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Letter from

the Editors

About the Journal
Dear Reader,

This year marks the fortieth anniversary of our beloved literary jour-
nal, Hawai‘i Review. Since the first issue of the journal was published 
in the winter of 1973, Hawai‘i Review has published work by hun-
dreds of writers and authors from Hawai‘i and around the world. 
The publication’s longevity and ever-increasing readership continue 
to serve as a testament to the importance of maintaining spaces for 
student-run literary publications at the university level.

With this milestone issue, the Hawai‘i Review editors felt that it 
was important to showcase how the journal provides a platform for 
collaboration among writers and artists, both in Hawai‘i and out-
side the islands. Issue 78 features our 2013 Ian MacMillan Writing 
Award Winners in Fiction and Poetry, as well as a wide variety of 
writing from our other talented contributors. In addition, this issue 
of Hawai‘i Review features innovative pieces created by three art-
ists working here in our Honolulu community. The Hawai‘i Review 
editors feel that the photographs and mixed media art pieces chosen 
for this issue all seem to invoke a sense of rediscovering the mysteries 
hidden in familiar places, and of becoming intimate with places that 
were previously only explored in dreams. In a complimentary vein, the 
writing included in Issue 78 all revolves in some way around a central 
question: what does it mean to know and love a place?

After forty years, we at Hawai‘i Review are so happy that the journal 
continues to be known and loved by our Hawai‘i community and our 
community of readers and writers around the world. We are hopeful 
and confident that with the continued support of these communities, 
Hawai‘i Review will continue to flourish in the years to come.

Thanks for reading.

- The Editors at Hawai‘i Review
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	 We go Kaho‘olawe for train coz nobody like race us. Three 
years, three county titles. No prisoners, no apologies. Dis year we 
going win states and everybody in Hawai‘i going know our names. 
Everybody going know dat Country Squid Dawgz is da rippingest 
fifteen-year-old boyz crew around, dat we carry da biggest blades in da 
islands. We going be so renowned dat when we walk into Star Mar-
ket after training, da clerk be like, “What, chu like one six pack Bud 
Light? Put yo fake IDs away, dis one on da house.” 
	 We go Kaho‘olawe for repair da heiau and clean up one 
military zone. Invasive kine species li’dat. We leave Mā‘alaea at dawn, 
when harbor lights not fogging up da sky and clouds stay everywhere. 
But we no need stars and we no need light. Country Squid Dawgz 
going illuminate da darkness like one constellation dat ladies set their 
clocks by. Coz when we cross da finish line at Ke‘ehi Lagoon three 
lengths ahead of Lanikai, da ladies going be like “Ho, you see da 
Squid Dawgz li’dat? Thought dey was one asteroid. Seat three be look-
ing fiiiine.” Das why we breaking in Coach Kev’s new koa wa‘a, fresh 
from da carver. Last tuneup before states. Suppose for be one sacred 
day. 
	 “Who wen rip one?” I say from seat three, pilau breeze waft-
ing around like leftover sashimi. Da stink no bother me as much as 
da lava rock ko‘i in my pocket. Pushing into da skin, trying for break 
through. 

“Das dirty, boyz,” says BLT from seat one. “Hard fo’ breathe up hea.” 
BLT stands for Built Like Tako. He’s our Pōpolo braddah from Hana 
side, and we call him BLT coz he rip so fast, you’d think he get eight 
arms. 

