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The biggest ice cream cake in the world
My younger brother, Anthony, froze to death in the middle of the Gobi Desert and the last thing
anyone heard him say was, “Nobody better skimp off the whipping cream or they’ll be fired.”
Many who knew him thought he was an idiot– an idiot with passion– but an idiot nevertheless. I
thought of him by seven things he’d said during his life.

The only thing in life worth dying for is ice cream.
Anthony decided he was going to bake the largest ice cream cake in the world and he was going to do it in the middle of the desert. His head chef was May, a blind woman from Guangzhou
who made the best pastries in the world if you could get over the fact that they looked physically repulsive. The two ordered a massive batch of flour, sugar, cocoa, milk, and a slew of other
ingredients, setting up shop in an abandoned military factory. He gathered volunteers from all
over the world and a motley crew arrived, many to find fellow shadow puppets in the tragicomedy of our enterprise.
The Gobi Desert had once been home to the empire of Genghis Khan and was also known by the
name, “Endless Sea.” There were stories that the spirits of Mongolian nomads traversed the
desert and you could still find pieces of armor if you looked hard enough. I wondered what they
would think of this new multi-ethnic army conscripted to bake an ice cream cake where they’d
once pillaged and murdered.
Anthony was 5’8’’ with the lean nose of my mother as his heritage. His hair was disheveled from

lack of sleep and his mouth dry as he licked his lips over and over. His hazel eyes darted curiously back and forth and there was a sprightliness in his gait that belied his brooding disposition. Though his attire cycled regularly, the one constant was a brown fedora which he’d started
wearing in his college days.
“A lot of people ask why I’m doing this,” he said with everyone gathered. “The truth is, I have
no causes, I don’t believe in any faith. I’m doing this cause I love ice cream– the only thing in
life worth dying for is ice cream. Everything else is bullshit.” And he left.
There was awkward laughter from the crowd. They weren’t sure if he was joking, if curtness
was his style. But they got to work since so much had to be prepared for the task ahead of us.

You mean it’s not for real?
When I was eight (making Anthony seven), the two of us went on adventures to ‘save the world.’
Our main antagonist was an army of elite soldiers who wanted to rid the planet of candy.
Even then, food was dear to both of us. My brother was ‘eating champion’ of the block and he
competed with neighborhood kids to see who could eat the most candy. He’d wipe them clean
and still be hungry. I remembered my mom pouring simmering honey on jam sandwiches with
strawberry milk in the morning; we’d wake up to the fragrance of a dulcet ooze that slithered
through our waking dreams. We were both fat and Anthony was more obese than me.
When we weren’t eating or drudging through the mechanics of school, we continued our fight
against imaginary enemies. Whenever the evil forces became overwhelming, we’d call in High
Command who’d send their Rainbow Sherbet Brigade to save the day. We made fake walkietalkie’s of our shoeboxes and waged campaigns against our neighborhood friends. The wars
were epic and we’d continue through the weekend, engaging in the convoluted machinations of
marshmallow diplomacy. After a particularly savage bout with our ‘enemies,’ I took a nasty fall
and broke my arm. I was in tears, crying to Anthony, “Go get help!”
Instead of the police or even my parents, he picked up the shoe box and called for High Command, repeatedly demanding they send aid.

Needless to say, they never showed up and I remember the weakened expression in his eyes as
he asked, “You mean it’s not for real?”
“Anthony, c’mon.”
“But–”
“Anthony! Call the hospital! It hurts!”
He turned away and ran to our parents.
I don’t think he ever got over the disillusionment of that moment.

It’s just a toy gun.
When he went to college, he played roulette with his majors, switching every six months or
so. He finally graduated with a degree in Mandarin, even though he confessed, “I can’t speak a
word of it aside from ni hao.”
“How’d you pass then?”
“I hired someone to take the tests for me.”
“The teacher didn’t know?”
Anthony shrugged. “I guess all Asians look the same to her.”
He was always nifty with computers so he got a job working at a local IT company. He seemed
happy and for five years, I never heard him complain. “Even if I’m a cog, I’m a happy, well-oiled
one.” Then their company had two bad quarters and vultures in business suits perched above
them, looking for ways to, “Maximize efficiency,” and, “Reduce extraneous costs.” The day
they announced 1,232 layoffs– 60% of their work force with Anthony included– the CEO went
in front of the stockholders and announced a $300 million dollar deal to purchase a rival firm.

“This is going to be our best year ever,” he declared. Fortuitous for the employees who had to
go home and tell their families the ‘great news,’ guys who’d given twenty, thirty years of their
life, tossed out like scrap metal, bulldozed, incinerated, then buried under a landfill. At least
junk wasn’t charged for taking up space.
During that same period, my parents became the victims of a bad mortgage refinance and their
stocks plummeted with the downturn in the economy. They lost their home while their middle
class status vanished into a torrent of shredded bills.
Anthony could have gotten depressed. But he didn’t. Instead, he took solace in cheesecakes and
paintball. He ballooned to over 350lbs and bought fifteen paintball guns from overseas. These
weapons looked like the real thing but spat out explosive concentrations of magenta. He was
cleaning one on his balcony when a nervous neighbor called the police. Anthony, not thinking,
answered the door with a machine gun in hand.
“Put the gun down sir!”
He was confused for a second, then laughed embarrassedly. “It’s just a toy gun.”
“Put it down.”
He lifted it up. “It’s only a toy gun.”
“Put the gun down sir!” they yelled, the police drawing their weapons.
If he would have put it down, the matter would have been closed. But something snapped inside
of him and he said, “It’s a goddamn toy gun. I’m not putting it down,” and he stubbornly resisted.
The police tackled him, Anthony wrestling with them the whole way to jail, screaming, “It’s just
a toy gun! It’s just a toy gun!”
He was sentenced to two years in prison for resisting, got out after nine months. I wondered
what it must have been like surrounded by robbers, murderers, rapists.
“What you in here for?”

“Carrying a toy gun.”
When I went to pick him up, I almost didn’t recognize him. He was scrawny and emaciated,
harsh etchings carved into his brow.
“You okay?” I asked.
He gazed blankly at the parking lot. “No.”
“What happened in there?”
He shook his head. “I don’t wanna remember.”
And for the rest of his life, he wouldn’t.

I’ll become the most ambition man in the world...
Shortly after he got out, he fell in love with a Chinese singer named Mandy who dressed up like
Britney Spears and sang for children’s birthday parties. Mandy was missing her pinky finger
because she used to work at Magic Mountain as a backup dancer when one of the fireworks
went awry and burned it off. She received a huge settlement which she used to try to propel her
music career. But it fizzled like vinegar spiked baking soda doused in sugar and she took refuge
in playing victimized damsels for horror flicks, murdered on five different independent films in
five different ways– an axe, machete, chainsaw, carving knife, and my favorite, a nail clipper.
I met her at a Halloween Party where she was dressed like Marilyn Monroe. I knew immediately why my brother was in love. She was beautiful, tall, lithe, but she was also fretting with insecurities, taking long sips of her cigarette and nervously prattling about minutia. Her favorite
topic was repressed sexuality, Paglia this, Beauvoir that, an autonomous engine of articulation
spurring out clever anecdotes from her conveyor belt of NPR trivia. True to her philosophy, she
flirted with every guy there, even jumping naked into the jacuzzi.
“Chill out bro,” Anthony said.

“It’s disrespectful to you for her to act this way.”
“Why?” he asked.
“She’s flirting with every guy here.”
“But I’m the one who takes her home.”
Nothing about her seemed to bother him and two months later, they were engaged. My parents
hated her because she came to meet them intoxicated, reeking of weed. She ranted about how
religion was trying to replace morality. Then asked mom if she ever resorted to masturbation.
Half the time I met Mandy, she was drunk, drowning in a vodka sea of woes, a rumbling veneer
of repressed anger boiling underneath that blond wig. Life could be cruel to a dreamer without talent or luck, and the disappointment of her non-existent music career expressed itself
through numerous ‘indiscretions’ towards my brother. He forgave her the eight times he knew
about; four times with a guy at her gym, three times with the father of a child at a birthday party, and once with her pastor because he was ‘lonely.’ It was hard to see Anthony suffer like this
and I confronted him about it. I could see the hypnotized trance in his eyes, the oblivious ardor
in his wandering pupils. She was panacea to him and her siren song warped his twisted entrails.
No girl this beautiful had ever paid any attention to him– in fact, I don’t think any girl ever did–
and out of sheer gratitude, he was willing to bear anything.
“I know you mean well bro, but this girl’s gonna be your future sister-in-law. Be nice.”
“I don’t wanna see you get hurt,” I replied.
“What’s that even mean?” he suddenly snapped. “What’s wrong with pain?”
“What?”
“Everyone’s so afraid of pain, everyone wants to protect everyone from it, but pain’s the only
thing that reminds us we’re alive.”

“You need her infidelities to remind you you’re alive?”
“You don’t know what she had to suffer.”
“Her past doesn’t give her an excuse to make you suffer now.”
“But that’s what love is.”
“What?”
“Suffering.”
Eight months later, he got into a fist fight with a guy who said some inappropriate comments to
her. The guy sued for five-hundred thousand dollars and won. Mandy ran off with her yoga instructor who was a successful ocarina player and also happened to be famous for building the
best paper airplanes in the world.
“I want a man with real ambition,” she explained.
“Then I’ll become the most ambition man in the world,” he replied, so broken up, he said ambition’ rather than ‘ambitious.’
She shook her head. “I’m sorry, but it’s too late. I’m four months pregnant with his baby.”

