling the drain,” said Bake, his face unresponsive.

Prosser parked.  We unloaded the stretcher from the truck,

pushed past a nurse eating a gyro in the trauma unit.

That was the last time I saw our patient.

“How’s he doing?” I asked ten minutes later.  In a pleased way

Prosser said, “Oh, he did.”  “Did he?” I said.  We dropped 

past unit 312 to mop the unresponsive

blood drops from the floor of the truck,

working patiently.  Then we went on our way.

Francisco Aragon

Doubletalk

Fuck 

portraying 

the sun’s   

     Why don’t you paint  
“petals of light.” 

Make something 

darker, fun 

      and shut your mouth
—the remains

of a moment:

sheen of our sweat…

      and I’ll kiss it
                             after Jack Spicer (1925-1965)

Rumit Pancholi

Remains

The Chesapeake lives with its dead fish & seaweed
until that moment it calls you by your name
and asks you to join it.

In a little hazelwood canoe a hand stretches
to meet yours halfway, and though your blonde hair
blows into your eyes, you don’t stop.

You left no music, letter, nor footsteps, but a photo
of us, at fifteen years old, undressing each other
in that canoe by the bay.

Kathleen J. Canavan

Red Light

And I greedily sucked in the brandy fumes from your open mouth as you kissed me hard and deep. You'd taken a drink from the bottle you swiped out of your father's cabinet before picking me up and I liked the unfamiliar taste on you. I pulled the lingering sting off your tongue as you coaxed me prone on top of you in the backseat.

"Carla, put your hand down there," you half-begged, half-ordered, hot into my ear.

It was the first time, after all the others, that I didn't feel too shy to touch you right away. I did just what you wanted, the way you always showed me.

"Yeah," you panted softly as the rhythm got going. "That's it. That's it." 

I felt the muscles in the back of your leg twitch lightly when I slid my other hand there to brace the movement. Your skin was smooth like a baby's, and it always shocked me at first to feel it because I never had skin that soft anywhere. I breathed in the scent of you off your neck, the sharp spice of your cologne tangled with the brine of your sweat. I looked at your face and saw you were already gone. Your eyes were closed tight in concentration and I watched you lick your lips once like you hadn't had a drink of water in a hundred years. The moon reflected off the thin sheen covering your face and I couldn't fight the impulse to lean in and lick the moisture off your cheek with a slow, hungry drag. 

"Faster," you pleaded as you squeezed your eyes tighter and grabbed my wrist to urge me on. "Faster." 

And I grinned down at your agony, deciding whether I’d give you what you wanted. I could go on or stop, but I kept it going because I liked how silly you looked with your face bunched up like that. You jerked hard when you finally came, and after the last few shudders you pulled my hand off roughly.

"Okay, okay, stop, stop," you said with breathless panic. "Don't touch it. Stop."

And I snickered self-consciously when it was over because I didn't know if I should look away while you wiped yourself off with your t-shirt. Your chlorine scent filled the car. 

"Was that right?" I asked, forcing myself to look you straight in the eye, and deciding right then and there I’d never struggle again.

"Yeah," you answered, pulling me down to kiss me again. "Yeah."

And my face burns from the memory of it. I think I hate you for penetrating me like this and lingering like stale smoke. I swear to God this is the last second I'll think of you and remember what it felt like to swallow you whole. No more imagining I can still feel your cool finger trace circles round my belly-button. I won't ever close my eyes again to see your face hover so near over mine that your breath bathes me in its humid warmth. Never again, once this light turns green.

Jayne Marek

Gossip

I am trapped in the house by the mouth of rain




calling me every cold name it knows.

All day, it presses me to refuse




my body’s live hum, to let my arms

and legs stiffen, be still and give in.




This rain has become a person

whose face is not right, who has hard-knotted shoelaces




and strides back and forth before my thoughts

with steps rattling like hail in a gutter.




If it were only that—

if the words falling bringing a smell of rot




poured down here only—but 

the finches outside have flown to bare trees




across the street to discuss it in sharp voices.

They rise again and flock to a pine

further off; sparrows join them, chattering of rain

that agonizes their skins like mites of ice.




Hidden amid needles, they preen and rest

a little, as if the whole world’s better,




but I see from these front windows

the shattered puddles, the wincing twigs that




struggle against this downpour, roiled by it,

as if the sky wanted to harm everything—

the house for its roof, the birds their shelter,

the yards, the neighborhood, all normal things;

the weather’s too jealous to hold itself back,

the raised axe of the iron cloud isn’t enough.




It’s coming down again now really hard.

James Matthew Wilson

Their Time Up at State College

It’s hard to get your married brother drunk.

Now that you’ve reached the age he was once at

And he’ll tell you for old time’s sake how then,

After a night of shots and beer, he’d toppled

Down a hard flight of stairs.  His future wife

Was there, she took him in her arms and slugged

Him off to bed, laughing at what he slurred,

Before; with combing fingers, held his head

Over the staircase rail.  These two half-grown

Midwestern blond kids up at their state college.

She’d let him paint a flower on her cheek

That evening, right before she and the girls

Lit sweet cigars and found the room with booze.

After he’d let his stomach settle down,

They lay in the twin bed, his kelly jersey

With chipped-off number and once famous name

And her dry, painted cheek upon his chest.

They were young then and aren’t so old just now,

And share this idly to identify

A bit with you, but don’t begin to drink.

Your brother hasn’t finished his first beer

And when you polish off your third, it seems 

That you could never have a reckless time

A sugared time, as youthful time as they.

When they surrendered the age that you are now,

you lost it with them.

You have none at all:

No age, no wild youth to reflect on,

No half-remembered smiling anecdotes,

Nothing to joke about or to regret.

In present company, you are like them,

That is, you take their lives in listening.

To be as they once were, or as you are . . .

When somehow you, unlikable, shy you

Manage to find someone who can match drinks,

The mood turns maudlin and you let a sigh

Within the quiet bar you’ve ended at,

Looking across toward this anonymous

Partner, who can share nothing more than rounds,

You hestitate.  Sip.  And then begin

To tell those stories, near but not your own,

And far, quite far, from any time you know.

It’s always fun to drink up at state college;

I’ve never been but so I’ve always heard.

My brother doesn’t binge as he did then,

But she and him been married some years now.

They actually have a kid now.  Want another.

Can you imagine that?  And me an uncle.

It makes me shake to think about it, yeah,

So many people giving birth and so

Much wrong with this one.  I can’t understand

The war we’re in.  It’s not my war.  The war . . .

David Ewald

Chris

I was in Sarasota to find the footage. I’d never been to Florida before and I wasn’t much interested in the scene. What I really wanted was the footage. I thought a week would be enough to find it. I was wrong. 


The first thing I did after getting off the plane was take a cab to my hotel. In the cab I asked my driver, “Have you heard of Christine Chubbuck?”


“¿Como?”


He was from another country and perhaps only recently relocated to America. I felt bad for him. 


Christine Chubbuck had a handbag full of puppets. She had a big nose. You can see it on the Internet. Her picture’s there, but the footage isn’t. 


I checked into my room. In the lobby I looked around expecting to see someone famous. But I didn’t see anyone famous. Everyone I saw had their sunglasses off—and the sunglasses weren’t the big kind either. I asked the lobbyist, “Do you get many famous people staying here?”


“Not really, bub” was his gum-smacking answer. 


Then he asked, “You really from North Dakota?”


“Yes,” I lied. I didn’t want him to know where I was from really. “Why do you ask?”


“Just I expected an accent, that’s all.”


“I watch a lot of television,” I replied. 


He handed back my license and check card and I was off to my room on the top floor—that being the third. 


In my room I felt cold. It was summer, nearing the anniversary of her death, and the rest of the hotel had been warm. I turned on the heater and set my suitcase on the bed and unzipped it. I took out and assessed all that I had brought for my week in Sarasota. Then I went to the directory and looked up the address of the nearest police station. 


At the station the cop said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t think we have that here.”


“But this is Sarasota,” I said, the words coming quicker. “And this is the police station closest to the television station formerly known as WXLT, where she shot herself.”


“When did this happen again?”



“July 15, 1974. A Monday.”


“That’s a bit before my time,” the cop said. 


He was soon joined by another cop, this one with gray hair and yellowing teeth. “Yeah, I remember that,” he admitted after I’d reiterated the situation. “I know what you’re after.”


“So you have it,” I said. 


“No we don’t have it,” he said. “And even if we did we wouldn’t give it to the likes of you.”


“But I’m a journalist.”


“Let’s see your press credentials then.”


When it was apparent I was not going to bring out my press credentials the older cop said, “All footage of that incident has been destroyed. Can’t help you.”


“This is insane,” the younger cop, younger than me, said. 


“The god-damned Web,” the older cop said. “It’s bringing out the worst. You’re only the fourth person to come in here asking for it this month.”

“The fourth?” I said. “This month?” I said, incredulous. Impossible. I could not be the fourth. I had to be the first, the only. 

“And if you don’t get out of here now,” the older cop told me, “I’m going to have you arrested for assaulting an officer.”


I scoffed. What assault?


“The whole thing was an assault,” he said. 


I knew better than to say, I’m coming back. I’m coming back to get that footage from you! Instead I left. I got an order of tacos and took them back to the room. It was night by then. 


When I entered my room I noticed the lights were on, which was odd since I’d turned them off when I left for the police station. 


A woman was sitting on the edge of my bed, staring at the blank television. I could only see her side profile. She did not notice me as I stepped inside. She had dark straight hair that fell to her waist and a bloody wound underneath the strands at the back of her head. Her skin was pale and she wore the dress in which she’d shot herself. It was her. It was Christine Chubbuck. 


She turned her head automaton-like toward me as I approached the bed. I stopped short of sitting next to her. I was not afraid. I’d been preparing for this encounter. 


For a time we watched each other. Finally I said, “How are you?”


She said nothing, only looked at me expressionless. She was in pain.


I looked down at the bag in my hand. Then I looked at her. 


“Do you…want a taco?”


“No, thank you,” she said. “That’s kind of you but, no.” Her voice sounded raspy, as if she was a heavy smoker. But the Internet had made no mention of her ever having touched a cigarette. 


“Can I sit down?” I asked. 


She scooted over. The definitive article on her suicide was published by Sally Quinn in The Washington Post on August 4, 1974. That too is available on the Internet. She caught me looking at her wound. 


“Does it hurt, Christine?”


“Call me Chris,” she said. 


“Chris,” I said. “Does it…”


She looked away, went back to watching the dark television. If I were to guess the three Roberta Flack songs that played at Chris Chubbuck’s beachfront funeral I would guess “Killing Me Softly (With His Song)”, “Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow” and “The First Time I Ever Saw Your Face”. All were released prior to 9:38 am on Monday, July 15, 1974. One of the women attending the funeral service wore a bikini. 


She was my age, 29, when she shot herself live on Suncoast Digest, her morning talk-show program. She was a virgin, too. 


“Chris, why did you do it?”


She began to cry, still without looking at me. She broke and her head did too. As the tears trailed down her face the blood trickled from her wound and stained the bedspread. 


I went to get a towel. When I returned she was still seated in the same place only crying harder. Her sobs caught in her chest then were expelled with great gales. I was not afraid. I felt terrible for her. She had died so defensive, bloated with such rage, and now she was as fragile as a porcelain figurine. 


“Why? You wanted to be famous…”


“A little,” she heaved. She did not attempt to take the towel or otherwise stop the drainage. 


“I want to be famous too,” I said. I offered her the towel. She did not notice it even when it dropped in her lap. “You wanted people to know you, to know what you were feeling…”


“I was lonely,” she said. 


“I’m here,” I said. “I’m here for you now.”


I reached out to put my arm around her. Instead of feeling her body I felt only air, and when I looked to find her I saw her standing against the wall opposite the bed, to the right of the television. The blood on the bedspread was gone. 


She looked at me as if I had just assaulted her. 


“Do you know where it is?” I said. “Do you have it? Does your brother?”


“What do you want,” she snarled. The tears and blood were gone. 


“I want to see the house where you were living when you died.”


“My… house?” The word seemed foreign to her. 


“I want to take pictures,” I said. 