“Ho, Musubi,” I say over my shoulder, “get Spam in yo pocket or what?” 
	 “Shutup, Mosey,” says Musubi from seat five, using his blade 
for splash harbor water on my back. Freaking cold da water. “We 
know you da one who farted.” Musubi get his name coz his belly get 
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layers like one double-decker spam an egg. He no like us call him dat, 
but I no give a shit. Welcome to da family. 
	 “We know it was yo stomach,” I say, “das who.” 
	 “Hup! Ho!” calls Seabury from seat two, haole skin glowing 
through da vog like eggshells. We change our paddles to da odda side.
	 “Eh, no talk shet you no can back,” says Musubi.
	 “No worry bout yo girlfriend’s back,” I say. “I get um like one 
poke bowl. I da rice, she da ahi.” 						   
	 “No act like you know how for poke squid, Mosey,” says Kua 
from seat four.
	 I seen squid one time. Was more like one urchin than one 
squid though. One day before school I go Litto Beach for body surf, 
and I see dis tourist lady bending over for collect shells. All furry and 
spiny inside. Das when I start for sweat. I neva go Litto Beach after 
dat.
	 “Been poking squid since before you was born,” I tell Musubi. 	
	 “Who knows? Could be yo faddah.” 
	 “Heads in da canoe!” snaps Kepa from seat six. Kepa’s our star 
immersion classmate, and he going be valedictorian when we grad 
King Kekaulike in couple years. Das why he our steersman. Coz he 
only know how for make straight line.
	 Musubi get all quiet, prolly sucking tears back there. Big and 
soft li’dat. How can survive when no can kolohe? 
	 “Hup! Ho!” calls Seabury. We change over. 
	 I no can remember his real name, but we call him Seabury coz 
das where he go school. Not coz he smart li’dat, but coz his faddah get 
money. Building hotels and shit. Da Squid Dawgz, we wen dominate 
da Maui Regatta since small kid time. Twelves, thirteens, fourteens (K, 
we only come second place at fourteens coz blind, da line judge, but 
whatevaz). Dis year Seabury come all private school and take seat two 
from Lika, my immersion classmate. Now he act like he family, calling 
changes all proper and shit like “Nineteen, twenty, ready and go!” 
	 “Was you, haole boy?” I say. “Make one sea slug in yo board-
shorts?”
	 “Why you start trouble again?” says Kua from seat four. Kua, 
he like my big braddah. His family wen hānai me when I was one 
bebe. He always looking out for odda people, people odda than me. 

“Seabury neva do nothing to you,” he says. 

	 “It’s cool, guys” says Seabury. “Mosey’s been trying to get in 
my pants all summer…Hup! Ho!”
	 Then I get all sweaty again, like Heineken perspiration sweaty. 
Always do when people and things start freaking me out and I don’t 
know how for act. But when you sweat, people freak out too. Nobody 
like scrap a sweaty fuckah. They think you crazy. Like you get super-
powahz or something. 
	 “No can talk to me li’dat.” I dig my blade deep into da water. 
Me, I only know how for take deep strokes. “I was born in one canoe. 
Da original fuckin squid dawg.”	
	 Da boyz laugh. 
	 “Wa, watchu like lickings?” I say, words all slippery. 
	 Da boyz still laughing.
	 Seabury turns for wink at me, and I touch da ko‘i in my 
pocket. Not for cut Seabury, I not crazy or nothing. I just like him 
shut his mouth. Coach Kev stay behind in da Zodiac, prolly checking 
his fishing line. He would neva see. 	
	 “Blades in da watah!” snaps Kepa.

	 If da sun come up dis morning, we neva see um. Clouds start-
ing for take a leak, cold and thick like shave ice on da skin. Things get 
noisy after we pass Molokini. Not in da canoe, but in da ocean. Wind 
clapping our ears like myna birds in da morning. Swells lifting and 
dropping us through all kine layers of blue. I sitting all hamajang coz I 
no like da ko‘i make me bleed. 
	 When I say I was born in one canoe, das true. Fifteen years 
ago, Maui get one mean tropical storm. Swells washing through 
Happy Valley. Coconut trees falling on power lines. Wind strong 
enough for blow da islands apart. In da morning, Kua’s maddah and 
faddah went down to da Hale for check on da canoes, and da Kuali‘i 
stay drifting out da harbor mouth. Swells still crazy li’dat, so took em 
three hours for get da canoe back on da beach, all da time Kua’s mad-
dah stay puking over da gunnels. On da beach they wen look inside da 
hull: pieces of one man o’ war, papio wrapped in beer rings, one ghost 
crab hiding in a Trojan wrapper. They throw everything out. Das 
when they see choke limu underneath seat three. But when they reach 
underneath for throw em out, they no find limu. They find me. All 
stink and crying and covered in shit. 
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	 Just when we hit one rhythm, Musubi starts bawling like “My 
fingah! My fuckin fingah!” I guess he bust um on da gunnel. No more 
pinky nail. 
	 “Lez go, big boy,” I say. “Back in.”
	 But Musubi no like paddle, he just sucking tears. And das 
alotta dead weight, landfill kine. 
	 “Gotta pull, seat five,” says Kepa, trying for stay cool, but I 
hear um growling underneath. “Get us outta dis swell.”
	 But Musubi not pulling. And I no like pull him.
	 “If not goin paddle, brah, den get da fuck out!” I say.
He gets da fuck out. Coach Kev picks um up in da Zodi. Before Mu-
subi hit da water, I see mahi tears in his eyes. How can survive if no 
can handle one pinky nail?
	 Canoe feel good three-hundred pounds lighter, but da swells 
still swelling. Water in da canoe. Water in my ears. Water in my eyes. 
I know da boyz stay salty with me, but nobody saying nothing. They 
wanted da big boy out too. Lotta people think things they no say. Me, 
sometimes I say things I no think.
	 “Hit, hit, hit, you fuckahs!” Coach Kev barks. Easy for him to 
say when he get one motorboat. I look over my shoulder at da Zodi: 
Musubi sucking his thumb, Coach Kev punching da air. No more fish-
ing pole. “Seat three, bail watah!” howls Coach. “And no scratch da 
koa!” 	  
	 I look down. Water pooling at my feet like oceans of sweat—