I’m not married, my fiancé passed away from a rare illness.
My brother was a mess. He had to file for personal bankruptcy to protect himself against the
legal suit, but collectors still harassed him for money. I found him covered with soup cans and
microwaveable fast-food packages. “Let’s go travel,” I said.
“Where?”
“We’ll makeup destinations as we go.”

“What about Genie?” my fiancé who I’d been dating almost three years.
“She’s the one who insisted I take you.”
Our first destination was Thailand. We wandered through the madness of Bangkok, chased
after by Tuk Tuk’s and salesmen wanting to take us to cities floating on water and rides on elephants who were descended from the ones that carried Alexander the Great. The bazaar’s
lined the streets selling gigantic fruits grown in underground farms and meat from animals
that had gone extinct. We raced along decrepit boats and waded through the ubiquitous Buddhist temples that were second in number only to the 7-11’s. The city appeared to be caught
in self-regeneration, alleys crumbling, walls tagged with gang signs, unfinished skyscrapers
looming in the distance. Anthony found the names of the skytrain exits amusing. ‘Phloen Chit,’
pronounced Flowing Shit, ‘Asok,’ with the K silent so it sounded like ‘as-o’ or ‘assho.’ There was
Thong Lo, On Nut, and Mo Chit. And of course, there was ‘Bang-kok’ with its legion of lady-boys
who looked more feminine than the actual ladies.
Half the people we met were travelers as well. There was a pair of Nigerian scam artists promising us a million dollars if we’d give them a thousand to retrieve riches from their stockpile
of hidden diamonds in Africa. A Thai sculptor had just been released from prison after making
Buddhist statues with their middle finger sticking out at the world in defiance of nirvana. We
met a soldier on leave from Afghanistan who spent two weeks every year chasing prostitutes in
Patpong, Bangkok’s red-light district. He insisted on taking us to see a ‘sex-show,’ where we saw
a Thai girl spit out ping-pong balls from her privates. He told us about his favorite bar where
you’d sit at a table and a hooker was waiting underneath to give you a BJ for a ridiculously low
price. “Death makes no sense to me,” he said after five whiskey shots. “There’s a sergeant I
know, walks around in the middle of battle, bullets flying, everything exploding. In four years,
he hasn’t been hit once. Then there was this new kid who was so scared of dying, he shit in his
pants and hid under a barricade. A grenade got lobbed at him and blew him to pieces.” Last
time we saw the soldier, he was being carted away by a pair of hookers.
We attended a cooking school where we made our first green curry, a rigorous but delectable
experience. Our assignment was smashing the chili’s, ginger, and coriander in a mortar, Anthony pounding at the ingredients like they were his unforgiven sins. We met two gorgeous Swed-

ish girls who were on vacation. They were polite but distant and talked about the wonders of
Chiang Mai.
“You guys vacationing away from your wives?” one asked, noticing Anthony’s engagement ring
which he’d never taken off.
“I’m not married, my fiancé passed away from a rare illness. I wear this ring to honor her memory.” And he said it with such conviction and somber gravity, the Swedish girl startled. Her
surprise turned into sympathy and a curious affection. We all agreed to go for dinner, then clubbing at Khao San. Pity got him laid and he never expressed any compunction about his deceit.
By the time she had to fly back home, she was ready to give up everything to stay with him.
He used that line with every girl we met. And almost every one fell for it. I found the whole
exchange amusing, seeing the women with their tough exteriors melt into empathy and shared
sorrow after hearing his story, an obsession filling them– they had to paste together the tatters
for the frame of his broken desire.
Oddly, aside from the Swedish girl, most of the women he hooked up with were unattractive,
pimplish, overweight with plaintive dispositions. Hair styles ranged from oily curls to choppy
ambivalence and even one verdant mohawk. “I can only love women with scars,” he told me one
night.
“Scars?”
“Some Buddhists believe there’s a silent Buddha who goes around helping people without their
even knowing it. Every girl I meet has pain inside them.”
“You think one of these girl’s is that Buddha?”
“All of us are that Buddha for one night,” he replied.
He exorcised his pain through sex with strangers who mourned with him for a lie.
“What do you want to do next in your life?” he asked.

I’d actually been contemplating it throughout the trip. “I’ve always wanted to go across the
Pacific Ocean in a boat and I’d love to take a hot-air balloon around the world in eighty days. But
my big thing, you know. I’ve always wanted to open up my own restaurant, bake big ice cream
cakes and stuff like that... What about you?”
“I want to fly up into the stars and explode like a supernova.”
“I hope that’s not some weird analogy for an orgasm.”
He stared at me, burst into laughter.
Two months passed in an eye-blink and it was time to return. But Anthony said, “I think I’m
gonna keep going.”
I wasn’t surprised. “How long you gonna be gone?”
“I don’t know.”
I gave him some money. He was about to thank me but I shook my head.
“Have fun, alright? And write mom and dad every once in a while. They’re worried sick about
you.”
He grinned in affirmation. We parted ways with a hand-shake.

What’s age usa?
Seven years passed before I saw him again. He looked like a different man, growing a goatee,
spiking his hair, wielding slender, muscular arms with gold rings on every finger– but still wearing a fedora. He raised his hand awkwardly to greet me and we shuffled around each other.
“How’ve you been?” I asked.
He explained he’d spent two years traveling across Vietnam, Cambodia, through Western China

up to Beijing, stopping in Mongolia. There, he met acquaintances that were trying to run an
internet company. He helped them establish Wi-Fi hotspots for horse riders in the great plains
and industrialists in the major cities. They made a killing and he came into a lot of money. With
his new wealth, he established ‘kiss bars’ over Asia (where men kissed girls for a fee) as well as
shares in three popular underwater hotels off Taiwan. He came back to America to fly mom and
dad out to his mansion in China.
“Congratulations,” I said, genuinely elated for him and his success.
But his face was serious. “What’s this mom says about you being sick?”
“She told you?”
“...”
“There was an accident during dental surgery about two years ago. I had to get a root canal but
they screwed up the nerves in my tongue.”
“What’s that mean?”
“I have ageusia.”
“What’s age usa?”
“I don’t have any sense of taste anymore...”
“Then you can’t taste food?”
I shook my head. “I can smell fine but when it enters my mouth, nothing.”
I sighed, not knowing how to describe my frustration. I loved food, savored the nuances of every dish, reveled in the revolution of spices from deep within the forests of Brazil. But now, it
was all denied me. When it first happened, everything just tasted metallic and the texture of
each bite became more pronounced, eerily so. If I bit something with too many idiosyncrasies,
like a pizza, I felt repulsed, especially cause chewing crust felt like chewing cardboard.

“What about your dream of opening a restaurant?” he asked.
“That’s dead,” I said. “I don’t enjoy food like I used to.”
“What’s Genie say about all this?”
“She left.”
“Why?”
“After the surgery, I became short-tempered, we fought a whole lot, you know, I was angry
about a lot of things.”
And I thought back how in every argument, we made punching bags of each other, battering one
another into blood and pulp. We became so alienated, the only thing keeping us together was a
sense of estrangement and nausea that equated to a pact and an addiction– our passion had become fossilized.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“Don’t be,” I answered.
He grabbed my arm. “I have an idea.”
“What?”
“A friend just baked the biggest mooncake in China. She got a ton of publicity and her restaurant skyrocketed in popularity. Let’s make our own bakery chain in Asia. I know the perfect
advertising gimmick.”
“What?”
“We’ll bake the biggest ice cream cake in the world.”
“Sounds crazy.”

“I know,” he said, grinning. “But crazy enough to actually work?”
I laughed. “Maybe.”
“It’ll be fun and if we fail, at least we tried, right?”
“It’ll cost a bunch.”
“What’s the point of money if you don’t spend it? Now I know you don’t like food anymore, but
I’ve been craving Mexican food and the burritos in Asia are horrible. C’mon!”

Nobody better skimp off the whipping cream or they’ll be fired.
Everyone thought he was an idiot for blowing his money baking this cake. But I knew why he
was doing it.
“Remember how much you loved rainbow sherbet and how you nearly ripped my head off when
you found out I ate the whole box?” Anthony asked.
“Did I do that?” I asked, laughing.
We stared at the compound holding all the ingredients.
“If I could have my taste back for a day, I’d eat the entire cake,” I said.
“Didn’t realize you were so greedy bro.”
“When it comes to food, all bets are off.”
We laughed, his cell rang several times. He picked up, argued and cursed at the manager before
hanging up. “The stupid freezer compartment keeps on getting jammed. I’m telling them they
need to fix that ASAP before some moron locks himself in.” He went on about other parts of the
factory that needed repairs. But I was gazing at the expanse of the desert, the ephemeral horizon constantly in shift.