She laughed. Her laughter was violent, hysterical, the deep-throated croak of the drowning. Now I was frightened. I did not like to be laughed at. 


I closed my eyes and the laughter stopped. I waited several seconds, inhaling and exhaling heavily, and when at last I opened my eyes I was alone. She had left nothing behind. 


I was hungry and tired, so I ate the tacos and killed the lights without turning on my laptop. 


I didn’t see her for another five days. During that time I was turned away from three more police stations. At one a cop pulled a gun on me and told me to back away. I went to the television station WWSB, formerly WXLT, but no one there knew of any footage and at the end of my tour I found out it was a completely new building, far removed from the old WXLT station on Lawton Drive. I went to the old building. It looked abandoned, a vacant lot, an old man standing up against the front door with a cigarette in his mouth. There was no indication of WXLT anywhere on the building. 


I went up to the old man and said, “This used to be WXLT, correct?” 


He observed me coolly, drew his cig out of his mouth and blew smoke in my face. I coughed. 


“What’s it to you,” he said. 


“I’m a reporter doing a report on old buildings in Florida.”


“Used to be a TV station, sure,” the old man said without looking at me. “It’s a club now.”


“You mean a nightclub?”


“Yeah, that. The kids come, get drunk, come some more, get even more drunk. That kind of thing.”


“But this is an historic building,” I said.


The old man heeled his cigarette out on the asphalt. He looked up at the building, the sky. “What’s so historic about it?”


I went to the malls and walked around. Many people I stopped to ask if they knew of Christine Chubbuck. Most didn’t. One man said, “Did she win the lottery or something?” Another woman said, “Did I miss her last night? Was she supposed to be on the show?” I left without buying anything.


In the parking lot under the white wet heat I stopped a kid on a skateboard. 


“Sure I heard of her,” the kid said. “She’s just some suburban myth.”


“What?”


“She’s not real, man.”


“But it’s all over the Internet. There was a fifteen minute special on television. What happened that day. Her picture.”


“So? Doesn’t make it real.”


I lurched at the kid, my arms outstretched. He fell backwards off his skateboard and landed against the vehicle parked behind him. I was on him then, my fists working like jackhammers. I struck and struck and struck and held, but the kid kneed me in the thigh, a sensitive spot for me, and I let go. I was bent over attending to my wound when my head burst to feel as if it had just been dropped from a thousand feet to land smack in the middle of a parking lot. I fell to my knees. The side of my face felt wet and exposed. 


The kid stood over me holding his skateboard aloft. Snot was hanging out of his nose, his eyes were squinted and scared. “I was just kidding jackass of course she’s real,” he cried. “Christ man can’t you take a joke?”


One moment he eclipsed the sun, the next he was gone and I was blinded. 


Back at the hotel I was treated by the sous chef. 


“You have a concussion,” he said. 


“Impossible. I don’t feel like I have a concussion.”


“That’s the sign of a concussion. I should know. I was in ‘Nam. You should really go to the hospital.”


I went to my room and laid down with a cold compress against my head. The room was cold too. I had to make a decision. My flight was the next day but I wasn’t ready. I was banged up pretty bad and what’s more I hadn’t yet found the footage. 


I called the airline and asked them to reschedule my flight. 


“When would you like to reschedule it for?”



“How about…um, I really don’t know right now. I guess just cancel it.”


“You don’t want to reschedule?”


“Not right now. I’ll think about it.”


After securing the cancellation I fell asleep. When I woke up I heard the sound of water running in the bathroom and a woman singing. 

“Killing me softly with his song…killing me softly…with his song killing me softly…”

I sat up but had to take a moment because of the pain in my head. After the pain had diminished enough for me to move I got up off the bed and shuffled toward the bathroom. 

“Killing me softly…”

She sounded younger, not raspy anymore, like a young girl. I opened the bathroom door to peek in. Steam fogged the mirror. She was in the shower but I couldn’t see her completely because of the mist and the semi-opaque shower screen. I saw her form, though, and the healthy pink of her skin. 

The gun rested on the sink. Next to the gun were the bullets and her handbag. I reached into the bag and pulled out a puppet, a frog. Its hollow eyes stared at me as if I knew a secret. She was humming the song now. 

“Mom,” she said. She sounded as if she’d been crying. “Mom?”

I put the frog puppet back in the handbag. 

“Mom, I’m coming out. I’ll be gone soon. Mom?”

She was fond of wordplay and puns: the Internet.

I retreated from the bathroom and shut the door behind me. I laid back on the bed and waited for her to come out and talk to me. She did not appear. I waited for hours before again falling asleep. 

So many days passed I could no longer tell if it was a Monday, a Tuesday, a Thursday. In all that time I kept to the hotel. I stayed by the pool. I ordered room service for each meal. I watched a lot of television and in even the individual pixels on the screen I could see her face. 

  I woke up. It was night again and she was standing over my bed. The blood was back. It was on her hands and in her hair. 


“Chris,” I whispered. 


Her face dropped toward mine. For a moment I saw her eyes glow and I thought she was going to kiss me. Instead she took my hand and led me from the bed and out of the room. I no longer felt cold and the pain in my head was gone. 


Outside the night air felt like a toad’s tongue against my skin. What trees there were sagged like props on a puppet stage. 


We remained holding hands the entire time we walked. Most of the houses we passed were lit with people in the windows but nobody seemed to notice us. I squeezed Chris’s hand and drew her closer to me. 


“It’s balmy out,” I said. 


“And palmy,” she said. 


I smiled. I got it. The palm trees, her palm against my own. I got her. 

I said, “Nowadays, you know, it’s okay to be 29 and single. It’s okay to be 30 and alone.”


She said nothing, face-forward. 


“I’m just saying. So many women now—men and women—are waiting until they’re past 30 to get married, have children….”


She let go of my hand and stopped. Turning toward me she smiled and put her index finger to the back of her head, the same spot all those years ago. Still smiling she pulled the trigger. 


I turned away. We were on the beach now. Behind us were the houses of Siesta Key. One of those houses had been her family’s the day she shot herself. She’d driven from there to the station in her yellow VW bug. Perhaps we’d passed her house on the way to the beach tonight. I wanted to know which one it was. I was afraid I would never know. 


She was taking her clothes off. I watched her. When she was done she stood before me naked. Her skin was pale, as if the reports of her having a tan on the day she shot herself were false. 


“I’ve never done this before,” she said and started for the water. 


“I haven’t either,” I lied. Soon my clothes were off too and I was wading into the ocean. We met each other far out. 


“I love the water,” she said. 


“It’s really warm,” I said. 


“I love the water,” she repeated. 


She ducked under. She was gone for some time. When at last she surfaced her mouth was full and she spat directly in my face. 


“Hey!” I said. 


“And now,” she said, her voice taking on a hard edge, “in keeping with Channel 40’s policy—”


“Don’t say it.”


“—of bringing you the latest in blood and guts—”


“Don’t say it!”


“—and in living color, you are going to see another first—an attempted suicide.”


I dove deep to drown out even the memory of her voice. But when it was time to strike for the surface I found I couldn’t. I was pinned, sinking. I struggled against a great force. It couldn’t be Chris, not Chris, I thought. And still I struggled. At last I could hold my breath no longer and so I released, gave in. I saw a burst like the sun on a screen and all went black. 


I didn’t expect to ever wake up again yet there I was, waking up on my bed back in the hotel room. It felt like early morning, before dawn. The clocks had gone cold. 


Christine Chubbuck sat in a chair across from me wearing the same dress in which she’d died. Her legs were crossed, her face expressionless. She held a burnable DVD in a slender store-bought jewel case. This she placed at my feet. 


“Is this…”


She nodded.


“Many people are going to be happy because of this,” I said. 


She smiled, stood up and drew back from the bed. I snagged the DVD and when I looked to Chris to thank her again she was gone. The chair was back in its original position under the desk. 


The edges of the curtains glowed a somber orange. I turned on my laptop and sat up in bed. Popped in the DVD. Immediately I saw what I’d been searching for, color, sound and everything. She was on the screen, in the newsroom, the last morning of her life. It was the footage. As it neared the point where she pulls the gun out of her puppet handbag I switched off the sound and closed my eyes. It had been enough. I’d already seen it, and seen it, and seen it, and seen it. 


When sufficient time had passed I opened my eyes. The footage was a blank blue. I took out the DVD, set it back in its case and slid the item into a media-mail envelope I’d found on the nightstand. I jotted down a quick note on a piece of scrap paper and slipped that in with the DVD. The envelope was addressed to an agent I’d worked for long ago in Beverly Hills. The note read



Dear Rick,




As promised------


Then I sealed the envelope and placed it on top of my wallet so I wouldn’t forget. I went back to my computer. I got online. I searched for other names, other faces. I waited for the check to clear. 

Alan Lindsay

The Great Blue Heron

In the eye of the heron

on the bridgerail so close to the car

we could almost disturb with our hands his circle

of awareness we are

an object 

gliding harmlessly past

He wafts to the stream

where we soak in the ice of the mountain

And I stare at the eye not staring at me

And he sees 

nothing—

a scrap of motion

Dead, he seems to me. 

Dead in his eye,

a machine—

neither food nor threat

we do not exist

for this unflappable bird.

grey on the edge of all this commotion

grey on the rocks beside the black trees

close almost close enough 

to touch

shadow enough to be 

invisible

finds nothing, launches

his great grey bulk, shark of the air—why should he seem so graceful—his 

enormous wings, silent as his eye, raise him 

above, just above, our heads, and carry him, a line 

drawn down the center of the stream, around 

the corner 

out of sight

of the dozens floating, dozens splashing, 

one woman bent forward on strong stalks

washing her long blonde hair.

S.D. Dillon

October 

1.  Blue-gray,

the air is syrup.

Lungs saturate.

2.

Feels more like May:

the chipmunks are confused, unsure

whether to fuck or sleep.

3.

Acorns drop from a wax paper sky.

A bare branch here.

One there.

4.

Trees wave at each other from a midmorning rain.

5.

The crumbs in the toaster,

chestnuts, and ethanol.

A cat, curled on the sidewalk.

Amy Wray Irish

Lady of the Moths

A winged blanket

Carpets her path

Like rose petals.

He sweeps away dust-dry

Bodies they leave

As offerings.

A monsoon of dark,

Breathy wings 

Pour against the glass.

He blackens windows

Snuffs light

Forbids turning moons. 

Luminescence beckons

From beneath

Her pale-white skin.

He sleeps shadow-side

Dreaming dark

As an eclipse.

Feather-light they find 

Her crescent ear

Thrumming their message within.

Moth-dust outline

Of her cocoon body—

He wakes alone.

Talking About Yourself

You imagine:

Ripped from the sea. Separation 

Shock.  Hands—foreign, fierce—grip you

Vise-tight.  Twist.  The exoskeletal

Crack reveals the meat within.

Yet remember:

Boundless, smothering, silence 

At water’s bottom.  Voice 

And breath compressed, struggling 

For the surface.  Stifled.  Still.  

Now, allow: 

That hard, unyielding ridge—your ribs—

To slowly give.  The supposed cage 

Not closed.  Just interlaced and waiting, 

A bone-nest cradling your heart.

Yes, feel:

This Aphrodite organ rising, releasing

Your body.  Open oyster shell 

Exposing all.  Beating and bleeding

Brine and bile, until you step free, wash this clean—

Your words, your poems, your pearl
Amy Faith De Betta

The Greater East Albuquerque Co-Prosperity Sphere

   107 Pueblo Villa Apartments on the east side of Albuquerque and we’re in what’s technically Evie’s apartment, though she’s rarely there and when she is, it’s usually to restock a red patent leather hobo bag that reads “vulgar” in gothic lettering.  No, she’s not a Goth as they are drinkers, usually Vodka, and Evie’s taste always leans toward Fiorinal with Codeine plus the occasional B&C powdered aspirin to keep the high just a few minutes longer.  If she drinks, and every so often she does, it practically guarantees grand mal seizures.  Sometimes she just gets the “break through” seizures and occasionally wakes up in a parking lot with that sort of tired that you have after a 9 day Meth spree and have finally woken to find you have no more cash to wake the hell up again.  Generally, the place is a shit hole with little worth mentioning aside from the fact that she keeps the linoleum as clean as possible.  The linoleum, I might mention, is coming up and bending in spots.