“Seat three, bail watah!”—but I no stop paddling, and I no bail water. 
Me, I da only engine da Squid Dawgz get. 
	 Not far from Kaho‘olawe, one long dark shadow come and 
crack da koa ama side. 
	 Das when Seabury freaks. He jumps to da right and da ama 
rise up, everybody yelling “Hold um!” and “Keep em down!” and 

“Squid shet!” I grab da ‘iako and push back, but too late. We already 
stay heavy with water. Da wa‘a turtle roll.
	 Most times underneath da water I feel all kine peaceful. But 
dis time I no feel peaceful. Not coz I scared of shadows or sharks, but 
coz I remember why we stay in da water. Seabury no can paddle. No 
more balance, das why. Just like his faddah. I seen his faddah’s busi-
ness card one day after practice. He wen leave um with Coach Kev:

Gabriel Bodlin, RT.
Breathing new life into Maui since 1984

(Call 342-REAL for one Real Nasty Time)

	 K, I wen make up dat last line, but da first two is for reals. Ga-
rans da RT stands for Realtor. Or maybe it just stands for Real Thick 
in da head. One thing I neva understand is why haole boy’s faddah 
drive a junk car. Tape on da windows. Dents in da doors. Rust on da 
rims. He prolly a shetty realtor. Me, I would neva be one realtor, but if 
I was one realtor I would neva drive one junk car. 
	 “Easy, boyz,” says Kepa on da surface, “only one reef shark.” 
	 Nobody easy. Everybody pushing and kicking for get in da 
canoe. But I no give a shit about da shark, I just trying for find my 
paddle. I no get money for buy new one. No more blade, no can 
paddle. 
	 After we huli, da clouds start for piss real mean and we no 
can see da Zodi. No can see Coach Kev. No Molokini, no Kaho‘olawe. 
We no can see da shark either, good thing. Prolly ate my paddle. So I 
start for bail water, steam piping out my ears. We going over swells all 
kine blind, salt biting my side where da ko‘i wen poke through, til one 
island come outta nowhere and we crack hard on black rock. 	
	 At least we thought it was black rock. 
	 We pull da wa‘a up da beach. Clouds still draining their blad-
ders, so we look for one cave. Not coz we scared for get wet, but coz 
da rainwater starting for sting our skin, battery acid kine. Da sand 
weird too, cutting up our feet like concrete. Das when we realize we 
neva hit rock, just sand. Hard fucking sand. Me, I like da sand for be 
softer. I like for imagine dat if you stay in one place too long, you go-
ing fall through. 
	 “We neva huli if you neva freak li’dat,” I tell Seabury, rain 
staining our eyes red. 	
	 “Screw you, man,” he says. “You were scared too.” 
	 “Not our ocean,” says Kepa. “Nobody fo‘ blame.”
	 Seabury starts for walk away, boardshorts kimchi red where 
his okole wen erupt with one blood blister. Das how you know when 
somebody neva grow up in one canoe. Too soft da skin. Das how you 
know when somebody no belong.
	 “Haoles no understand balance, das why,” I say, but he just 
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keep walking. Das one thing about me. When I say someting to you, I 
no like say um to your back. 
	 Things get bloody then. 
	 Da boyz no can keep us off each odda. Seabury crack me few 
times, but I bust em up real good over da eye, like one wana to da face. 
First, I think about da ko‘i. Not here, I tell myself. So I pound um in 
da neck, then he stop walking. Turn around swinging like he defend-
ing haole nation, whole Kua yelling, “Hit em! Hit em!” but I dunno 
who he talking to. 
	 Kepa, he no freak like da oddas. “Braddahs,” he says, “you like 
win states? Then save your mana for da ocean.” And das all he need for 
say. I stop swinging. Seabury stop covering. You dunno how bad I like 
win states. Just for win something. 