“I read how the moon goddess was married to Houyi,” I said, “the legendary archer who shot
down nine of the original ten sun gods. Can you imagine if we had ten suns? The whole world
would be a desert.”
“It already is,” he replied. “We just grow shit on top of it to hide it...” He walked over to the
fridge. “Want some?” he asked, scooping ice cream out of a container.
I nodded. He gave me a full cup.
“You know what I learned while I was traveling?” he asked.
“What?”
“It’s all about luck– fortune, life, the women you meet. In China, they call it yunqi. I used to
believe you could change your destiny. But that’s bullshit. Everything in life is like that desert–
a long confusing journey you might be able to get through if you have a good map and a lot of
luck.”
“You could charter a plane and fly over the whole thing.”
He laughed. “You could.” Took another phone call. “I gotta go check up on a batch of whip
cream before they destroy the whole shipment. I’ll see you later, yeah?”
He ran off. I continued to stare outside, the heat distortion fragmenting the ground into thousands of hazy orbits, sand absolved in the absolution of eternity. Turned around to eat my ice
cream when I noticed it had melted, just a pool of brown left. A minute later, the janitor threw
the cup away and wiped the table clean. It was like it had never even been there.

Salvatore Attardo

THE WRESTLER THEOLOGIAN
ON THE ROAD TO DAMASCUS
There was lots of traffic
on the road to Damascus
trucks carrying mostly rubble,
roses, and potted hibiscus,
I don’t want to make trouble
said the Assyrian merchant
but this is the place for crocus;
if they want flowers, they better ask us.
I saw a burning book
and a voice said: Take this
and read and rather than burn,
write.
So it came to be
that I’d spend my days
laughing in a mirror, lost
in the outskirts of Babylon.
I knew a thousand jokes;
they were always new.
Three days blind,
I could only see so far:
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I should never have wrestled with a woman
though she beat me fair and square.
She was unstoppable: always seeming
to see three moves ahead of me;
Sacrificed a glimpse
of pubic hair midway
the textbook execution of a final
chokehold.
This was the woman who bought
the flowers, I am told.
She wore her hair up,
blonde and bold.

Salvatore Attardo

Kant concurs
The story goes
that Kant was so set on his habits
that the good people of Königsberg
would set their watches
by the passing of the philosopher
on his afternoon walk.
One day, Kant, with a nasty cold
and bedridden by strict doctor’s orders,
did not go for a walk.
An apothecary from Leipzig
forgot to put out his lamp
and burned down his shop
and half a city block
(the volunteer fire brigade
having been delayed by intense horse
traffic over the seven bridges).
What the Königsbergians ignored
was that Kant feared crossing the bridges
to the islands, in the same order,
never crossing the same bridge twice,
not because of some arcane topological
superstition
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but for fear of water
and burning bridges.
He felt like hedging his bets,
but on the other side of the bridge stood,
of course, you guessed it, Love,
wearing a bonnet and ribbons,
rosy cheeked, and a little heavy in the ankles.
She waited and waited, cried a little
and married a cloth merchant from Trier
who made her laugh and warmed her feet
in the long dark winters of Königsberg.
The moral of the story is as follows:
it is wiser to cross your bridges
rather than burn them,
especially in Königsberg.

Salvatore Attardo
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DINNER AT MONSIEUR BOURBAKI’S
The food was a little disappointing
starting with an empty plate
and building up far too slowly
to baguette and brie
but the wine and the splendid conversation
fully made up for the rather Spartan presentation
Bourbaki was witty, tall, and had a salt-and-pepper moustache
very military in demeanor, sitting straight throughout dinner
“Alors, mon ami” said Bourbaki, “would you like
to go looking for girls on the Champs-Elisées?”
I demurred, tired from the trip.
“Allons, allons!” he pressed on, smiling
“We will surely succeed in finding some,
how do you say?, bird, or cougar, or chick.
C’est axiomatique!”
I begged off and went to sleep
in my hotel, near the Porte Dauphine.

Kara garbe balcerzak
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Sesame Girls
I hate the sesame girls. When you step off the bus at Boromo, the bright African heat
staggering you out of the darkness of air conditioning, they’re already gathered at the bottom
of the stairs like paparazzi. They hold out bright bowls stacked with clear plastic bags of
round sesame cakes, six to a bag. The little cakes are slightly larger than silver dollars, made
of sesame seeds pressed together with bitter honey. The girls call out in carefully practiced
whines, “Madame, madame, amener des sésames?”
I have to be clear that we’re talking sésame, pronounced the French way (say-ZAHM). This
is not to be confused with the English “sesame” of “Sesame Street” fame, that show whose
endearing little actors bear absolutely no resemblance to the Sesame Girls of Boromo. These
girls are cunning, relentless, and willing to lie shamelessly. They follow me as I cross the open
stretch of road that serves as the bus station, trail me with the constant twitter of a sales pitch
as I walk among women hawking grilled chickens, boys selling cold sodas in cans and bottles,
girls balancing on their heads basins that contain tight bags of water and sweet hibiscus juice.
Most other vendors stand patiently behind tables or circulate slowly with carts and bowls and
wait for buyers to come to them. The sesame girls alone converge on passing travelers like
mosquitoes drawn to new, foreign blood.
What makes it worse is that the sesame cakes don’t taste good. If little girls pursued me with
equal fervor to sell me chocolate-frosted cupcakes, I wouldn’t complain. But sesames? You
have to be creative in your avoidance. You have to find ways to take joy in the chase and in the
escape. A method I favored on one trip was to grab the bowl of sesames, dash on my long legs
over to a random table of merchandise, set the bowl down, and then dash off in the opposite
direction as the girl scrambled to recuperate her bowl. She giggled the whole time like we were
playing a game of tag.

“Monsieur, buy sésames. They’re full of good vitamins. Vitamine A, B, C, D,” one girl says to
my friend as we pause (the fatal mistake) before getting back on the bus. Andrew is another
Peace Corps volunteer, a much more patient one.
“Do they have Vitamin X in them?” Andrew asks, appearing thoughtful. The girl who looks ten
and is probably fourteen hesitates only a moment before assuring him that sesames are indeed

pleines de vitamine x.
“Buy them for your wife, monsieur,” she says now, looking coyly at me.
Due to the evolution of my sesame girl strategies, I don’t open my mouth to correct her about
my marital status. The last time I had passed through here on my way to the capital, my
methods had devolved from sesame-stealing to yelling (in English), “I hate sesames! Go away!”
But I hit bottom when I actually pushed a woman who entered my vicinity with a bowl of the
little cakes. To be fair, it was just a gentle shove, but I stared in shock at my offending hand and
hoped fervently that no one had seen me do it. I don’t think even I had realized how strong my
aversion to the sesame girls had become until then. It was like a staged intervention, my limbs
convincing me of the depths of my problem.
After that, I banned myself from interacting with the sesame girls. In my newfound silence,
I tried to figure out what had driven me – the stereotypical hippie pacifist you’d expect to find
in the Peace Corps – to resort to violence, no matter how subdued it was. And I finally realized
what it was: over my two years in Burkina Faso, the sesame girls had come to embody the
tragedy of the country, of Africa as a continent, of the entire developing world. They have
perfected the tone of voice that says through every word, “We are poor starving African
children. Take pity on us.” They widen their eyes and tighten their lips and throw each other
wild, desperate looks as each one pushes toward you, trying to be closest to your eyes or your
hand or your pocket full of large, dull coins.
Burkina Faso is the third poorest country on the planet. There is deep poverty there, and
children who have learned to turn their poverty into a tool. Children who have learned that the

best way to improve their lives is to nudge up to a white person and say anything they want to
hear. My skin is a glowing white beacon of wealth, constantly turned to with blind, desperate
hope.
But beyond this one dusty street in Boromo, there are twelve million desperately poor
subsistence farmers living in Burkina Faso, and a twenty-cent packet of sesame cakes feels like
a small, hopeless gesture. I stare at the perfect heart-shaped face of the sesame girl before me.
It is difficult to look into her eyes, but it is even harder to turn away.
Of course, the sesame girl is oblivious to my vast struggle. She is desperate to make a sale.
“Vitamine X?” she says hopefully, giggling, knowing she’s been caught in her false sales pitch.
Andrew relents. He laughs and gives her a few coins and we climb into the dark relief of the
air-conditioned bus. I settle back into a seat. It is quiet and cool and if I close my eyes, I don’t
even know I’m in Africa.

Rupprecht mayer
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Three very short stories

By watching TV he knew Afghanistan quite well
All day they wandered up the river, through the valley that led to the heart of Afghanistan.
They walked on easy trails on both sides of the river, crossing it from time to time at shallow
fords. Later the current became more rapid and the valley narrowed. By watching TV he knew
Afghanistan well. It consisted entirely of such valleys. Soon, they would depend on dangerous
mountain passes over steep slopes. As specified in his marching orders, they were naked to the
waist. At first the icy wind was a problem. But whenever they passed a farm, the locals, in an
act of seeming graciousness and hospitality, would take dented aluminum cups, fetch water
from the river and pour it over the chests and backs, where it froze immediately, despite the
body heat. A thick layer of ice covered his upper body like armor, growing thicker and thicker.
It not only protected him from the wind, but probably from the bullets of the snipers in the
mountains that people warned him about. The ice formed an Elizabethan collar around his
neck, which compelled him to look upwards all the time. This did not bother him, since he was
the vanguard and had to keep an eye on the mountain slopes. However the icy armor hindered
any movement except forward, so he had not turned around for a long time. Did the others still
follow him, or would he be the only one to reach the heart of Afghanistan?

I’m the masseur of the minister
Under my paws he becomes a piece of dough. Black bristles emerge from the flour in some
places, gray curls in others. If I toss him vigorously back and forth, he turns blue like a
stressed newborn and pees ink onto the sheet. Only I know the amount of sebum reserves
hiding in his back pores. The body hair of the Minister of Transport gently tickles my palms.
But if I move his left shoulder, he screams as loudly as the day they tried to take the inland
waterways out of his portfolio. Then his secretary comes running, but I calm things by saying:
“Mrs. Mertens, I know my job!” I’m the minister’s masseur.