   Pots and pans from Goodwill, usually clean as they can be considering the rust and burn marks on the bottoms, line the counters and though she’s been living there for 16 months, she hasn’t gotten around to buying a shower curtain.  She’s been known to soak in the tub fully clothed on 4 or 5 Fiorinal, submersing her entire body, head included, beneath the scalding water.  It’s almost beautiful, her blue-black hair swimming around her jaw line, her grey eyes blinking back at you.  I’ve been known to bring a bottle in and sit on the toilet, amazed at how long she can stay under there, occasionally a few bubbles rising from her soft lips, always painted deep red; the dog with the ever changing name patiently lying on the navy blue bathroom rug just beside the basin.

   And this is where I’m at, and I have no idea how much time has elapsed, which is unfortunate as I have 6 more legitimate deliveries to make by 6 pm and the truck is likely still running.  But there she is, sunk…. And her hands float to the surface, weightless, more of a white than her tinged blue face and I stare into the water and into her hair and I’m in 1942 at Midway.  I’m standing uselessly in the background as the guys in the foreground listen to these Japanese radio transmissions over and over and over always mentioning “AF.”  And those four months of listening to these transmissions pass in maybe seconds.    

   “It’s code for Midway,” this soldier says.  “I know it is… we have to send a transmission… a false transmission to see if the Japs respond to it,” Then he slowly reports into the transmitter, “We’re low on fresh water.”

   And the men are still.  Everyone listening for a Japanese transmission reporting that “AF” is low on fresh water.  And when it comes, the transmission, that is… no one knows whether to applaud, having cracked the cipher, or just collapse.  Finally, the fucking randomness has been decoded. We have to defend Midway, not just for the sake of Midway but for Hawaii, for California….

   Then all these reports make sense.  These bastards are going to annihilate our Pacific fleet in the Midway Isles, render us impotent.  We’d just lost 11 ships and three air craft carriers at Pearl Harbor, we had nothing to spare, so the only thing to do is find a spot to park our asses so we can defeat them before their attack.  All we know for sure is that we have to get the carriers out of Midway.  

   Then there are discussions on latitudes and longitudes just flashing by inside my skull until we decide on Point Luck.  We’ll attack from there, we’re onto them.  They’ll never take out our last 4 carriers; only one of our four carriers is being refit in San Diego, so in truth we’ve only got three to send to battle their four.  Their planes so much more advanced, they’ve got the Japanese Zeros and we’ve only got Torpedo Bombers that have to fly low and slow in order to hit their targets.  I mean these Zeros climb higher and dive deeper.  The Japanese got pilots who have actually been tested.

   Maybe Evie moves her hand and there I am, at Point Luck but I’m not there, I’m just watching.  I’m not a soldier, I’m not some integral part, I’m just bearing witness to the most decisive 5 minutes in the history of naval warfare, as they say.     

   I think Evie releases a few bubbles of air from her mouth and I start telling her, “This was the first naval battle in which neither side ever saw one another.  If Japan could just sink our carriers, machine gun our Dive Bombers, they’d be able to move into the Indies, occupy the Philippines, China… fuck, Evie, and maybe even Australia. 

   I shift my body so that I’m sideways on the toilet and light up a cigarette.  The dog sneezes and I lean closer over the tub, swirl a finger in the water which is about a centimeter from overflowing.

   “So we’re sitting there, the carriers, at Point Luck and both sides have sent out scout planes looking for one another’s carriers, and here’s the incredible part, Evie… When the planes take off they shoot out in this formation like the spokes on a rake, but this one Japanese plane, it has mechanical problems so it can’t take off and this was the exact plane that would have flown right over our ships.  Now everything’s happening at once and Japanese planes have headed to Midway shooting down all our planes that are protecting it, so we finally get word back from one of our scouts and we launch a strike at the Japanese fleet, but the Japanese fighters are too good and our Bombers go down.  

    These men, Eve, they’re piloting these piece of shit Bombers and they know the chance of accurately finding the target is fucked up enough, but the chance of ever getting back to their carriers is next to nothing.  Sometimes they just run out of fuel and drop out of the sky but they get in the planes anyway because they have to defend Midway.  Knowing full well that they’ll more likely than not die….”

   The dog gets up, looks into the bath quite calmly and takes a drink.  I think Evie smiles, blinking back up at the tongue lapping at the water.

   “Meanwhile the Japanese fleets have located our fleet and they’ve sent planes to bomb our carriers, they hit the USS York Town and it sustains heavy damages just as this American craft called ‘Enterprise’ has gotten the update and launches it all.  Listen to this,” I tell her, and she’s blinking up at me.  “The Japs decide to bomb Midway again so they’re preparing for a land strike, which means the men are all over the decks and so is the live armament.  It’s chaos.  And the American Dive Bombers have gotten separated from the Torpedo Bombers and they fly past their maximum combat radius.  Maybe 24 different pilots know they’re fucked out there and they are; they fall into the sea… but still, the Dive Bombers press on and find the Japanese fleet.   So in the middle of all this a few Torpedo   Bombers are reaching the Japanese fleet which diverts their Zeros.  The Torpedo Bombers below are getting massacred but our Enterprise Dive Bombers are above all this action.

   And these are the five minutes.  Those five in which the Japanese are scrambling on deck unprepared for air warfare and their Zeros have all descended to kill our piece of shit Torpedo Bombers but  there’s all this flammable shit on the Japanese flight decks when our Dive Bombers attack the four carriers and sink 3 of them… in just five fucking minutes.  The next day,” I tell her as I pop open a can of Pabst, “The USS Hornet finds the fourth on route back to Japan and sinks it.”  I say, blowing smoke out as she rises from the bath.  “And you know who we’d be in all of that?”

   “All of what?” she asks, tilting her head and waiting for her ear to pop.

   “We’d be the ship being refit.  The one that had a claim in all of it, but just couldn’t be there to make history.”

   “Hand me a towel?” she says, her soaking clothes rising from the steam.

   “What’s that like anyway?”   

   “Like making the colors more vivid, but making the light a little dimmer… all at once.”

   “Not the pills.  The tub.”

   ”The mistake,” she says, ignoring me entirely, “Is in thinking that they’ll make the situation any better.  That’s just 180 degrees of wrong. It’s all shit, I mean, I know that, I do.  The money I spend on this shit is the same money not paying my bills; the money isn’t saving one of those Christian Children Fund kids with the flies on their eyes or retiring my parents in some fucking Florida condo.  I’m flying in a holding pattern, Johnny-Cat.  When are we going to Mexico again?”  She asks, peeling her dress off, finding the zipper caught, kicking off her pumps…. Giving up on the dress and pulling the stockings down her legs one at a time.   

   “Oh, and fuck me, you know who’s getting married?  Oh.  You don’t even know her.  Fuck it.  But she’s getting married and she calls… like sending me a fucking “Keep the Date” magnet wasn’t enough to piss me off.  She calls and leaves these long dreary messages about job promotions, ugly looking newborns, like I want to think about her afterbirth, new houses, self cleaning ovens, fixed mortgage rates, Volvos…. Whatever, then I need 2 or 3 more pills just to ignore the fact that I have a low paying job and literally no desire for advancement.  I can always find a reason,” she laughs, walking out of the bathroom dripping all over the torn up grey carpet and suddenly bending down to kiss her dog on the head. “There will never be a shortage of just one thing:  the reason to get more, so there will always be a shortage of pills. Tell me ‘Mexico,’ J.C.  Say ‘Mexico.’  Let’s just fucking go back already.”

   “How many empties do you have?” I ask, stepping out into the hallway, the carpet sloshing under my sneakers.

   I follow her to the kitchen where she opens a cabinet and the empty bottles ordered from the internet start falling out.  She must have 50.  Maybe more.  

   “Mexico,” I laugh.  “It’s time to put a trip together.  “Mind if I take a roll of toilet paper with me?   For Academy.” 

   “Please….” She smiles, her hair dripping on the carpet, water drops clinging, holding on tightly and finally falling from her eyelashes into the sand bar of her half on, half off, red dress.

   Just then Skunk slips through the front door, closes and swiftly bolts it, peers through the peep hole, squints, taps his knuckle on the frame enunciating each word, “Cannot be too careful, my friends.  I think maybe… maybe….” He says, moving to the front blinds, closing them and lifting a blade to peer through, “I am in fact being watched…. But if my calculations are correct, and I think they are….  I can now see he who is watching me.”

   “Who are you looking at?” Evie asks, moving back to the bathroom for a towel.

   “He’s not home.  Never mind.   Probably out getting surveillance equipment, the fucker.  Maybe parked in a van listening to your calls, mine too.  That’s why I have this,” he says, pulling back his green jacket to expose one of those change belts that they wear at one of those 1985 Arcade Game rooms for giving kids their change.  “They can’t wire themselves up to EVERY payphone. “

   “I don’t even answer the fucking phone, you know that.  Who?  Who the fuck are you even talking about?” Evie yells from the bathroom.

   “Seat yourself, Skunk. There’s nothing to watch, nothing to hear….  That’s what the Academy apartment is for.  For leaving a few blind spots. You just get a beer and talk about Roswell or something.”  As I unbolt the door and step outside, I turn back to tell him, “And if you can find the time in between trying to disprove the existence of chlorophyll and  pontificating on the Kennedy Assassination, get your empty bottles together.”  I hear the bolt turn maybe a millisecond after closing the door.  I know what you’re thinking.  This is just the sort of nuts that will bring us all down, but Skunk has his place in this troop, and he has the DSL, without which we never would have got the move on with the internet drugs.

   As for me, I have the job at Express Global Solutions, maybe the only delivery company in the state that doesn’t drug test.  I make the deliveries to the pre arranged addresses, I get the supposed signatures for the drugs I’m delivering to myself, but I’m getting ahead of myself right now and I have more deliveries to make to actual living, breathing people who need their QVC orders.  Tomorrow I should be signing for 9 deliveries and I actually have to drive them as Express Global always checks the mileage on the vans.  This is just one of the few technicalities for which there is no overcoming.  I had hopes of seeing Belle at Evie’s, but she’s obviously not back from work yet, which is unfortunate as I wanted to buy a couple of clean tee shirts off her.  She always makes her best hauls on Fridays.

   “Open the fuckin’ door!”  I’m yelling, dropping a brand new ABS dress on the pavement as I bang.  I see Holloway peep through the blinds and not one second later the bolt turns and he opens the door sharply, looking me up and down like he hasn’t seen me ten thousand times before.  “A hand, please, jackass.”  I suggest, stepping into Evie’s darkened apartment. 

   “It’s you, it’s you,” he muttering.  “It’s only Belle,” he yells out to Evie, who’s likely changing her clothes as she does this ten times a day.  When I stand next to her it looks like the fucking evolutionary chain.  She figures she’s fat but it’s what most men would call voluptuous, maybe an extra 12 pounds if that, it’s mostly in her tits anyway.  

   As for me, I’m just over five feet tall and weighing in around 160 give a pound or twenty.  I met her about three years ago in the department store where I do security and as she passes me, this gorgeous thing in bobby pins and pumps, she says, “Your hair is beautiful.  Great color.” And just keeps walking like I’m the sort that gets a compliment from anyone but my own mother.  I mean for chrissakes, I’m wearing a grey security jumpsuit and a pair of sneakers.  I start casually strolling, keeping her in view and find her fixated on a pair of Joan and David stiletto boots.  

   Now I’ve been doing security for almost eight years now and she seems like the type who’d slide a little something into her hobo bag but at the same time I’m thinking about my hair.  I do use expensive hair products and take fairly regular trips for this dye job and nobody ever mentioned it before so there’s this… appreciation for her.  She’s standing there, and suddenly snaps back into reality, takes a pill from her bag, a bottle of water from down in there and puts it to her mouth.  And just like that, I know.  She’s persona non grata too. 

   So three years later I’m walking into her apartment, like I do every day, and though no, I don’t have my name on the lease, I spend more time here than any where else.  “Dog’s name?”  I yell out, setting the goods on the couch, spreading the dress across the kitchen table and dropping the bag of purses, wallets, cufflinks, batteries and the rest of the shit on the floor.  