My disciples
One of my disciples hurt me. For days we rushed on, and they were always behind me. From
behind, he opened his sharp jaws and scraped the skin under my right armpit with his sharp
teeth. They all have dangerous teeth, but usually they threaten each other, not me. I should not
be angry at him, maybe he just wanted to tickle me. Some time ago they heard me laugh for the
first time. My favorite disciple licked my left armpit with his rough tongue. Now they argue
about whether laughter has a place in the world and what is apt to laugh about. They always
disagree. Some stick to my Third Book of Wisdom, others to my Seventh Revelation. I could not
settle their dispute. I just asked them to follow me to the Grove of Instruction. There I would
preach again. Now they stay on my heels, so close that they push me to the ground when I slow
down. Then they stare at me with eyes glowing with curiosity and whine and growl and wait for
me to go on. I can not disappoint my disciples.

					

Translated from German by the author, revised by Adam Sinykin.

Creatrues:
Q & A with Nicholas Di Genova
Andrew Bales
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Andrew Bales: Your illustrations often exist in a void. In this way they’re reminiscent of
scientific diagrams of cataloged animals. Can you talk about this choice to exclude setting?
Nicholas Di Genova: The work without settings is heavily influenced by old traveler’s journals,
usually done by naturalists that were taken along on a military or expeditionary voyage in the
interest of science. Those journals, which were largely created during a time when westerners
were discovering parts of the world they had never been to before, are full of very quick
sketches of flora and fauna that were often based on very quick sightings, or on second hand
accounts of creatures that the artists had often never even seen themselves. I have a bunch of
reproductions of these journals in my studio, and although they are really interesting, they are
also extremely creepy. I feel like the exclusion of a setting adds to this odd tone. I can’t place
why, but when I try to add a setting it just looks a bit silly. I like to suggest a setting indirectly,
by adding elements such as it’s diet and body structure. A creature with a long bill and webbedfeet that feeds on fish obviously suggests an aquatic habitat. With my newest drawings though,
I’m trying to figure out how to add a literal habitat to the piece but still have it come out in a
way that I’m happy with.
I’ve seen elsewhere that you call your illustrated critters “monsters.” What emotions or
attachment do you feel toward the creatures you create?
I actually kick myself when I catch myself calling them monsters. Monster has negative
connotations associated with it that don’t belong with my drawings. It would be like calling a
wolf evil. It’s not evil, but a complex organism that happens to be a predator. These creatures
are not meant to be self-aware enough to have true emotions or ambitions. I often call them
Chimeras, but that only really works when I am combining two or more organisms, not when
there are elements that are completely made up.
Lately, I’ve settled on the simple term creature. As far as emotions felt toward these creatures,
it depends. Sometimes I draw something and I feel totally detached from it, like I am so
disinterested in it that I don’t even want to consider details such as it’s habitat, diet, etc. That
is when I know a drawing is a failure. When I find myself thinking about a creature after I
leave my drafting table, considering what it’s behavior would be like, it’s courting rituals, it’s
daily habits, this is when I know a drawing is a success. These are the creatures that I build

an emotional connection with, and these are the ones that take different forms in several
drawings, the little guys that I come back to again and again.
Your work has an interesting balance of biology and robotics. What can you tell us about this
combination?
Back when I first started drawing professionally, I was really into the idea of playing around
with the creation of cyborgs. I was interested in illustrating a post-apocalyptic world populated
by creatures that incorporated some degree of mechanics, but I don’t really do that anymore.
Now, everything I draw tends to be completely organic, but I drew that robotic stuff for so long
that I can’t completely drop it’s influence from my technique. So now when I draw something
that is meant to be entirely organism such as an arm or a mushroom, it still has the feeling of
being man-made. I’m slowly trying to wean myself off of this technique though.
From your experience, what’s unique about Toronto’s art scene?
It’s hard for me to say what is unique exactly, because I don’t know a whole lot about other
cities’ scenes, but I can tell you what I love about it. One thing that I notice more and more is
that there is a very strong group of artists here that consider themselves primarily drawers. In
other cities I have been to, I meet tons and tons of painters, video artists, etc, and we have all
that stuff too, but I feel that Toronto is very proud and supportive of its drawers. Most of my
favourite painters and conceptual artists are from Europe and the United States, but all of my
favourite drawers are from right here at home (Mat Brown, Luke Painter, Amanda Nedham,
Tyler Bright-Hilton, Andrew Wilson, Jamiyla Lowe and Adrienne Kammerer are all worth
looking up). I also feel that it is a very supportive scene; I still have strong relationships with
the very first collectors that bought my work almost a decade ago, and when good opportunities
come up, Torontonians are quick to do their best to spread their wealth among their peers.
Maybe it is because we know we are a fairly small and insignificant community of artists on a
global scale, so anyone who gets out there internationally and makes a name for our city helps
the entire community as a whole. I’m really happy for all of the artists from here that are out
there in the international market making a name, except for a couple of sworn enemies. I wish
the worst for my sworn enemies. Well, not physically or anything, I don’t want them to get hurt
or sick or anything crazy like that...

What other fields inform your art? Does writing—whether it’s novels, sociology articles, or pop
culture websites—make its way back into your illustrations?
Myths of every sort and general zoology are the two fields of writing that informs my work.
Most pieces start with an idea I picked up from some myth or legend or religious text, such as
the Greek monster the Chimera for example, and then I turn to my interest in zoology to figure
out how this creature might actually exist. I’m not sure if that entirely makes sense. I guess the
best way I can explain it is that my creatures are inspired by myth and informed by science.
Using the Chimera as an example, I wanted to figure out, if Chimeras did actually at one time
exist, what they would look like now after a few thousand years of human intervention in terms
of breeding, like in the case of a wolf verses a poodle? I figured that they would have been
domesticated at some point, so instead of the feral elements that make up the classic Chimera
(a lion, a feral goat, a serpent and an eagle), I based it off of the least threatening relatives of
all of those creatures (a bald domesticated cat, a domesticated sheep, a hog-nosed snake, and a
flightless cormorant). I tend to come back to this formula again and again.
What are you working on now?
Right now I’m setting up a new studio across the hall from my apartment, so most of my time
has been going into construction and repairs. I just spent the last couple of days scraping this
crap off the cement floor, creating a ton of dust, and it suddenly occurred to me that it might
be asbestos, so I spent the second half of today freaking out, but I think it’s fine. It’s not a huge
space, about 220 square feet, but I’m a bit sick of walking an hour each way to get to and from
my space downtown, so it being right across the hall will be perfect. Aside from that, I’ve
been working on some small dioramas using model railroad supplies, and some drawings that
incorporate my drawings of hybrid animals and cartography, which are sort of the opposite of
the notebook-type drawings I mentioned above: almost entirely habitat and very few creatures.
I’m just coming off of a bit of a break after my show in Paris, and to be honest I’ve become a bit
bored of just drawing everyday. I know that I will draw practically everyday until I die, but I’ve
become interested in other mediums as well, so I’ve been messing around a bit with sculpture,
video, and photography. Unfortunately, I’m not very good at any of these things yet, but I’m
having a great time, and I’m sure I’ll find my natural voice through them with a bit of practice.

Three short questions regarding 10,000 Vertebrates:
1) Was this done on a single sheet?
2) How long did this take?
3) Of the 10,000, which one is your favorite?
Yup, it was all done on a single sheet, a big 5 foot by 5 foot piece of drawing paper taped up in
my kitchen when I lived with my ex-girlfriend. I worked on it everyday (but not all day, usually
three to four hours a day) for eighteen months. I started by gridding the piece of paper, and just
stood in front of it for what seemed like an eternity and drew the portraits in with a ballpoint
pen. I don’t have a favourite, to be honest. I can’t even remember what a single portrait looked
like. I feel like I have experienced an extremely minor case of post-traumatic stress through
working on that thing. I can barely even remember working on it at all.

kimberly ann southwick
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near sonnet for an extreme solitude
For Roland Barthes & David Markson
An enigmatic mode, this space between
first locked eyes and in-bed-by-ten-thirty—
Already I’m choosing a dress. Dirty
laundry, my past fed to a typing machine.
Inaugurated mutation, the screen
between end and amend—oh, wordy
discourse! Don’t change/do change only hurts me,
and the last thing I want is to break clean
as in broken, rub my language against
the other, oh that bruise colored sentence—

kimberly ann southwick
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To whom do you owe your traveler’s debts?
once, a man promised me he wasn’t
what this owl says he is. foolish enough
to believe, i would lie in bed awake,
chest cavity like a cage, the rattle
of my peach pit heart.
the sun spent our money, and she’s not
paying back in gold as promised.
the rain hides the rest, and the tide compels—
the rise and fall of it, all the ups and downs
of humans as humans.
something is not being said. let’s not play
predator and prey—i am a mistress of facilitated
consequence. i’ll ball my fist to break a heart,
never. to whom do i entrust the diagram
of my one-house dream? the world in a room,
larger than what’s lost when the orchard
drops its last fruits, greedy for the ground.