   “Mr. Farty Bottoms!”  She excitedly yells back.  “The license came today!”

   “This is ridiculous.  You’re confusing the animal,” Skunk states, “You are confusing the animal and besides the name-changing shit, isn’t it a girl?”  He yells over his shoulder to Evie.  He’s always yelling, always upset about something.  Whenever I’m around him I feel like three Vicodins.  I take them for my back.  I get a luke warm glass of water from the kitchen and ask, “So. What’s going on?”

   “Death Pool,” Skunk says, pulling up his sleeves like shits about to get important.  “It’s that time again, kids.  I say this year we up the anti to say…. 50 bucks a dead celebrity, or half a prescription.  Maybe… a third a prescription.  And I hope you have some good ones ‘cause I have Herve Villachez.  Midgets don’t last long, you know.”

   Evie walks out in a mint green robe with her hair all wet and smelling like apples.  Says, “Death pool?  I’m so in.  Wait, lemme just get my purse….”

   “Yes, do get your purse,” Skunk says in that long drawn out dramatic sort of way he’s pretty much mastered, “You owe me $98.50.  Ta-dah!” he yells, pulling out a Palace Pharmacy bag from his coat.

   Evie snatches it in delight and tears the bag open saying, “98 fucking 50?  The fucking co-pay was $15.  I don’t owe you a hundred anything.”   She starts shaking the bottle before popping the lid and rationing herself 3 white perforated pills.

    “I had to take three cabs just to be sure.  Plus the tips.  I’m not cheap,” he says, moving back to the window.  “You can judge a man’s character by the nature of the tip itself.  But I lost him, I think.”

   Evie stares at me with her eye brow furrowed, the left brow suspended high as she fills a pan with tap water and swallows the pills using it as the chalice.  For a moment her face disappears behind the pan, but the moment the pills are swallowed she reveals the same disgruntled expression.  “You already stole ten, maybe twelve,” she says, shaking the bottle again. That’s like… $15.00 right there, you paranoid asshole.”

   “Stole is a strong word.  It’s paying forward, Evie.  Paying forward.”

   “For what?”

   “For the pack of smokes you’re going to scrub off me.  Yeah, yeah.  I know. You quit.”

   “I think she should get another $50 off that for cleaning the dry golden shower you repeatedly leave on the bowl,” I announce, to which Skunk has no reaction.

   “You just have to trust me on this, dear.” He says, fixated on passing cars or passing squirrels, you never know with him.  “He gave me the look.”

   “Who?” I ask, lighting up a Doral.

   “The clerk, the pharmacy technician.  He had the look.”

   “That’s bullshit, Evie says, rinsing the pan out.  “You’d know the look if you received it. I’ve given the look.  I used to work in a pharmacy, started when I was… 15…. No, 14 years old.  I worked for this mom and pop pharmacy for a long while till I was in college and then I started working part time at this chain pharmacy, way more serious, cameras and inventory and everything.  The works.  The FDA stopping by checking expiration dates.  Serious sort of shit, and when we got a script that was from a pad reported tampered with or stolen or whatever, the pharmacists fucking existed for it….  They’d call the police, practically set up a sting operation with a SWAT team.  They’d talk about it all day, not even take their lunch breaks just so they could be there when the poor sonuvabitch showed up to claim his Methadone or whatever.  We were supposed to fill it like normal and hand it across the counter, take his money and let him walk out the door where helicopters or a news crew or whatever were waiting to arrest him.”  She explains, popping the top off a Pabst and giving me the proverbial nod to grab one.  I go into the fridge where there’s literally nothing but beer and those little packets you get from the Chinese food take out, the duck sauce and that kind of shit.  

   “I just couldn’t do it.  So when the mother of eight or the sweaty guy would show up to pick up his script, the moment I spotted him I’d lift my brow, move my hand like this,” she says, doing the universal sign for ‘cut off’, and every time… without fail, he’d turn around and walk.  No questions, no demands, no haggle… he’d just walk.  You know when you get the look.  You know when a perfect stranger is giving you the out, telling you that you’re siphoning from a dry well.”  

   “If what you say is true,” Skunk says, “Then why aren’t you still working at a pharmacy?”

   “You know what those places pay?  You need a fucking ‘Pharmacy Tech’ license now, meaning you take a year long course to figure out how to type the word ‘penicillin’ then you make eight bucks an hour while paying off the $18,000 student loan.  Fucking nonsense.”

   “I don’t get you.  You’d make a hundred grand a year skimming.” I say, ashing my smoke in Skunk’s discarded baseball cap.

   “No, no, see now you pour the pills into these computerized counters mounted on the wall.  You don’t even count anymore.  We used to use the pharmaceutical trays and the spatula looking thing to count, so you could count just a few more than was actually prescribed, then when you’d tilt it to put it in the vial, you’d make like you’d misjudged the size vial to use and the overflow would accidentally fall into your smock sleeve.  You’d look all exasperated and then get a bigger vial.  Pretty easy.  Plus, the cameras.  Fuck, I mean, there were NO cameras at the first pharmacy I worked at.  But at the chain store, there were two, so I made friends with the assistant manager and saw the room where he counted out the cash so I could see just where the pharmacy cameras were pointed.  While he was busy skimming cash, and he made no secret of it, I was putting entire bottles of Hydrocodone into my smock pockets.  Those were the fucking days,” she says.

   The three of us just silently stare off into the distance for a moment, envisioning the beauty of it all.  Then she comes around the partition and sees the dress on the table.  Practically buckles at the knees.  I don’t know if it was the pills or the actual dress but she melts.  Tears well up in her eyes and she places her hand just over the red velvet bodice and suspends it there as if it’s too precious to touch. 

   “Belle,” she whispers.  “This is… holy shit.  Are you serious?”

   “I could use a carton,” I tell her.  So yeah, I’m selling myself short on this one.  It’s a $400 Allen B. Schwartz dress, king of the Dior knock-offs, but when I caught the 16 year old trying to make off with it, it burned me.  I had to talk myself out of calling the police.  An ABS on a kid?  My mother’s eating government cheese and cleaning toilets when she should be sitting on a raft, floating in one of those in ground pools with a fucking cocktail, and this brat wants a $400 dress?  “Try it on, I tell her.  See if it even fits.”

   “I’ll make it fit,” she whispers, transfixed on it, pulling it into her arms and walking out of the room with it.

   “$98.50!” Skunk yells.

   A quiet and disinterested “You’ll get it on Thursday,” floats back through the hallway.

   “Death pool,” Skunk says, “Whatcha got for me, Ysabelle?  Playing your hand on Ricky Schroeder for the third fucking year in a row?”   

   I take a sip and let out a burp, blow it to the side and say, ‘No.  This year, my long shot is Corey Haim.  My sure thing is Bob Barker.  I give him till Wednesday the latest.”

   “You’d think with all these Indian Casinos you frequent you’d be better at the gamble,” he says, once again confusing me with an American Indian.  This is what he does.  Chastises.  Bores.  Acts like he has some sort of prospects when his resume includes making balloon animals for kiddie parties and selling overpriced turquoise jewelry from the kiosk at the ABQ Airport. 

   “Oh!”  Eve says, looking at me and scrambles back to the bathroom for the facial wax.  She took a few semesters of cosmetology in high school and once told me that in their class, they had the opportunity to sign up to pretty up cadavers for three weeks. 

   “Derma blend,” she’d said, “That shit is spackle and not even that can make a dead person look alive.  A bit of advice, here: go with a closed casket otherwise you risk some high 18 year old painting your corpse.”

   “Wait… what about the eyes?”  I’d asked.  “How do you do the eyes; I mean, aren’t they… rotting… turning to liquid?”

   “Oh yeah, absolutely, the eye ball is mostly water, but they use what are called eye cups… plastic rounded molds that they push under the lid so you don’t look all sunken.”

   “That’s… appalling,” I’d told her.  “This is disgusting.  You actually stomached this?”

   “It didn’t bother me.  You know what else?”

   “I doubt I do.”

   “Jeopardy fact.  In the 1700s they used to bury the dead with a string attached to a pole pitched on the surface of the grave with a little bell attached to the end of it.”

   “Don’t, don’t say it.”

   “Yeah.  For real.  That’s why they called the cemetery workers ‘Caretakers.’  Their job was to listen for the bell for 4 days and then remove it entirely cause if they weren’t dead by then, they were definitely dead by then.” She’d smiled.

   “Let Farty Bottoms out!”  She yells from the hall and as I get up to open the door for the dog, Skunk trips out on me.

   “That fucking dog!  No!  Do not let that animal out!  If that fucking thing shits on my walkway again….”

    I, of course, let the dog out who’s dark red hair turns to orange in the sunlight and watch it head down the steps directly toward Skunk’s doorway.  And no, that dog shit smell lingering in the still hot air is not why we call him Skunk.  His hair went white in his early twenties and he’s been using this matte colored shoe polish dye on it ever since, only he’s not that good with the upkeep of his roots.  

   “You have no way of proving it’s that dog that shits on your doorway, Skunk.  I can think of at least a dozen people who would gladly take a shit at your doorway for a mere pack of Dorals.”

   “Fuck.  Fuck.  I swear to God when I prove it’s that animal intentionally shitting up my castle,” he stammers, then mumbles to himself, ”I’ll have to CSI that.  Swab that animal’s mouth, collect fecal matter.  Sue.”

   Eve comes to the table with her utensils and throws the tray of wax in the microwave.

   “Tell me you’re not going to wax her fucking chin right here with me trying to swallow my own spit.”

   “You’re the one with one eyebrow, Skunk. Ever think of seeking help for that?” I ask him, feeling for the rolling papers in my pocket.

   ‘That’s because I have the ‘y’ chromosome, much like you.”

   “Fuck you.”

    “You couldn’t afford my high dollar dick,” he mumbles, opening his laptop and messing around with it. He steals the internet connection from one of her neighbors whenever he’s here.  At Academy, the place has all that sort of thing set up already.      

    “Make yourself useful and look out the blinds.  See if the guy above my apartment is looking in here.”

   “Who would be looking in here?”  I stupidly ask, taking the baggy out of my bra.

    Skunk snorts a small packet of Meth and shakes his head quickly like he’s nodding ‘no’.  His eyes widen, and this is where it always gets good because when he’s tweeking he has this sort of allergy to loud noises, only he’s the loudest person in any room so he’ll be getting frustrated, yelling, and scratching like he has fleas.  Then when he stops talking, he stops scratching.  It never fails to entertain.

   “The bastard.  The BASTARD!  This sketchy lookin’ fucker just moved in above me.  Shut your pie hole, Eve,” he yells at the kitchen like he’s able to hear her lips parting ready to say something.  He pulls out a chair hard across the linoleum and sits down to tell his story while vigorously scratching his balls like he suddenly has a lively moth infestation down there.  

   “You… you just marred the linoleum,” Eve says.  “He marred it….”

   “He doesn’t own anything.  He’s been there 3 weeks now and I’ve barely seen him come in with a grocery bag let alone a bed.  At first, I’m standing out here, I’m looking, I’m thinking, ‘Self, he simply has not moved his possessions in yet.’  But now, 3, no 4 weeks later, he has a fucking torch lamp with a bright pink bulb in it like he got lost on his way to Amsterdam and a kitchen table with no chairs.  And a laptop.”

   “Are you going to buff that black line out of the floor now?” Eve asks, bringing the facial wax over and spreading a huge dollop across my chin and then carefully over my upper lip.

   “He has a laptop and he sits there on the floor with it right in his lap, blinds wide open like he wants me to see this, and it’s not what you’re thinking.  No, he’s not looking at porn.  He’s looking at this dark screen, like DOS, and all I can surmise is that he’s a fucking NARC!”  Skunk yells, and then scratches his face leaving a red mark across his cheek.

   “Is he actually watching us?” Evie asks, gently tilting my head to the left and blowing on the hot wax.

   “Not that I can see but that’s what Narks do. You don’t see them watching, then BAM!” he rages, hitting his fist on the table and scratching his neck with the other hand.

   “You should take it easy.  Have some fucking Ginger ale or something.   It’ll settle you.” I tell him as I roll the weed into a perfect joint.

   “You’re right.  We should put on some sound and drown this conversation out.  Put this CD in, Belle,” he tells me, producing a Thelonious Monk CD from his inside pocket.

   “Why does he think I’m the maid?  ‘Cause I’m Mexican?”

   Evie laughs as I light up and inhale, hold, then choke, laughing with her.

   “Narks make friends, dear.  They infiltrate from within, and then comes the bam.” Evie points out, holding the skin on my face taught and getting a firm grip on the wax.

   “You’re right.  That makes perfect sense.  I better go knock on the door.”

   Evie laughs and asks, “Why would you do that?” before ripping the wax off my face.  She wouldn’t be entertaining this nonsense if she weren’t so high on the pills, but gets more talkative as they take effect.

   Skunk gets up, again, pushing the chair out too hard.  He puts on the baseball cap I’ve been ashing in and says, “In order to introduce myself.  To see if he wants to in fact ‘make friends.’  Do you have any pastry I can bring by?”

   “You just….  Fuck.  Look at the fucking linoleum.”

   “Fuck it, I’ll borrow a ladle or some shit.  This is big.  This is real big.”  He says, opening the door, then jerks back spooked by the dog that’s been standing there waiting to get back in out of the 110 degree weather. 

   “Les Nessman!” Evie yells at him as the door slams behind him. “The guy that played Les Nessman on WKRP in Cincinnati.  I’m death pooling him.”

   “Do you need a drink, baby doll?” she asks Farty Bottoms, and then rushes to the freezer to get ice water for the bowl.  “I have to find the good tweezers, Belle, wait there,” she says, again rushing out of the room in a whirlwind.  

   “So what’s really with the guy across the way?” I yell to her.

   “Names ‘Thomas.’  Not Tom.  Not Tommie.  He introduces himself to me as ‘Thomas.’  He’s taking computer classes at UNM.  Full time student, shit-ass broke. Wears a lot of plaid.  The type who soaks his naked hairy ass in the hot springs at the Hemmes.  Stands entirely too straight, and when I said hi, the dog goes up to him but apparently dogs petrify him so as you would expect, Mr. Farty Bottoms takes this as sign to growl, ‘cause seriously, what kind of an asshole doesn’t like a Red Heeler?  The guy lets out a shriek and tells me to get the dog off him, like he’s being mauled to death or something.  It was pathetic,” she says, rolling her eyes.  “She did roll a deuce on Skunk’s walk, didn’t she?” Evie yells back to me.

   I just start laughing.  There’s nothing better than Reservation pot.  Mexicans have nothing on this shit.  

   Ysabelle’s flipping the channels on the T.V. and fucking with the antennae.  She seems torn between Jim Baker selling his hardcover book for the mere donation of $100 or Divorce Court.  They make fun of me for not having even basic cable but there’s no point, I’m not here that much and seriously, Johnny-Cat is right.  They said we were Generation X and all we cared about was M-fucking-TV, like I’d pay for M-TV when I can pay for my only dose of solace left in a society that already appointed us to zero expectation.

   “Can I have a regular cigarette, Belle?” I yell out from the bathroom.  I’m moussing my hair and dumping all my cosmetics onto the bathroom counter.  It’s getting harder and harder not to actually look 34.

   “You quit.” She yells back.

   “I know that but you see I am actually a non-smoker who chooses to have a cigarette at this time.  There’s a difference.”  

   “I still have this shit on my upper lip.” She yells back.

    I race in to rip it off her face and she holds out a lit cigarette.  “Did you get the lucky pack?” I ask her, hesitating to take it.

   “The what?”

   “The lucky pack.  You know how some say ‘Smoking may be linked to lung cancer, emphysema… blah blah blah…. And the other one says something like ‘Smoking may cause birth defects in pregnant women?”  That ones the lucky pack, unless of course you happen to be pregnant, in which case you need that obscure one that says, “Cigarette smoke contains Carbon Monoxide,” which doesn’t mean a whole lot of anything really.”

   “Oh, well then ‘yeah,’ I did get the lucky pack.” She says leaning in for the lip rip. 

   “Ooh. That was a good one,” I say, studying her upper lip then trading her strip of wax for the cigarette.

   I have another Fioricet melting in my mouth, it’s a bitter taste that I really enjoy because p implies q and q is beauty.  Q makes me look prettier, makes me approachable, likable, desirable. Desirable to myself, even. 

   “Do you have a date?” Ysabelle asks.

   “I do… he’s a doctor.”

   “Bradley?”

   “Oh, hell no.  Lloyd.  Bradley had to go, we had medicinal differences.”

   “You better ease up or you’ll fall asleep,” she says, searching for her roach clip.

   “Yeah. Yeah.  You’re right.  You always have my best interest in mind, Belle.  I love you, sweetie,” I tell her, kissing her on the head, and I do.  She’s one of the best people I’ve ever known.  I generally dislike women, but she’s the exception. It’s like loving your grandmother with her.

   I’d had a seizure, out in my car, thank God, parked outside Dillard’s Department Store.  And when I came to, she was tapping on the window, and the first cohesive thought I had was, fuck, she called the ambulance, I’ll have an $800 ambulance bill and I’ll lose my driver’s license, too.  But she hadn’t.  She’d just waited.  Asked me if I was all right, said she wanted to make sure I got home all right.  Didn’t ask me about the epilepsy, helped me upstairs, laid me on the couch and asked if it was okay if she had a joint.  The next day she was gone but she left her cell phone number and said she’d really appreciate it if I just gave her private phone a ring and said I was okay.  When I didn’t call, cause honestly, I was embarrassed and planning never to go back to the mall again, she stops by in the evening with a Dillard’s’ bag.  It’s these fucking shoes I’d been looking at.

   “Here,” she says, I took them from a shoplifter.  “They probably aren’t even your size.  Can I come in and have a smoke? I just worked a ten hour shift.”  That was maybe three years ago and since then she’s brought us to all the places you couldn’t really pass through without knowing fluent Spanish.  She lends us validity on our trips to Mexico.  Other places too.  Like Chimayo.  

    For Reservation Smokes and facial waxing, an occasional dye job, maybe a case of Pabst, she brings me first dibs on the shit she steals from the shoplifters.  She lets them go, which I think is pretty cool of her.  What we don’t buy she puts on E-bay in a name registered under an identity I stole from the call center, then gave to Skunk so he could research it and set up the pay pal account with it and now she has a nominal second income which she gives to her mom anyway.  She’s not hurting anyone.  The name belongs to a 92 year old man in a retirement village who phones the call center to buy bras for the nurses.  A little fetish, maybe.  

   She goes back and forth with Skunk insulting the shit out of each other but she’s also the same person who bought his Milagros and put it in the earth in the basement of that Church in Chimayo.  She believes in that shit, she honestly does and I think it’s amazing that she believes in something that does not answer your prayers on contact.

   I’d never heard of Milagros before she gave me one.  They’re these little silver Mexican charms, cost maybe ten bucks a piece and you can get them in the form of just about any body part.  She bought a heart for me who also represents the soul and you’re supposed to carry them in your pockets, as a prayer to heal yourself.  She bought Skunk a human head and herself a torso, for her back.  In New Mexico, the best thing you can do with your Milagros is bring it to Chimayo, to bury it.  There are thousands more buried there, but that’s really not the story I want to tell.

   Back to the call center.  There are at least five major call centers in the Albuquerque area.  Half the time you go to place a catalogue order or argue about your cell phone charges you’re calling here where the land is cheap and the people work for minimum wage.  You offer medical and everyone’s so fucking grateful they barely complain that they can’t even afford long distance on their home phones.  I work for a clothing catalog along side maybe 400 other idiots who take forty to ninety calls a day pretending they are genuinely interested in your shopping agenda as well as your flu like symptoms or whatever the hell they need to discuss in order to establish what we call “rapport.”  We do this by simply asking you few “probing” questions like, “Are you shopping for a special occasion, or just for fun?”  Basically, it’s a delightful tone coming from a pissed off sales rep who secretly wishes you dead, has the ability to send your package to Peru, double bill your credit card and jot down your home phone, but mostly manages to just link your first purchase with an effective recommendation hence encouraging you to buy the bra that will look best beneath that $49.00 sweater that cost $3.23 to make and was likely someone else’s return anyway.  A simple “feature” and “benefit” of said recommendation tends to hook you in.

   The irony of the whole situation is that 4 out of 10 people are utter assholes to us.  Rude.  Curt.  Sometimes downright insulting and they’re unusually quick to forget that this person they just trespassed against does in fact have the name as it appears on their credit card, their address, phone number, e-mail address and uh-oh…  their credit card number with the accurate expiration date.  Most people are actually stupid enough to offer up the 3 digit security code on the back of the card, as if they weren’t already in imminent danger.          

    Of course, it’s not like one of us could just write down this info.  There are big black all seeing eyes everywhere and a security crew watching, panning in on moving pens trying to protect the consumer.  People have and do lose their jobs all the time for walking off with digits or social security numbers.  (The socials are taken when you stupidly open up a credit card account with us.)  Privacy is a myth.  It’s a disclosure statement.  If you think your orders and personal identity are confidential then you probably also think that no one will ever find all that porn on your hard drive should you die tomorrow.

   The one thing that the fraud department cannot account for is this: what about those of us with photographic memories?  Fuck the secret scraps of papers.  It’s all up here in my head and not even the pills can fog the recollection of the Amex number of a person I simply do not like.  And that’s where Skunk comes in handy, ‘cause I give him the identities and he runs the background checks.  Makes sure they’re good for a few internet purchases of narcotics or barbituates.  

   There’s very little you can’t get on the internet.  You know this by just seeing the odd e-mails and cookies that pop up when you’re browsing your favorite porn sites.  From Phetermine to Xanax, it’s all there for the taking, one stop shopping but it’s never cheap.  The only cheap is your co-pay, and you can only hit your insurance company up for a fix every 90 days or so, if you can get a doctor who’ll even prescribe.  That’s just counterproductive.  

   This is where Johnny-Cat takes over.  Sooner or later that order passes through Express Global Deliveries, but the signature has to match the name on the credit card, and the delivery address has to match the billing address on the credit card.  So he drives it to the correct block, signs for it, then actually drops it all off at 605 Academy at the end of the day.  Which is doubly ironic, as this is where the computer was that did the actual background checks.  And as for Belle, she makes it twice as sweet.  

   She was born and raised here in New Mexico, despite Skunk’s constant threats of deportation, but speaks Spanish and has family in Mexico.  She knows where the pharmacies are, navigates the route, talks to the Pharmacists and walks out with a bag of 400 pills of anything for literally one twentieth of what the internet company would have charged us.  So why don’t we just drive back over the boarder wearing big sunglasses and Hyatt Resort tees on?  One wrong move and the car is searched.   The dogs might smell the narcotics, obviously.  But there’s one sort of Narcotic pill you don’t do time for, and that’s the kind that’s in an actual prescription vial dispensed from an actual USA Pharmacy.  Hence, we save all the empty bottles and fill them to the brim with Mexican bought pills. Worst case scenario, we get some very dirty looks, change the plates on the car two miles in and keep driving home.

   Johnny-Cat calls this enterprising.  And when he’s not contemplating how little call for heroics there existed for our “Generation fucking X,” he’s basking in the glory of how well we made the technological system work for us.  “They called us slack asses when are only true fault was in having no historic opportunity to make heroes of ourselves.”  He thinks I can’t hear him, when I’m swimming in the tub.  He thinks I can’t him when he repeats over and over, “They underestimated us. They didn’t think we were capable of getting up off the couch.  Now who’s the fucking entrepreneur?  And, Evie, this is only going to get bigger.”

Shannon Berry
Sapphic Genealogies

Sudden is the story my family tells

startled language, short sentences, one-liners

no quiet voices whispering in cupboards and photographs.



Grandfather was a drunk.

Surprises like these you find over turkey and potatoes,

on a shopping trip for a bathing suit, while you wash and wax

the car, as you tie your shoes by the backdoor





I had to file for bankruptcy.

T-shirts and jeans, laundry and dishes become discourse,

rhythms for shock. You expect to learn the suicides, the adoptions

like vibrations coming from the epicenter, tsunamis in mid-ocean.