Sadie Hoagland
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Warning sign
If I knew why my little brother shot himself through the head then man, I’d be rich. Really, I
would. Not just because it was the most irrational suicide known to mankind, I mean just look
at what he was: super good-looking, the crème of the ninth grade crop, blue eyes, sandy hair,
olive skin, smooth jaw line, well-built; super sporty, kid was the captain of the JV soccer and
basketball teams and was already playing varsity in both; super cute girlfriend, big doe eyes,
long tan legs, perky sweaters. He pulled good grades, charmed the teachers, our parents would
leave teacher conferences beaming, literally shining with pride and what they had managed
to produce in him, such a relief after the girl, the gangly shy girl who was intelligent but who
always gave rise to concerns from all facets of the community. So all these things he had as well
as, apparently, the ability to blow his own head off, something that also—which I never realized
until I saw his room afterward, and the splattered design of maximum chaos—took a special
person. The kind of person that not only is okay with dying at the age of fifteen when your
whole life appears to be awesome, but actively pursues it and then decides that his head really
is the problem and that if he’s gonna go, man is it gonna go and really all those thoughts you had
seconds before are now dispersed in their most concrete, solid gray matter all over the fucking
wall.
And all this is not why I’d be rich. Let’s get back to that; I’d be rich because if I could figure out
the why behind the deed I could get myself hired out to everyone with a teenage son because
this shit is on the rise. All over the place, wrist slitting, pill-taking, hanging, plastic bags over
heads, hoses from car pipes, you name it, but the mid-pubescent boys in our town are dying fast
and there isn’t even a draft on. I could tell the town’s worried parents that they needed to stop
playing the Cowboy Junkies, or start feeding their kids an all-vegetable diet with limited sides
of pig fat. That they needed to talk to their kid with pillowcases over their heads with smiles

drawn on in fabric marker, AND that maybe this could all be done before their kid was dead
and it was their fault, forever, if not in reality, then in some deep pocket of all their future days.
But I haven’t cracked the case yet.
I’m still just stuck as the unfruitful, albeit disappointing, survivor; although I have come to
know several theories, many of them the bi-product of my recently developed habit of hanging
out with the townies at Big MacDaddy’s on Tuesday nights when shots are two-for-one. I start
with some Stoli’s, then move onto Jack, and after that the whole bar’s on Cuervo. That’s when
my grief becomes public, and we sit around and headshake, sometimes Trudy Lee or Big Joe
will sling an arm around me while we talk about what it was that kid started.
• • •
Theory One: That my brother was part of some underground cult born in the wet dream halls
of junior high: A sect whose cultish quirks included a suicide pact. He, who may or may not
have been the leader (see theory 1A, still to be worked up), was the first to cross over, and so
they all slowly started to go, bound by their boyish, testosterone-heavy blood. Like leaves in the
fall, there’s always that first one to turn and the rest see it and man do things start changing. I
list this one first because it is immensely popular at Big MacDaddy’s and in fact was suggested
by the bartender, Trudy Lee.
Theory Two: That there’s something they’ve all been taking, an over-the-counter drug; a protein
powder or a muscle enhancer, some sort of penis growth pill, something that has a side effect
of one day suddenly, compulsively killing one’s self. Something that literally makes you leave
a room of high-fiving, laughing beautiful youth and go out to your car and electrocute yourself
with your jumper cables, like in the case of Bobby Anderson. Who, by the way, was the JV
quarterback—a beautiful boy who may or may not have been heterosexual (and this of course
complicates his inclusion solidly in any theory as we live in fucking bigot town).
Theory Three: That the boys were all involved in some murder and that the guilt was slowly
eating away at their collective soul. This is a weak one, defended really only by Mel, the vet
with one leg who is a Tuesday fixture. He does not seem to care that there really haven’t been

any unsolved murders in the past few years, just your average spousalcide, nor does he mind
that not all these boys were close or ran in the same social circle, and perhaps didn’t even know
each other. (Also a noted problem with Theory One, though the cult would have been secret
thereby deceiving us on the subject of their knowledge of one another, explains Trudy Lee).
Yet Mel insists that a body will be a found, someone no one would have missed, a faceless old
woman living alone, perhaps. Or a runaway kid whose parents hadn’t bothered looking for. Mel
could even picture the murder he said, could dream of the bloody letter jackets.
But I am as yet unattached to any of these theories.
Partly because none of them explain this conversation I had with my brother the day before he
died. His eyes were a real opaque color of blue that day, like beach glass, and he hadn’t washed
his hair (there you see it now, don’t you, a warning sign, but he didn’t wash his hair lots of days
so go fuck yourself). He came and stood in the doorway of my room, staring for a minute at the
terrarium where my corn snake Jerry lived.
Do you ever think about freeing Jerry? he asked.
Nah, not really.
You should.
Free him? But where would he go?
No, I mean you should think about it.
Well, yeah, I am mean, duh, yes, I’ve thought about it. Him escaping, and dying of starvation
with no one to feed him frozen mice. It’s not a pretty thought.
He’d be fine.
Yeah I’m sure he’d get a job, eventually save enough to go to college or get a degree in IT and
write us from Silicon Valley.

You know, you can be an asshole.
Dude, little buddy, do you really want me to free Jerry? Is that what you think is best here?
I just want you not to be so fucking sure you’re always right.
I’m Not!
• • •
At this point in the conversation I closed the door in his face so I could get back to my online
chat with CUZ1200. And no, I am not so brainwashed with grief that I really think Jerry was a
metaphor here for my brother or anything like that. But it’s this, see, he’d never known Jerry’s
name. Or he always pretended not to know, to forget, he almost always called him Snake or
Snakey or that Vile Thing. So why did he know then? So why did he, on the downy eve of his
death, finally call snake by his name?
Now that’s a warning sign.
• • •
But I didn’t see it, nobody did. He came home from football practice, hung his pads up, threw
his clothes down the laundry chute even though he was headed right down to the basement
anyway, where my parents had moved his room after he complained he never got any privacy.
His door shut and the stereo pumped on and we were all in our correct places; the ones we
always inhabited in that hour before dinner: my mom was leaning over a cooking magazine in
the kitchen with a paring knife in hand; my father had a bottle of beer raised halfway to his
mouth out in the yard, looking over the baby spruce he’d planted a month ago, I was in my room
checking out sales online, cursor hovering over tiny images of sweaters.
And we were all frozen like this, in our places, when he left his room and went across the
basement rec room to the storage room and got my dad’s rifle from the one year he thought he’d
take up hunting but then discovered none of his friends hunted and he was a bad shot, and then

he went back into his room, closed the door, restarted the song he’d been listening to and then,
and then, he stopped time.
Just like that.
Which is when we all unfroze, came to motion. It was a loud shot and there we all were at
the top of the stairs. Damn, a pipe must a gone, my father muttered and headed down first.
My mother looked at me and we waited to hear my father curse the malfunctioning in the
underbelly of the house. But instead we heard him call my brother’s name, his music get louder
as my brother’s door opened, and then we only heard music.
We only heard music and no voices until my mother went downstairs and screamed and that’s
when my father turned off the music and I started down but he blocked me at the bottom of the
stairs so I just looked over his shoulder at my mother in the hall and her bloody hands and her
melting face and felt the sudden absence in the house. It was a little like when the power goes
out in the day and it’s still light but it’s different. A buzz was gone, a humming had vanished.
The motor of this house, this whole family, the thing that kept us moving along with the rest of
the earth had stopped and now we hung in space for I don’t know how long before the funeral
home and the police and the neighbors were there, buzzing us along again.
We just hung there.
• • •
I saw his blood, on my mother, on the wall, on seven loads of laundry, but I never saw him. Not
like that. At the funeral home, I saw a corpse impersonating him but it was a pretty shoddy job
since his head was covered with a paisley sheet. After the funeral, I dropped out of community
college, I gave Jerry to an elementary school science teacher I met at the bar cause he thought
it’d be great to have a classroom pet; the boys would finally open up to him then. And I began
my extensive work on wondering why, which first took me to Big MacDaddy’s more often than
not, and then it led me to start sleeping around, and then to start reading.
Proverbs, mostly.

Chinese, medieval, African, you name it, if the county library had it, then I checked it out. This
was a result of another remembered conversation with my brother that hit me like a bus one
day when I was walking to the IHOP to get some coffee since my mother had quit making it on
any kind of consistent basis. It was a conversation we’d had a couple of weeks before he died,
when I picked him up at his girlfriend’s house and he looked a little flushed as he got in the car.
After a few minutes of driving I lit a cigarette and asked him if he and his girlfriend were doing
it yet.
He was quiet for a few beats then he muttered, “Curiosity killed the cat,” but he was blushing
and smiling all shyly, so I laughed and arm-punched him.
“Yeah, but cats have nine lives, lover boy.”
“That’s good, cause you’re going to need them all to learn how not to be so nosy.”
“Oh come on now, How’s it feel to be a man?” I said, using my best man-voice.
“Jesus, you’re unbelievable.”
“Well, you better be using protection…”
“Okay, Mom,” and he rolled his eyes, “and you better watch it with those cigarettes or you’ll get
caught red-handed,” he coughed dramatically and unrolled his window. “Seriously, she’s going
to smell it on you and kick you out. Plus those things will kill you.”
“Okay, Dad.”
“It’s your funeral.”
“Well, I hope you don’t wear that shirt.” He was wearing a maroon Harvard shirt our cousin had
sent for Christmas and he looked down at it for a minute and then asked what was wrong with it
and I told him he didn’t go to Harvard and our cousin that did was an a-hole that’s what’s wrong
with it and our banter continued unimportantly like this until we stopped and bought a few
groceries for my mom, and a couple of candy bars which we ate as quickly as possible so they’d
be gone by the time we drove that last five blocks home.