Grandma repaired fighter jets.

My brothers sometimes stare into shadows.

I catch them, eyes locked onto the patterns of leaves

repeated in the trees, in the sunlight and the green. I say:



We have secret cousins.

No motion; they have learned not to flinch. Hands are stuffed into

pockets, feet face a new direction, walk toward the door, over grocery 

bags on the kitchen floor where my mother holds Oreos over 



an empty shelf in the pantry.

Jessica Maich

The Poem of Everything

I have been trying to write a poem 

of you and me and every person so far...

 A poem of the shared sun 

Remember the Coliseum? 

Fill it with lions and the soon-to-be eaten. 

Same sun that day as today. 

and 

the different stars. Different clouds.  

Same, as yet, unstepped on moon 

the night the Coliseum opened.
It’s about this ride through space.

Our balloon in the sky ...my life...

your life.  Our bodies. 

Their private stories 

above and below the earth’s surface. 

In the poem are all the schoolhouses

on the prairie. Your fourth grade teacher.   

Mine. The person who invented fourth grade. 

Fourth grade itself. 

It’s the poem of where you are 

and where I’ve been. 

Of cars and buses

and chariots careening on one wheel.

It’s late trains and early waiting. 

The first line outside the first

cave doctor’s office.

Illnesses mounting 

over time. Treatments. Cures.

Fingers crossed as prayers.

In the poem is every book in Venezuela.  

The fourteenth book ever printed.  

The second printing press.  





The third.  

Boys who ran them.

Women who sewed their aprons.

It’s the poem of the non-apparent,

the missed, unnoticed, 

small thing.          

The moment 

after the ribbon’s been cut, 

champagne’s been drunk, 

boat’s long gone. 

The Best and Worst Parts of Me and You

We know each other very well, 

the best part of me and the pinched nerve of you.

The best part of me recognizes your high chair of injury

from my raised platform of justifiable contempt.

And the best part of me knows you are crusty with the dried blood of 

the blamed.  And the worst part of you knows I am fastened to one 

view of truth and wishes truth (as I own it) would explode in my hands

leaving me without a finger to point. And the best part of me knows 

the worst part of you has a broken wing and weeps for flight,

while the worst part of you walks away from my whispered admissions.

And the worst part of me lights a match and walks towards you pyre of self-pity.

And the best part of you is small and hidden to my worst part’s blind eye.

Though the best part of me sees your small shirt of childhood riddled with holes,

the worst part of me looks for a gun of higher calibration,

even though the best part of you and me knows 

that anger is a worm with teeth, eating its way out.

Cynthia Vander Ven

San Pietro in Vincoli

The narrow stairwell, the steps, the purse, abandonment of things unnecessary and pleasurable.  San Pietro in Vincoli at the top of the grey steps, the red purse, upright and intact, as though left behind quickly, thoughtlessly.  Or abandoned willfully, the shade of red distasteful, a rose out of season, blooming during the wrong hour, rising from its grey bed, grey leaves, handles like petals wilting in the summer heat.

He climbs to it, head bowed toward the object, observing—no, the observed—San Pietro rattling his chains.  A red purse, like a solitary bloom on the fifth step of twelve rising from Via di Eudossiana, a narrow stairwell with the familiar stench of urine, for those who missed the quick turn from the Via Cavour, the shorter route to the Piazza puddled around the bulk of the great Basilica.

The purse still holds its contents, the sides bulging with treasure, nothing missing, nothing strewn on the steps as though a thief had plundered it, casting aside what wasn’t needed or desired.  He imagines a woman coming down the worn steps from the mass, her prayers left with St. Peter.  She sits to rest, drawing a tissue from the red purse to dab at her forehead, her nose, her chin. 

Someone coming up the steps distracts her, tears her attention from the purse—stockings, the black, fishnet stockings of a young woman who pauses to light her slim cigarette.  A skirt so short she sees the woman’s panties, each cheek held like a turquoise fish in a black net, why do they wear them? she wonders and rises, strangely disturbed, something melting, that slow rush of adrenaline that makes her heart pound.  She runs from the handbag, the tissue wadded into her palm. Arriving home, she doesn’t notice she’s misplaced her red purse; she is busy looking at the face imprinted on her opened tissue, wondering if it is the face of God with lipstick, the Shroud of the Lady of St. Peter.

He glances furtively, as if he is the thief, or the one contemplating thievery, then steps past the red purse.  What is it to him; an abandoned container, a careless woman.          

Ann Elisabeth Palazzo

seeds of pomegranate

Other than hotel california warbled

into a mic, he didn’t have much english.

The japanese cowboy in the 

honky tonk bar in 
shinjuku.

Though he paid all night

and grabbed your wrist to say

‘remember me,’

that won’t happen.

You won’t remember a 
bruised sky in Encinatas, where
three chicas circle a beach bonfire

He said let’s be adults

I said oh fuck that and threw his adidas out the window

That’s right, girl, and how they cackle like

MacBeth’s witches

Or
The gobshite in Killarny

hands clubbed around a pint

who says “I’ll have me a puke’
and later confesses a fondness

for the television show “Cops”

Nor 
the Beijing silk traders

who grab at your ipod 

until you raise your big green

umbrella.  Relent and let them
listen to "Intergalactic" 

by the Beastie Boys 

then "Happy Birthday Mr. President"

which they will dig much more

you won’t remember 

the state you left

shape and sound of a yawn

the box where you never fit

the house you had to leave 

what was in the house

which couldn’t be heard once 

the front door closed

the supermen band aids

floating, floating

in the rearview mirror

are something you surely won’t 

                                                          remember.

Katie Hunter

Driving South

Days 5-7

are marked only by dust and bugs

exoskeletons of journal entries and receipts

the price of gas in four cities and a note

scribbled by the road—

hippy tires

hippy tires in Montana, or Wyoming,

or another deadly fast state pacing its rivers

with its roads, testing us on turns

the things I remember are bison

reeking and writhing across the Yellowstone river

buses full of church tour groups (mostly Baptist)

unloading to play chicken with wild elk 

us, sitting in the stopped car, anticipating

skewered sectarians, home on the range

you knew what I wanted, that those three days

we dropped out of Canada for the price of gas

so much cheaper in gallons than litres, that

I wanted to stand with you on the supervolcanoe

to stand on thin crust and watch Earth

her growing, her swelling and calcifying and melting

her sulfurous birth pains, the pooling of fluid that is

the exposed womb in ocean greens and rust


I would have layed down, made angels in Apache 

tears ground to path dust by a million sneakered feet

I would have pulled you down to feel the earth breathe

and if the great apocalypse of creation began our end

I would have smiled, surrounded again by my mothers

we stopped at the curve over the lake before terror

a deconstructed descent into the next state in the dark

we stopped, to feel the dustless wind and you saw me

you saw my blooming flesh, a blurring and softening 

a stretching of parchment skin over layers born burnt

and you said nothing

you, cool, with your slow heartbeat and bad circulation

your ice hand was a benediction, a memory of winter

no push, no lean, just touch

I unfurled my palm to confess the three small stones

embedded in my thieving hand, dirty but winking

crystallized afterbirth and still a quickening

and you shared your secret, drawn from a pocket

one small, smooth tear, almost shaped by a river

instead of fire, and we stood, silent

I wire-wrapped one Apache tear, the stone’s

white coating of fine dust a foil for slick, curled obsidian

I chained it around my neck, where it sways

its single point carving crescent blood moons into skin

starring me with bruises as I sleep

two others I likewise caged

in sterling silver so brightness would tarnish

would oxidize and blacken 

would seem like home to swaying basalt glass

I remember you left yours 

there, on the lip of a cliff

Kevin Hattrup

Wastin’ Libations (in key of conflagration)

These birds, before disorder’s bell is rung, control themselves

in blue white flames like grace. Squawking sky and shitruin ground.

Imagine tiring ocean, yawning to calm, blue-balled and burst,

acquiescent crestless mirror.

O ruinous time, Diana is dead, moon’s ocean floor

footprinted and they can not quit these lines of inquiry,

no soliloquy, no epilogue of fairer thoughts. Spine-bent

and fear-hunched, decompressed.

Ground-pecked out ruin, though thoughts/notes

pin-prick divinely, knit consciousness, piecemeal

river then needle eardrum mallet sternum

trill viscera: pulse limbs with quickening univox.

I explain dance with petty song and rude metrics.

Awaiting birdsong, humbled to cease:

Wine never even pressed, grape clustered to vine,

rusts and raisins in dark, due time.

You want libations, times a wasting, lord’s on vacation,

so kerosene tree limbs and fence, and post and vine.

One last bush-piss and flame and blade vineyard.

Skip song and vintage, task of time and muse

and feed fast on the pageantry of collapse.

Raising ash song of word, wine and hymn.

Burn forest and preempt libations.

Robert Archambeau 

Original illustrations restored by Sarah Conner

The Kafka Sutra

Introductory

In the beginning the Lord of Lords created men and women, and in the form of commandments in one hundred thousand chapters laid down rules for the proper governance of the Dharma, Artha, and Kama.  Those rules which treated of Dharma were disclosed by Swayambhu Manu; those governing Artha were compiled by Brihaspati; and those that referred to Kama were, such is the mystery of mysteries, expounded by Franz Kafka in one thousand parables. It is said he composed them on days following his return to Prague from Berlin, where he traveled to visit his fiance Felice Bauer.  On such days Max Brod would often find Kafka brooding over a small black notebook and the remains of his modest breakfast.  Kafka revealed the contents of the notebook only after unrelenting rib-jabbing and taunting by his friend, a service for which the literary world will forever be in Brod’s debt.

The original notebook being lost, the sutras were reproduced from notes and memory by Brod in abbreviated form in five hundred chapters.  This work was again lost, but not before being prepared for publication in an abridged form of one hundred and fifty chapters by that notoriously renegade Hasid, Bohdan ben-Zalman, a kettle-maker and publisher of erotica, curiosa, and illicit literature.   These one hundred and fifty chapters were then put together under seven heads or parts named severally:

     

     1. Sadharana (on general topics)

     2. Samprayogika (on rejected advances, etc.)

     3. Kanya Samprayuktaka (on advances not quite made

         in the first place)

     4. Bharyadhikarika (on rejection by one's wife)

     5. Paradika (on rejection by the wives of others)

     6. Vaisika (on fear of approaching courtesans, and the 

  
  memory of maternal injunctions regarding disease)

     7. Aupamishadika (on the application of useless ointments)

The few copies of ben-Zalman’s proofs having been variously suppressed, lost, destroyed,  found, thoughtlessly repaired, amended, corrupted, ignored, and otherwise removed from the historical record, we find only these few fragments of the Kafka Sutra survive.  They are here rendered into English for the first time, that we may partake of their wisdom and vision. 
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The Great Wall and the Tower of Babel

from the Bharyadhikarika

He is to attain, through weeks of restraint, desire such that a tumescence is achieved scarcely inferior to the unruined glory of the Tower of Babel and, as regards divine approval, not entirely at variance with that edifice.   He lies supine, that the monument of his desire towers above him.

She lies next to him, on her side, her back toward him, her curves and lavish limbs and silken surfaces forming in their long extension a Great Wall.  She begins, softly, to snore.

He sees now that the tower failed because it was bound to fail.
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An Imperial Message

from the Paradika
She is an empress and sends him a message from the divan where, after the luxury of her bath, she stretches the magnificence of her flesh to be powdered by a favorite handmaiden.  Her message, a summons of desire, is for him and him alone, her pathetic subject, a tiny shadow hidden at the farthest distance from her imperial sun.  She  orders her eunuch herald to kneel down beside the heat and delicate scent of her breast, and drawing him near strokes his shaved head with a hand whose soft tautness itself promises fulfillments undreamed of by even the most jaded rakes among the courtly aristocrats.  She whispers in the eunuch’s jeweled ear words that cause him, a veteran of many years service and witness to countless debauches of the court, to blush.  At her command the messenger whispers the message back to her, that she may confirm its accuracy.  The words bear such promise of pleasure that he trembles in memory of his lost manhood.  And there, in front of the attendant harem of handmaidens and silken ladies in waiting, she dispatches her herald with a commanding gesture of her bejeweled and opulent arm.

The messenger starts off at once, a powerfully built and tireless servant.   Eyes and jaw set in determination, he elbows his way through the crowd of nubile bodies.  Where he encounters resistance, he points to his breast, which bears the glittering sign of the imperial sun, and the crowd parts for him.  But the crush of bodies is immense; the imperial dwelling infinite.   If there were an open field, how he would fly along, and soon the intended would hear the pounding of his fist on the door.   But instead, look how futile are all his efforts, how vainly he wastes his burly strength. He is still forcing his way through the private rooms of the innermost palace.  Never will he win his way through.  And if he did manage that, nothing would have been achieved.   He would have to fight his way down the broad imperial steps, and, even if he managed to do that, still nothing would have been achieved, for the palace, which lies within the infinite city, has no end.

Out in the provinces the intended lies supine and contemplates with sorrow the Tower of Babel.
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Couriers

from the Kanya Samprayuktaka
He is offered the choice of becoming a husband or the lover of another man’s wife.  Men being as they are, he wants to be a lover, as do all the others.  Therefore there are only lovers hurrying around the world, near-rabid with ardor and bearing their secret letters of desire.  There being no husbands, though, there are no wives, so there is no one to receive  their amorous messages.  Secretly they would all like to put an end to this miserable way of life, but fear commitment.
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Parables

attributed to the Kanya Samprayuktaka
He complains that the words of the sutras are merely parables and of no use in real life:  “When the sage has written ‘there she is, go get her, they’re never happier than when they’ve got one up in ‘em, etc.’ the wise man does not mean that you should approach some actual hottie, but speaks of a philosophical Other, some transcendent object of ontological desire, something that the sage cannot designate any more precisely than we can.  I mean, he can’t actually help us at all.  All these parables really set out to say is that the ineffable is ineffable, and we knew that already.  But the aches of earthly desire: that’s something else entirely.”

She lies next to him, on her side, her back toward him, with her curves and lavish limbs and silken surfaces, and starts to snore.

[image: image5.wmf]
Before the Door

from the Vaisika

Before the seedy entry to the brothel he finds a fat, greasy man on a discarded barstool.  Having come from the countryside in great and urgent need, he asks the fat guard for entrance.  But the guard says that it is not possible to admit him at just this moment.  The man reflects briefly, then asks if he will be allowed to enter later on.  “It is possible,” says the gatekeeper, “just not at the moment.”  Since the door to the brothel stands open, as always, and the guard has turned toward the wall a little to shield the cigarette he’s lighting from the wind, the man tries to catch a peek inside.

Seeing him, the guard laughs. “If you are so strongly tempted, try getting in despite my prohibition.  But take note: I am powerful. And I am but the lowliest of the guards: from hall to hall wait guards at every door, each more terrifying than the last.  By the time I get to the third door I can hardly stand to look at them myself.”  The countryman has not expected this — the brothel should be open to anyone prepared to pay.  But when the man looks more closely at the guard and his coat trimmed with fake fur, his floppy hat, his gold-capped cane, his pointed eelskin boots and his long, thin, black Tartar’s beard, it becomes clear that it would be better to wait for permission.  The guard has given the countryman a little three-legged stool, much shorter than the barstool upon which his own bulk is massed, and gestures for the countryman to sit there at his side. There he sits for days and years, as the cold wind blows trash through the city’s gutters.  The man, who has equipped himself with many things for his journey to the city, slowly parts with everything he has, attempting time and again to bribe the gatekeeper.   The latter accepts it all with a world-weary gaze, each time saying “I only take this so that you won’t think there’s anything you forgot to try.”

Tony D’Souza

Phoenix Blues, Winter 2006

I'm rich you say to the ATM.

The ATM reads "English/Espagnol?".

I'm healthy you say to the traffic light.

The traffic light turns yellow.

I'm cool you say to the parking meter.

The parking meter blinks 00:30.

I'm happy you say to the voting machine.

The voting machine prints a receipt.

I'm poor you say to the doorbell.

The doorbell sounds inside.

I'm aging you say to the escalator.

The escalator runs up the stairs.

I'm confused you say to the postage machine.

The postage machine flashes "Debit Only".

I'm blue you say to the jukebox.

The jukebox plays your tune.
Tony 

There is a dread fire inside of me 

that can smash down mountains 

burn the whole world with rage. 

There is a light inside of me 

as bright as the universe 

as tall as walking across a parking lot 

in the humid Florida night 

where black men play dominos 

under street lamps swirling with flying ants 

and a black girl on my arm 

because I was nice to her at the drugstore 

buying toothpaste from her 

complimenting the flowers on her fingernails 

that she took the time to apply 

because she loves herself. 

And in the hot club, dancing close 

I feel good. I can be a bad, bad dude. 

But I can also be good. 

There is something inside of me 

so good you will fear it.

Stuart Ross

im old fashioned 

before you were never lovelier    during you were never lovelier    before im old 

 fashioned    after and i dont mind it  

before this years fancies    after passing fancies    before sighing sighs    after holding  

 hands      

before i could be dealt with sick    after i was quaint     after i was adored by 

 local lads     

inside that mustard dress is how i want to be    before routing    after womb  

 cannot be pronounced    before the commercial value of alligator hides 

as long as you agree    before we all disagree    after i think we should disagree    before    

 emboldened intifada yeah   

after lawrencium    before petrol    before iron    after april    after debt 

Sheheryar Badar Sheikh

The Case of Lottery and Vice

Having just heard received the wire, brought up to him by one of the Baker Street Irregulars and opened, of course, by his trusted and bethumbed aide—I, Watson—Holmes had rushed out in a markedly hurried manner. Not before I tied his laces, made sure he had enough tobacco for his pipe, readied his cloak and hat, doffing it for him at Mrs. Hudson at the landing. That last part not because of his lack of lack of skill at doffing hats, but his forgetful nature which precludes him to forget to doff his hat every so often, impelled by reveries of deduction to be manifested mentally elsewhere. 

It had been two hours, and like a fretting, worried wife I kept vigil, which bothered me into a more fretful worry for my emasculation at the behest of my generous friend. Three hours of waiting flung my sleep into Dante’s innermost circle. Dash it, I couldn’t sleep so thought I might take a walk. The meditative aura a late night walk through London induces can soothe the most villainous temperament. Mine was as yet tame. 

The walk brought, if not a pain, a slight discomfort to my knee from an old war wound, and made me wonder again at the energy and vitality of the man I assisted daily. The promising rocket of his reputation had propelled and plummeted with breakthroughs and frustrations in many cases. I wonder if he would take so much cocaine, or be so driven to solve mysterious kidnappings and murders had he both his thumbs, or even one. Perhaps he would be less distinguished, but certainly more dignified. Though clients will not whittle at this anomaly, it adds to the mass of Holmes’s eccentricities. I am, however, not surprised by the passing years that he does not get offered many hands in marriage. 

Thus disparaging in thought my friend, I arrived back at 221B. The floorboards of his lodgings creaked with the sound of heavy pacing. As soon as I knocked, he opened the door and grabbed me by the arm, leading me outside and into a hansom. 

“Watson, dear fellow, there is no time to lose!” Once more, I felt in my nostrils the scent of a new case. Another Scotland Yard doubter wanted Holmes’s assiduous and thorough understanding to unravel a mystery. Luckily I had my revolver on me (having taken it out for the long night walk). 


“My good doctor, I have won the London lottery.” These were words as unexpected to me as the thought of Holmes having bought a ticket for the lottery in the first place. It must be a joke, I thought.


“But are you quite certain, Holmes?” I ejaculated.


“As certain as I am of breathing this air and smoking this pipe, Watson, my good man.” Yet Holmes did not seem particularly mirthful at his good fortune. 

Thinking he might be expecting me to be effusive, I shot out my hand and, smiled, “Congratulations, Holmes,” I said. In his gripless handshake I sensed a tension. “What’s the matter, Holmes?” 

 
He clasped his hands together, an image on which I ordinarily invoked the added illusion of him twiddling his imaginary thumbs. “There’s more here than meets the expectations of a bachelor, Watson. I suspect foul play behind this. Something not spiffy clean.”


I pressed him to explain what he meant, but he gave me one enigmatic and wry look. Woe was me.


Knowing better than to ask where our destination lay, I settled in to the comfortable sideways sway of the hansom, leaving Holmes’s ghost-thumbs to twiddle on. The night stretched with our journey. The beat of hooves on stone and mud lulled the dull ache of travel. Suddenly I woke and as if shook by some otherworldly mechanism. 


“How much did you win, Holmes?” I ejaculated. 

Holmes was either asleep or deep in thought. With closed eyes he muttered, “Ninety-seven thousand and five hundred pounds after tribute and government taxes.” I may have whistled crudely. “I won it fifteen days ago.” Astonished, I sat up and stared at Holmes. 

“But Holmes, you never let on.”

“ Quite so, my friend, I’ve had to consider some things.” 

“Holmes.”

“Yes, Watson?”

“Where are we going?” Intrepidly, I ventured. 

“So you noticed,” he was shockingly calm about it. 

“Isn’t this the route to—” 

“—yes, dear Watson. This is our old friend James Moriarty’s alleged hideout.” For the past two weeks Holmes and the Baker Street Irregulars had been poking the fire of their investigative skills to locate and confirm Professor Moriarty’s location. That it had begun at the same time Holmes said he’d won the lottery was an alarming juxtaposition of events. 

“The telegram you received tonight, Holmes.”

“Yes, Watson. It was the confirmation I had been waiting for.” The hansom came to a stop thirty feet from a dark barn-like building at the outer edge of North London. Holmes stepped out. I took out my revolver, quite sure Holmes and I shouldn’t be without its protection. It seemed reckless of Holmes to not have brought along Inspector Lestrade, or at least a few handfuls of Scotland Yard’s best men. Trusting his mind had not received too much of a blow from the good luck of the lottery win, I followed him to the house. Once at the door, he knocked and shouted, quite evenly I thought. 

“James Moriarty, Professor of Mathematics, if you are in there, you menace to humanity, super villain extraordinaire, you supreme megalomaniac, then come out. I have in my possession enough money to buy out your schemes and bribe you to stay away from trouble for at least a half century.”

It was a shame, terrible shame, that Holmes gave away so much money that night, maybe too much money for the disappearance of one (however monstrous) criminal to retire to the countryside. I was rather hoping Holmes would pay for my hair implants and liposuction at least.

Two Ways to Kill Barb


Barb:
Madeliene “Midlin” Rutledge was my favorite person in the world, for various reasons. 

The first person I tell is mum. 

I live with mum and her sister in their grandfather’s ancient, sprawling colonial house with a long front garden and a green fence around back. There are many cobwebs and dark pasts in this house. Once a week a maid does a show of dusting and sweeping. Our garden is marked with how we sat on swings, smoked sometimes, grew up. 

Then I tell the maid, who is like family. 

Midlin’s first visit to the house was the day we met in junior high, when the swings in the backyard were beginning to shiver and creak with incipient rust. My earliest true memories begin with those days, as does a diary with five January entries and one lonely Tuesday one in May, which was Midlin and my first day apart. When she came back from vacations with her family in the North, the woman Midlin would be was becoming known in her body. I was still hidden behind unbloomed breasts and androgynous, awkward boniness. We snuck out of school, then college, often. Flaunting our uniforms across the city, ending up at the house, grabbing other friends in the beginning. I soon stopped inviting the others. All those years, Midlin stayed with us over vacations. Her family visited, but she stayed in boarding or at the house. We went to Berlin together during junior year of college. What I missed, while nibbling on radishes and beer one night at the movie theatre, while watching Schindler’s List, was popcorn and soda. Midlin cried missing my mother and I laughed at her.

I try to keep it to myself then on.

Years of shared memory became added layers of a honed comfort. It was the ritual evening tea and cakes on the swings, her sleeping over often in the guest room and then in my bed, weddings of friends’ elder siblings for which we dressed up together (applying her makeup)—repeated, or in a parade of events until (and this is possible) my house’s identity was overwhelmed, submerged and Midlin-ed. College came with lovers for some. Boys thronging outside the gates, ostensibly to drop and pick their day-scholar sisters. 