• • •
This whole thing was something I never would have remembered except for his putting a gun to
his head and now I remember everything I can about what he and I said, reenacting the words
and gestures on the walk to the IHOP and obsessing over what by now I am sure you’ve noticed:
The kid used not one, not two, but three fucking idioms, clichés, old wives’ words, whatever you
want to call them, in that conversation—all of which might explain, or sure as hell describe, his
death.
I don’t need to break that down for you.
• • •
So now I’m wearing his Harvard shirt all the time and reading proverbs and thinking about
my brother’s lily-sunk coffin and the stupid dress I wore and my mother’s red hands in the
basement hall and her standing there holding them out and screaming like she’s in a slasher
movie and I’m wondering what it’s like to die/what it feels like, if he was afraid/if there’s a
suspension of all time as it becomes too late to take your finger away from the trigger/ if my
father will ever stop telling people that it was an accident, that my brother was playing with his
gun/ if it will ever get better now that there’s a before and after and the former is a locked door,
a terrarium of time that we can look into but cannot touch or hear or even smell.
I do all this wondering and wonder most of all why the curiosity hasn’t killed me yet, but
maintain that
I’m on thin ice
Up shit creek
My chips are down, I’m under the weather, screaming bloody murder and waiting for you,
Brother, to come, let the cat out of the bag/ pick over my bones/make a clean sweep and don’t
leave me out in the cold.

Kelly Morse

phuong vy
Say on, sayers!
Delve. Mold. Pile the words of the earth!
						 – Walt Whitman
Flame Trees,
the name a child’s scribble.
Once I saw them arched over iron,
a filigree of laughter.
I heard it on an island of immigrants,
each taking their crumbly chunk
of English. Who decided flame
instead of fire, what do they call
brilliance
in their kitchen tongue.
The trees canopy their private gardens
even as my cold-soil language
forms strange roots.
The Vietnamese call them
phoenix tail trees. This is how myth
lives in the mouth.
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The word I want sits in another’s,
slender in the distance.
I do not know if this is ours,
this name.

Kevin Heaton

SCars & empty vases
Van Gogh’s mad ear enflamed a field
of purple irises—marring the face of
a sleeping homeless man. Artists render
people like pastels & watercolors:
the wounded gather shopping carts & talk
about Jesus, their smiles resemble burn
scars. They tape magazine clippings
to bedroom mirrors & blow cigarette smoke
into perfect images hoping to see a heartbeat.
Liars parse sermons like ravens, then kneel
at driftwood crosses & line their egos
with Cardinal feathers—change sangria
into green tea. Would that I were sickle
& whetstone—a reaper of men, or palette
& canvas—the turned cheek of Christ.
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Shay belisle

go to TA BLE OF CONTE NTS

The Land
In the deepest caves of memory I see my father in flames dancing between heavy clots of
smoke, his bare feet pounding a calloused song that harmonizes with his coughing, swearing,
and calls for help to Lord Krishna and “the mother fucking Maui Fire Department.” His red
face is pouring sweat and the brown hair at his temples clings in stringy wet strands. Cut off
jean shorts smeared in earth hang from nobby hips, and below the frayed material scratches
ooze small droplets of blood.
His knees are high as he leaps deer-like over a bed of leafy, star-shaped plant starts. The garden
hose arcs behind him, a pole vault propelling him towards the flames. Precious water arcs from
the mouth of the hose, splattering on dry earth, on tufts of fairy grass, on the roots of grateful,
coughing trees. He places his thumb half over the opening of the hose and water thrusts
forward like a fractured sword fighting the flames that try to leap over the barbed wire fence
and devour my father’s plants—his babies; his world.
Yet in my memory I am also high above the flames, swirling in ashy air. The children have
gathered from all over The Land and we are on a wooden platform, dancing in a circle and
chanting, “Radhe Radhe Radhe Sham, Govinda Radhe. Sri Radhe!” We sing out, expelling the
smoke from our tender lungs.
“Louder!” Radhe calls out. I picture her strumming a guitar, eyes half closed, lost in the bliss
of Kirtan. A halo of frizzy blonde curls surrounds her cherubic face. The instrument vibrates
against her round stomach and the platform bounces as we sing louder, the tempo builds, and
we dance faster and faster. “Govinda Radhe Radhe Sham, Gopala Radhe Radhe Sham!”
I want to add tambourines, cymbals, and perhaps even a harmonium to the scene. But, even in

my memory, which is slippery and fickle at best, there are only our child voices, our bare, dusty
feet against the wood platform, the buzzing sound of a helicopter chopping up the smoky sky
and dropping load after load of water scooped from the sea, and my father’s shouts as he dances
between the flames.
• • •
I pull my scabby knees up under my tie-dye sweater and rock back and forth to keep the cold
and the fear out. I’m under the big jacaranda tree, squishing a delicate purple blossom into
slime between my fingers then wiping its ruined beauty on the grass.
As usual, my dad is late to pick me up from school. This time, he is really late. Even the people
who work in the school office have gone home for the weekend. Before she left, Miss Judy
asked if I wanted her to call my dad but I told her he doesn’t have a phone and he’s always late
but he will be here soon. But soon is long gone.
I wonder if he will ever come or if I will have to try to survive until Monday when all the
teachers and kids finally come back. I imagine myself rummaging through the lost and found
for warm clothes that smell of mold and rotten soup. What will I eat? I can search through the
lunch boxes kids left behind. Or maybe I can find some food in the garden. But there isn’t much
there except for lettuce and green cherry tomatoes.
My gardening teacher Mr. Feldman says that my garden is one of the nicest and he tries to
be so friendly but I hate him. I hate him because, about a month ago, I opened the door to the
bedroom my mom and I share and he had his scraggily black beard buried in the nook between
her legs. I stared at them and they stared at me for a second that lasted so long you could have
heard roots digging into the earth. My mother’s face stretched in surprise and then crinkled in
worry and I felt my own face do the same. But my worry quickly turned into hot anger and I
ran and locked myself in the bathroom feeling sick deep down in the pit of my heart. She stood
outside talking softly through the door. She told me to let her in. “Lawrence and I were only
making love,” she said. “Everything’s okay.” But it’s not okay. I try to forget so that gnawing
feeling in my stomach will go away.

My dad’s probably “south,” his code word for going to tend his marijuana patch. I can picture
him out there in the kiawe trees, carefully watering them from a big plastic jug he carries on
his back that is a mix of water and fertilizer. He crouches down, pushing his gold wire-rimmed
glasses up on his nose and squints as he examines the buds for mold and bugs in the glow of late
afternoon sunlight that filters through the trees. This is the color of day that should remind him
that I am waiting. He should look up at the sky and see that the sun is gone and know that his
little girl is cold and scared. But he’s only thinking of the plants.
Usually he’s late but this is really late. Will he ever come? Just then I hear something rustle in
the bushes nearby and a shiver runs through my body. Then faintly, in the distance, I hear a
high-pitched squeal and I know I’m saved. The squeal grows into a scream as my dad’s rusty
brown Datsun pickup truck comes flying into view. He jumps out, hair wild and filled with sticks
and leaves. His rough hands, holey green shirt and Levi jeans are covered in dirt. I run into
his arms and bury myself in the smell of earth, marijuana and pungent sweat. I don’t want to
cry because sometimes when I do, he wrinkles his forehead like one of those silly looking dogs
and says, “Stop making that horrible noise.” I hate to make my dad upset and he usually doesn’t
get that horrible look unless I cry or tell him he’s doing something wrong and say how my mom
would do it. Then he says “Yo mama wears army boots” and that makes me so mad, even though
I don’t know what he means.
“I’m so so so so sorry, Darlin’,” he’s says, holding me tight. “I went south to water my plants and
by the time I knew it, the sun had already disappeared.”
“I thought you weren’t coming,” I sniffle, wiping my snot and a few rogue tears with the sleeve
of my sweater.
“I’m so sorry. Are you cold?”
I nod and he rummages in the back of his truck, pulling out a dirty, faded pink towel covered in
stains.
He opens the passenger door and it creaks loudly. Then he lifts me up onto the seat and wraps
the towel around my legs.