I tell one of the girls at school, then confirm it for another.

This photograph of him I took from Midlin’s eighteenth-century lit notebook shows her tanned golden skin—a sun—clashing against his blue eyes. This is the picture I ripped, and then, after telling Midlin’s secret to the school, repaired with tape. Bosco holds her to him by the waist, from behind. She looks up at him, he at the camera. His muscles roam over her softness. This is Midlin’s younger brother. She named him Bosco. He couldn’t say her name, renamed her Midlin.


I’m trying to help.
Madeleine:

At first it wasn’t so bad. People always chatter, and they chattered on. I didn’t notice until whispers started shushing when I got closer to the girls whispering. Until the vicious Mrs. Gunderson gave me a tender glare. My consoling dread was: it was bound to get out some day. Because I was used to lying about it, used to not let it hang like the shadow grip it was becoming. Because no matter what anyone said, nothing undid it. 


Though I thought it’d come from me.


So when I thought-knew it was out (as opposed to the later knowing-knowing when I went to Barb’s house), things didn’t fell apart. We snuck out one night, Barb and I. First we went to the movie store to get something to snuggle to in the night. She called home and asked her mum to unlatch the door. We danced at a bar and threw some darts. I aimed with the anger I knew was going to come.


My stomach was the first to flip, before I turned heels and ran away from Barb’s doorstep where her mother stopped me short from entering. She didn’t say Leave. She said, Midlin, my baby, I’m so sorry. I looked at Barb. Her head was hanging. I ran out the gate for school, I think, but past it once there. In my shaking, repeatedly shaking head, denying head, I kept asking “Why, Barb?” It became louder and louder without any answers. In my pocket, the cell phone wriggled. had been ringing, I took it out and stared at Barb’s name in blue.  


I sat down on the curb, thinking back to that night long ago when Barb was upstairs, asleep after I was back from vacations in junior high. So many years ago, that it’s hard to retain the sounds I’m sure must have been there—the fifth step’s hollow thump, swiveling door of the kitchen rasping. It was at least an hour past midnight, I was in Barb’s t-shirt, had taken a fudge cake out of the fridge, had in its glow cut a piece. I had the knife in my hand,  and, though this is years ago, and I’ve forgiven myself for this thought, I thought I’d tell Barb how Bosco and I went for ice cream one night, how he forced me under him in the car, then forced me over summer, several times. I thought about after, when I would have to stab her for knowing. I had stood in the kitchen eating cake and picturing the stabbing . Taking a pillow to stanch the blood, knifing her through the down, that’s how I pictured killing Barb, again and again. 


I would have told her that night if she’d been awake. But I told her years later, a month before she couldn’t hold back anymore. 


Sitting on the sidewalk was the perfect place to feel miserable. A knife wouldn’t do. In hindsight, the knife wouldn’t do as much as a hammer would. It could be much more worthwhile banging on her head. Dull end first. Then the claw.

C. Kubasta
Dear Mr. Stevens:
The other day I found a port-o-let in a field. A bright purple privy 

of fiberglass & plastic construction, the weeds grew furious against its 

smooth walls, bending & wefting in a prairie wind.  I counted loosestrife, 

and lupine, gads of wild carrot, the harrowing red of grapevines meeting

fall. Wallace – may I call you Wallace? – I confess the only wildness

was in me.  It was just an unmown field with a peculiar piece of furniture. I live

in a small Midwestern town; my home at the edge. When the dog & I walk

we head one block south to the industrial park: squat concrete, railroad tracks, 

thistle and burr. We pretend, she & I, that we are nowhere near

Hydrite Chemical, or Advanced Military Packaging; when the weeds

grow taller than my shoulder, usually mid-September, and they’ve not yet

frozen & browned, I almost believe it. Not unlike

your jar. Tell the truth: you put it there, didn’t you? I assure you, though,

the portapotty was not my doing.  It looked brand new . . . yet unchristened (I

looked). The dog sniffed it, all around its base, trampling the ditchweeds, knowing

it didn’t belong.  She raised her head, (as I imagined you did), surveyed

her wilderness, squatted, and made everything right again.
Kristen Eliason

abandonment for two
you gave me a bike,

a cruiser with a light that

shines when you peddle

it’s black, the better 

of two; you named the red one

like a proud father

and swore they were left

for rust at the rack, locked and

abandoned to us

I fingered the dents,

wondered who misses my gift,

if you meant all this.

Sarah Bowman

Bird Watching with My Son
in possession of this place

half-hidden, a copse

from which we watch

a pair of birds

and no term to best express

their dismissal

if excess could be offered

take the wing snap

the sheen of dark forms falling

briefly claret

headlong 

through the clearing

To the Patron Saint of Difficult Marriages

In this worn book, your sheep still graze the cliff’s edge

sure-footed, your woman dreams, pulls from you all night,

the crook of your arm pinned against her back, an odd angle,

you track a pain that started hours ago as tingling in your fingertips.

Her hair across your pillow troubles you the most, seaweed 

floating in the brine, casting to the wind swept, to the endless running

waves, seagulls in the down draft clipt, your own blotched skin 

confesses.

Reading Hugh MacDiarmid
Camphor weed holds against the rain, 

the hill remains a pock marked strand.

Elsewhere, the ground gives.

Silt and water press through, depress

a gully, the topsoil fades to sand.

A cairn of gravel is revealed.

The day’s event—a stone impasse,

the distance it took to come and double back.

v


A weave of grass, slender and marine,

a fluted growth amid the rock and tangled weeds.

v


The romance of a pickled seagull egg,

a pair of knitted gloves, a family cooped

within a fisherman’s cottage, the chill lapping.

v


A bucket or two of earth, the edge of the world,

where trees had grown and none now stand.

So slight of color, the cliffs, and birds, and shit.

The sky already low and dropping, a granite vein run through.  

v


Slow before a clutch unguarded.

Marsh grass within a marsh bush.

And find the egg is diamond white.

Tom Miller lives in Pittsburgh, where he is financing his great American novel by working as an EMT.  His work has been published in Cream City Review, Harpur Palate, the McSweeneys website and the fiction anthology The New Book of Masks.

A native of San Francisco, Francisco Aragón (MFA ’03) is the author of, Puerta del Sol (Bilingual Press) and editor of, The Wind Shifts: New Latino Poetry (University of Arizona Press). His anthology credits include, Inventions of Farewell: A Book of Elegies (W.W. Norton & Company), American Diaspora: Poetry of Displacement (University of Iowa Press), and Evensong: Contemporary American Poets on Spirituality (Bottom Dog Press), among others. His poems and translations have appeared in, Chain, Crab Orchard Review, Chelsea, Jacket, and other journals. He directs Letras Latinas, the literary program of the Institute for Latino Studies (ILS) at the University of Notre Dame. He is a board member at-large of the Guild Complex in Chicago and a member of the Macondo Workshop in San Antonio. To learn more visit: http://www.franciscoaragon.net/
Rumit Pancholi is a first-year MFA student in poetry at Notre Dame. He was nominated for the AWP Intro to Journals Contest, for the Ruth Lilly Poetry Fellowship, and for Best New Poets 2007, by the Notre Dame Creative Writing Department. His work has appeared in Banyan Review, Gertrude, Emerson Review, and Santa Clara Review. His poems have received Honorable Mention for the 2007 Atlantic Monthly Student Writing Contest and the 2007 Writecorner Poetry Prize.
Kathleen J. Canavan worked as a medical journalist in Washington, DC, for six years before coming to  Notre Dame to earn her MFA. She currently serves as executive editor to the Notre Dame Review. She lives in South Bend with her husband and daughter.

Still in the classroom after all these years, Jayne Marek teaches literature, writing, and film studies and wishes she could write more.  Her message to readers is to put your own writing first; if she says that enough, she might actually listen this year.  Last year, she had a short play performed in a festival near Indianapolis; she'll read poetry at a Michigan festival this spring.

James Matthew Wilson (MFA '05) is a Sorin Research Fellow at Notre Dame.  His essays appear regularly in Contemporary Poetry Review.  

After living in the Czech Republic and traveling around Europe and the Middle East for a year, David Ewald (MFA 2003) returned to America and settled in San Francisco, where he teaches English to foreigners and volunteers as a writing tutor at 826 Valencia. 


Alan Lindsay’s recently completed speculative-adolescent novel OzHouse will certainly break records should he ever manage to find an agent willing to represent it. Meanwhile he's devoting himself ever more to the advancement of poetry:, writing it, teaching it, and teaching the writing of it at New Hampshire Technical Institute, where, as of the writing of this sentence, his adaptation of Macbeth is set to begin its inexorable march toward Broadway.

S. D. Dillon is a Detroit native and received his MFA from Notre Dame in 2004.  He works for Carroll & Graf Publishers and lives in New York.
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Amy Faith DeBetta is currently living in Albuquerque, New Mexico working in a boring corporate environment and saying such phrases as "bottom line" and "share holder value."  Normally, this sort of thing would prompt at least one good suicide attempt if it weren't for all the IFC movie theatres, the fact that the 1957 Chevy has been left in perfect tact under the conditions of this climate, and the existence of her Dingo, Dietrich.  This entry is the opening chapter to the novel in progress by the same name that will hopefully be complete by the end of the year.  (And yes, Cindi Vanderven is still one of her all time favorite authors.)   

Jessica Maich, M.F.A. 1997, lives in the South Bend area with her family.  Her chapbook, Twenty-Four Questions for Billy, was published by Finishing Line Press in October of 2006.

Following a very freak whitewater accident in Costa Rica over Spring Break in which Cindi Vanderven was almost torn in two and drowned, she had a vision in this, her fiftieth year, and it wasn't pretty, but it served a purpose: to tap a new vein.  It was the fix she needed to live—you know it, whatever it is for you—the jolt of caffeine in the morning, the first cigarette, the still small snort of coke, the extra-large bowl of Cherry Garcia, the glass staring back at you at the bar, the pills rolling around in your palm, the pushing through a writer’s block—but as for her, she’d been pushing fear for too long, fear of herself, and as the crush of water threatened to fill her lungs and separate her from her leg, she realized, “Hey!  I want to live, damn it!” as trite as it sounds.  And . . . she does. For the first time in years, she wants to really live!  Someone hand her a tourniquet.  

Ann Palazzo attended University of Notre Dame 1991--1993, but her maiden name then was "Van Sickle."  Since them, she's been teaching at Columbus State Community College in Columbus, Ohio and vigorously resisting all attempts to convert her to a Buckeye.

Kathryn Hunter is a two-time graduate of the University of Notre Dame (BA '04, MFA '07) and currently lives in Eagle River, Alaska.  She is, thanks to the wonders of technology, an English instructor at Ivy Tech Community College of Indiana, Elkhart. This is her first publication.


Robert Archambeau's books of poetry and literary criticism include Word Play Place (Ohio/Swallow), Home and Variations (Salt) and the soon-to-be published Laureates and Heretic (Notre Dame).  He teaches at Lake Forest College.  Check out his blog at samizdatblog.blogspot.com

Sarah Conner is a printmaker based in Chicago, and a member of the Chicago Printmaker's Collective.  Her work has been shown there, and at the &NOW Festival of Innovative Art and Writing, among other venues.

Tony D'Souza is the author of the novel Whiteman. 

Sheheryar Badar Sheikh hails from Lahore, Pakistan. His thesis at Notre Dame is a series of inter-referential short stories based on the concept of the love triangle, titled Far in Lunar Glow. He plans to stay in South Bend for the summer to finish a novel about his MFA classmates, after which he intends to join a publishing house in New York. Sheheryar's work is forthcoming in journals including The New Orphic Review, Black Warrior Review and The Potomac.
C. Kubasta lives and works in central Wisconsin. She’s the newly-proud owner of a little brick bungalow, a rescued Cane Corso, and many rejection slips. The animals & the appendage (John) provide innumerable occasions for reflecting, if not writing.

Kristen Eliason was born and raised in the thriving metropolis of Sandy, Utah, but pretends to be an expatriate every two or three years and has thrown up in Mexico, Italy and England.  She most recently lived in Japan and has eaten one of everything. Kristen likes eating cake with her fingers, rearranging her shoe collection, and taking pictures in museums.
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