“Better?” he asks.
“Little bit.”
“Well, I’ll make you a hot bath when we get back to The Land. I already gathered the wood.”
• • •
Everybody calls the place where my dad lives “The Land.” The Land is sort of like going
camping with tons of people except everyone lives in little houses and has their own lily ponds
and grows their own gardens and pot plants. The Land is usually really dry and big and spread
out. Hulili and her family live on The Land now too since, just like me and my mom, they moved
out of the bushes at Makena beach. It takes at least ten minutes to run from my dad’s shack
to Hulili’s house if you take the shortcut along the barbed-wire fence. Hulili’s grandparent
bought them their property at the bottom of The Land near the big eucalyptus tree, which is the
greenest thing in the whole area so they don’t have to pay Chris Baaz rent or grow an orchard
for him like my dad does. My dad is always saying how “Baaz is cramping my style” but he
doesn’t want to move off the Land because he has all his plants there. Plus, he says, he likes The
Land because he can get by without “the goddamn government getting into my business and
taking away my rights.” He wants my mom and me to live on The Land too so that I’ll be close
to him but my mom says it’s too “far out there” and it would make it difficult for me to get to
school.
My dad is always arguing with my mom because he says school is a waste of money –even
though I get a scholarship—and I should just do home schooling like the other kids who live on
The Land. Only they don’t really do much schoolwork at all. Mostly they climb trees and build
tunnels and forts and they are always making up all sorts of games and adventures. It’s fun, but
I love school and I love my teacher, Mrs. Wares, who smells like lilacs and has big springy hair
that sticks out from her head like corkscrew pasta noodles. Mrs. Wares always reads my stories
out loud and shows my drawings to the class and says how “lovely” they are.
Hulili and her siblings live in cabin that has dirt floor and cracks in the walls. Their cabin is
filled with bunk beds and there are always lots of extra kids staying there while their parents

are off doing spiritual things. Hulili’s mom is sometimes there but she lives in her own little
house and has lots of different boyfriends so she doesn’t care what the kids do. The one adult
that’s always around is a woman with a big moon face and two long braids hanging from the
sides of her head. She has a funny accent and I thought she was a Native American Indian but
she says she’s from New York. Her name is Dawn but we call her Dawnie Fart Fish and I don’t
know why. She gets mad but not for real. She says, “Huli Chicken Wah,” (her special name for
Hulili), “You call me Dawnie Fart Fish one more time and I’m gonna smack that cutie patooty
little booty.” But she never does.
At Hulili’s house, all they ever have is Ramen noodles and POG. POG is passion, orange, guava
juice that’s really sugary and comes in a red carton with a creature on front that looks like a
happy, fuzzy orange. Hulili’s mom goes dumpster diving for it in the big blue trash bins behind
the Foodland. I told my dad but he says usually the food is perfectly good and people are too
wasteful. And there are starving children in India. I drank the POG for a long time before I
knew it came from the dumpster and it always tasted fine. Not even the tourists notice when we
sell it to them at our fruit stand.
Sometimes on a Saturday, we pick a bunch of papayas and lilikois off the trees and carry a
carton of POG up to the top of the road. Hulili and her siblings have a table and a sign that they
hide in the bushes. We drag them out and set up our fruit stand on the grassy patch below the
cinder hill. Not many people come this way because there’s nothing out here except scraggily
trees and lots of black lava rock. Plus the road is bumpy and filled with holes. But sometimes
tourists get lost and thirsty. They drive up in their red mustang convertibles, all pink and white
with their funny hats and gleaming tennis shoes and wallets full of money. They say how cute
we are and ask if Hulili and me are twins. Even though we’re not, sometimes we tell them “yes”
because we like to pretend even though we only sort of look alike. We both have blonde hair and
freckles and we were both born the year of the dog. Hulili’s birthday is in August and mine is
in June but she seems a lot older than me. My mom says it’s because she’s a Leo. Plus she had
to grow up really fast because her mom is a flake and she doesn’t have a father or go to school
and she has to live on The Land. If I tell my dad what my mom says, he always says, “Yo mama
wears army boots.” And then maybe he’ll add, “That’s what’s so great about living off the land.
You don’t need anyone. You can survive on your own.”

• • •
By the time my dad and I get back to The Land, it’s dark but the stars are as bright as bare
bulbs in the sky. With a dying flashlight, we make our way through the papaya and avocado
trees, around the side of the house and into the outdoor kitchen my dad built. It’s a wall-less tin
roofed area with a two-burner gas stove, a sink, and a cow dung floor. I think it’s kind of gross
that we have to walk on cow poop but my dad says it’s just ground up grass and in India they
use it to build their houses and everything.
On a makeshift shelf and on the ground are dozens of re-used jars with crumbling, faded labels
filled with oils and grains. There are woven coconut frond baskets stuffed with thrift store
bought kitchen supplies, various cans of food, unwashed vegetables from the garden and plastic
baggies full of spices.
My dad lights a kerosene lamp and I sit down on a wooden bench behind an old card table he
rescued from the dump. He bangs around the kitchen, curses and mumbles under his breath
when he realizes that the stove is out of fuel. This means no subjee. I’m relieved. I hate subjee
but I don’t tell my dad that because I’m afraid to hurt his feeling because that’s pretty much
all he ever cooks. It’s a mush of chard, kale, carrots, potatoes, zucchini, lima beans, chayote or
whatever’s in season in his garden and maybe some lentils and mung beans or rice.
He even packs subjee for my school lunch in big yogurt container and puts it in a crinkly paper
bag with a whole papaya and carrots from the garden that still have their tops on and dirt in
their crevices. It’s so embarrassing. Sofia Rosengarden, who is in my class and everyone thinks
is so cool, has carrots that look smooth and clean like little baby tofu dogs. One day I said, “I
like how your mom cuts your carrots,” and she laughed at me and said that’s how they come
when you get them in a store. I wish my dad would give me things from the grocery store like
my mom does and pack it in Tupperware. My mom takes the Tupperware from the lost and
found at school but luckily no one knows. Except the one time she took a sweater and when I
went to school wearing it, Kiana said, “Hey that’s mine!” and I had to take it off and give it back
even though it was cold.
• • •

I’m cold now and I just want to go to sleep but I know my dad is worried about me eating dinner
so I pull a half an almond butter and jam sandwich out of my lunchbox.
“Dad, I can just eat the rest of my lunch.”
“Are you sure, Darlin’? I’ve got some carrots or papayas if you want. Or some canned coconut
milk.”
“No, that’s okay.”
“Okay, well why don’t you eat and I’ll go make the bath.”
He heads out into the garden, past the chico tree that he loves because he says that it’s
Krishna’s favorite fruit and it tastes just like brown sugar. I can hear the rustle of dry grass as
he makes his way through the cane grass field where he set up an old bathtub over a fire pit. I
listen to him breaking sticks for kindling, dragging the hose through the yard and then the rush
of water as he fills the tub. I start to nibble on my sandwich, listening to him chanting, “Hare
Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna, Krishna Hare Hare,” but he’s quickly interrupted by a loud
bang. He yells, “goddamn it!” and I can see the dark silhouette of his figure heading towards
me.
“What happened?”
“Damn bathtub slid off the plank I had it propped up on,” he says as he enters the glowing aura
of the lamp.
“It’s alright dad. I don’t need a bath.”
“Yeah you do,” he says pulling a twig out of my hair and then stoking his beard, removing a
handful of bush debris. “We both do.”
He rummages under the sink, pulls out some tools and then heads back out into the darkness,
flashlight gripped between his crooked, coffee-stained teeth.

An hour later, I’m half-asleep, slumped against the table. I feel my dad’s rough hand on my
shoulder lightly shaking me awake. I open my eyes and look up at him. He is bright red and
clean and his hair and beard are wet.
“The bath’s ready, Darlin. I took one first so it wouldn’t be too hot for you.”
“I’m tired.”
“I know. But just take a quick one. It’s nice and warm and the stars are beautiful.”
“Carry me?”
“Not sure if I can. You’re getting to be almost as big as me.”
“Daaaad. I’m only six and three quarters.”
“No way. I thought you were twelve at least.”
“Come on dad.”
“Ok, well, why don’t you climb on my back?”
I stand on the bench and wrap my thin, freckled arms around his neck and my legs around his
waist. I bounce along, eyes closed, breathing in the smell of castile soap.
I open my eyes and I can see steam rising and the glowing embers beneath the old, rusty, once
white bathtub. My dad sets me down and I undress, draping my clothes on a guava bush nearby.
I test the water and it feels perfect.
“Ready?” my dad asks.
“Yep.”

“You know the drill. Stay on the planks and don’t touch the sides or you’ll burn yourself.”
“Yeah Dad, I know.”
“I know you know. You’re the smartest six year old on the planet.”
He lifts me up and sets me in the middle of the tub. I can feel the rough wood under my feet
and I slowly ease into the hot water. I sit in the middle, keeping far away from the sides and
let the heat soak into my body. Dipping my head back into the water, I stare up at stars. There
is complete silence and then a faint “hush hush” sound of the hose being dragged through
dry grass. It sends a shiver though my body and I sit up and search for my dad among the
silhouettes of trees. “Dad, I’m done,” I yell out into the still night. Silence and stillness. I feel
panic rising inside me and I want to get out but I am trapped by a wall of scalding metal that
surrounds me. “Dad!” I yell again. And then I see a dark figure heading towards me, wrapped
in a cloak of moonlight and chanting softly, “Hare Krishna Hare Krishna Krishna Krishna Hare
Hare.”

Bill Neumire
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Think of the Mercy of Volcanoes
or the roistering dogs loose in the dark.
Think of how much you owe
as you listen to the snow melting
at the poles & the outlandish theories
of the universe’s constant expansion.
Not enough of us are scholars
of storm & snarl, poisons & ironies,
knuckles & shoulders
or runnels of soft thought
on the ruddy sea beach.
Think of your saccharine ex-life
as the waves build a retort
in this hour of plastic furniture
in the museum of interior monologue.
Could this be read as melee?
Think of the schools of sleepless fish
purloining consciousness.
What can you do?
The angel of orreries is spinning
your galaxy, sending an asteroid
toward your favorite city. Do not worry.
You don’t know it yet.

Bill Neumire

Before you were born
I feared your elegiac sockets
& mouthlessness.
You knew everything; there was no fooling you.
But now I want to teach you
that there are orchids blooming
only in moonlight
while fish in the deepest
ocean glow to find each other.
I want you to know
there’s a program whereby prisoners can lessen
their sentences by taking classes on god, &
an entire science about the measure of instability
in anything we know. Listen: once, when I was young,
I saw a dog with another dog’s leg in its mouth.
He was so happy.
Your mother is aware of these affairs & still manages
smiles when leaves burn the northeast. I’m glad
you live inside her for now, but someday you’ll ask me
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about far off stars & whether they care about us.
The only thesis against nothing is everything.
All I can say is that animals in estrus will run
for miles through traffic & snow & bullets
to find each other, to collapse with bloom.

Kevin Rabas
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for the estranged; the ones
the door shuts to with a wood
and metal click; to the lonely;
the ones who would be
lovers, but their loves walked off
with the pretty, with the slick, the rich;
to the ones with five string guitars who
play and save for that snapped
sixth string; for the drummers
with beat up drums
who keep their heads tuned
the best they can and play soft and wait
and wait for that crescendo and fill it
with grain, with water, with blue fire—
with a crowd of new hands: hands
and wheat, hands and wheat, hands and wheat;
to the ones who ignore you, but you
never ignore, this poem of love
is for you; this poem full
of my loneliness and nights
spent alone in the dark, new-moon nights,
coal-colored nights, nights where the owl call
is for you; I hear you; I see you; I will be
with you, when you open to this page; yours

will never be nights alone; my voice is here
with you, across time, across space; and when
you sing, I am here—on rhythm guitar, on bass,
on drums, on harpsichord and violin.

bRendan kiely
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when on a rainy day they played
That summer it was unseasonably rainy and it forced Gary and Derek indoors, away from
the other neighborhood children and the fields and courts by the elementary school, down
into the basement at Derek’s house. The constraints left them no choice but to rely on their
imaginations. The couch became a boat, a mountain, or a tree house from which they bellowed
and shouted across their newly-created landscapes. The faux-wood paneling was a forest, or
the walls of a cave, wooden chairs were beasts or enemies, and the card table was a fort or a
home. They invented characters and worlds and began to play without knowing what they were
entirely capable of. Their games were like reoccurring dreams; the same scenes played over
and over with slight variations each time, as if each game was a rehearsal for the real show that
was to come sometime later.
One morning, Gary and Derek began playing a familiar game in which Gary played the Hero.
He picked up the wiffle-ball bat and held it as a sword in his hand. Derek grabbed another,
fatter bat and wielded it as the Muscleman’s mace. They drew their weapons high, glanced
across the room at the chairs by the table and charged. To them, it was an ambush. They swung
their plastic weapons against the tall, flat backs of the chairs around the card table, and fought
a small troop of the Lord’s army. They swung, retreated, and advanced, and charged the chairs
with fury. Eventually, the multitude of troops lay scattered on the floor. Gary and Derek caught
their breath. They looked at each other and knew instantly that more of the Lord’s men would
be there soon. Across the room, near the entertainment unit, they jumped onto the arms of
the leather recliner and spurred their horses out of the village and into the woods. When they
reached their hideout, they jumped off the recliner and crept into the bathroom. They left the
light off. No torches could be lit because the Lord’s men were everywhere. They drank mead
from the faucet to rejuvenate themselves. Not long after, poking their heads out of the hideout,

they saw more troops approaching on horseback. Derek looked back to the tiled wall of the
shower, but the Hero knew there was no escape. They had to fight their way out. Roaring a
battle cry, the Hero rushed from the hideout with his Muscleman behind him, and again they
combated the Lord’s troops. But unlike any fight they had fought before, the Muscleman tripped
and crashed to the ground with a soldier landing on top of him. He struggled to pull himself
free, but he glanced at the Hero and the two old friends instantly understood that it was the end
for the Muscleman. With a pained expression on his face, the Muscleman waved the Hero on,
and the Hero fled towards the couch, towards the mountains.
He knew he could not fight the battle alone but was sure that if he made it to the other side of
the mountain he would find the rest of his own company. The climb went slowly, and he began
to fear that he, too, might not make it. A storm gathered in the peaks above and cast a long
shadow over the valley below. A cold wind thrashed against his face the higher he climbed.
Snow drifted down, and as he leapt from one cliff edge to another, he lost his footing. The
Lord’s troops were on him instantly. He was taken prisoner, brought back down into the valley,
and thrown in jail. The Lord wanted the Hero to witness the wedding that was to take place in
the plaza of his court. He wanted to torture the Hero as the wedding proceeded; he wanted to
torture the Hero with what he called the pain of reality.
The jail was more a cave, or a pit, however, with rocky walls that were slick like the stones
of a deep and only recently drained well. Water dripped somewhere in the darkness. He was
without his men, without his sword, and without his ability to see any of the world he once knew.
Time passed, and the Hero contemplated his options. In the near silence, small sounds took on
greater proportion. His own breath shocked him. With newfound recognition he heard the boom
of his heart. More time passed until, finally, a tiny light shone from above. Wheels squealed in
the pulley system overhead, way up near the top of the shaft.
A woman in a white gown descended on a platform. She stepped off it when it reached the floor
beside him, and the Hero knew he could not use it as a means of escape. She, too, was thrown
into the prison. She’d lost favor with the Lord and humiliated him in public with her refusals.
Her name was Jezel and she and the Hero had loved each other before she’d been taken away—
they acknowledged this shyly— and although they were stuck in prison, they were finally
together.

The Hero swore he would devise an escape, but nothing that came to him was doable. Time
continued to pass, and while the Hero contemplated, Jezel trembled as if a breeze whisked
across her bare skin. The Hero again swore he could come up with a way for them to break
free. Jezel shivered.
“I’m cold,” Jezel said, “and alone.”
The Hero spread himself over her like a blanket. He hadn’t realized, until he drew closer to
Jezel, that the air had been biting him, as well. With their arms wrapped around each other a
new and unknown pulse came alive within each of them, drew them closer together—warmed
them. They rubbed against each other. They began to sweat.
While still in that embrace, it occurred to the Hero that there was another way out of the pit.
A faint memory, maybe a memory of a dream, or even a dreamed memory, came to him. It
emerged and vanished too quickly to maintain any form, but it inspired him. He decided that if
he wanted, if they both wanted, they could imagine their way out of their prison. The polished
stones felt impenetrable, and he thought he knew them to be immoveable, but he was now
filled with a powerful sense that they could free themselves. They could imagine the world
beyond the pit, see it, and step right through the wall into a field with picnic tables covered with
heaping plates of food and giant pitchers filled to the brim, where they would gorge themselves
and fling themselves about—wild, barefoot and naked, belting out a riot of screams and
laughter. Beside him, the stones in the wall began to shake and separate, a rush of light charged
through the cracks, and he thought, yes, yes, yes, this is it.
A whistling wind followed the light, but only the sound of it—not the actual feeling of it against
his skin as he had hoped for. The noise dropped in pitch until it wasn’t a wind at all—it was a
voice calling to them, telling them it was time to go. The rain had stopped and it was time to
play outside again.
• • •
Derek was on the bottom, and he was the first to recognize his mother’s voice. He blinked up
at Gary on top of him. Their noses had never been so close. He shoved Gary, and Gary’s leg

whacked against the leg of the card table as he rolled off Derek. They heard Derek’s mother
again and heard her feet coming down the steps. Naked, except for their underwear, they
crawled out from beneath the table quickly. Gary tried to find his clothes and glanced at Derek,
who stood near the foot of the stairs, clutching a football, looking bewildered as he stared up
towards the kitchen.
There was a shriek and Gary walked to the bathroom and closed the door behind him. He
blasted water from the faucet so as to not hear the conversation back out in the playroom. He
washed his face and hands and scrubbed away at nothing until the friction began to sting. As he
reached for the towel his hand passed over the tiles on the wall and a chill seemed to hover over
them and pull the warmth from his hand. He listened for the breath of the two still in prison
and wondered if, when it rained again, they’d remember where they were and how to free
themselves.

Lindsay miller
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debris
I make a pile of dead leaves. Of brown and breaking.
These things tend to accumulate.
These things tend to tear along pre-determined lines. What you might call “veins.”
These things leave a sour green smell under your fingernails.
I still pick at scabs. I can’t resist their undersides, wet pink, skin before it becomes skin. I apply pressure upward at the edges. Working around and in. The pain is warm as a bee sting. The
pain is honey on the very back of your tongue where it’s hard to breathe.
I split the leaves surgically. Smaller and smaller.
The way you left dead pieces of yourself all over my kitchen floor.
The way girls like us are always disintegrating.
Needing to be swept up off the tile.
I still suck the blood. When a kitchen knife turns in my hand. When I stumble on the sharp edge
of paper. I still bring my mouth to the red mouth of the wound. This could be a symptom of dehydration. I still crave the taste of salt.

Lindsay miller

what to name your baby
Assuming she is a girl, name her for your father.
Name her for your favorite flower. For the star
you wished on, which turned out to be
an airplane, name her Boeing. Call her Bo
for short. Isn’t it kind of pretty,
in a boyish way? Like the first girl you ever
kissed. Name her for the first girl you ever kissed,
even if her father protests. Even if she does not
have a father. Name him after a fairy tale
you think you read somewhere. Name him the name
you already have tattooed on your arm,
to save some time on explanations. Catch him
with your bare hands. Let him swim up
the length of your body like a fish.
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