	 Da sun disappear fast after we scrap, like somebody pulling 
um down with a string. Silent da Squid Dawgz. I like things for be si-
lent. Meditative and shit li’dat. Thing is, I dunno how for stop talking. 
But I get one front tooth trying for hang on, so I no feel like talking 
right now. 
	 We look for one sleeping cave. Da canoe stay all bust so we 
just leave um in da sand. By now our skin getting all kine toasty from 
da acid rain, so we run, looking for cover. Dis island get plenty caves. 
Thing is most da caves get crabs, mean fucking crabs like drones or 
something. Da drone crabs get tin chopstick legs and razor blade 
pinchers. Wallclocks for shells. K, I not sure if they really get wall-
clock shells, coz I pretty hungry right now, but I hear something tick-
ing. Like one giant cleaning his teeth beneath da sand.
	 We run past dis one cave and da drone-crab-fuckahs stay 
lined up like soljahs. Eyeballs glowing yellow like da moon stay 
trapped inside. Then one bebe from anodda cave come and try for 
join formation, but dis big maddah step forward and crack da bebe 
with her pinchers. Da bebe go spinning back into da acid rain. I guess 
they no like share their cave. When we first saw da crabs, I thought 
they must be da protectors of dis island. But da only thing they pro-
tecting is themselves.
	 Now we find one cave without drone crabs. I figure if dis cave 
no get drone crabs, then must get someting worse inside, but I no like 
say um out loud. Soon as we enter our cave, da battery-acid rain stop 

raining. Nobody say nothing. We just look at eachodda, all kine lost 
like five crispy tourists. Then again, I guess we iz tourists in dis place. 
Bumbai da clouds disappear and everybody start for snore except me. 
I thirsty but get plenny blood for drink. You’d think da blood would 
help, but it just make um worse. Stars too bright on dis island, mak-
ing da kine constellations I neva see before: three fishermen trying 
for net crab with one angel as bait. Maybe da sky look different on 
Kaho‘olawe, if dis is Kaho‘olawe. 
	 I take out da ko‘i, small enough for fit in my palm, sharp 
enough for cut through. I carve K-U-A in da sand. My braddah’s 
name. Da name I like have, da name I almost get. When Kua’s folks 
wen find me, they was working hard for make one bebe but doctors 
said No Can. So when they saw me, born in da Kuali‘i, swaddled 
in seaweed, they thought I was one sign li’dat. They took me home. 
Bumbai da next day, Kua’s maddah stay hāpai with Kua. Das why they 
wen name me Mosey. After da prophet. They not Christians or noth-
ing, they just neva know what else for call me. Pink skin, dark eyes, 
pickleweed hair. Truth is I dunno what I am. Too dark for be haole, 
too light for be Hawaiian. My uncle swears I Filipino. My Podagee 
neighbor calls me da reincarnation of his hapa stepmaddah, halfway 
through ten years at Maui Correctional. He just playing, I think. And 
when tourists stop at da harbor for directions, they ask me. Might 
sound aurite, like you can fit in everywhere. But if you fooling people 
for fit in everywhere, dat means you no belong nowhere. 
	 Even though da sand stay concrete, da ko‘i go right through. 
K-U-A. Crazy, ah, how strong lava rock stay with all da litto holes 
inside. 

	 I wake up to da sun stinging my eyes like urchin spines. My 
tongue tastes like shrapnel mouthwash, and I get one crusty goatee 
where my tooth wen drip in my sleep. I check my arms. No more 
swelling on da skin, almost like da battery acid rain neva wen fall. But 
my head pounding like it stay hāpai with three more heads. Da boyz 
outside da cave already, searching for food, searching for water. Sea-
bury trying not for touch da lump I give um on his eye. 
I look for water too. Through da naupaka and pickleweed, through 
da kiawe, I find one coconut tree. But no more fruit. All da leaves get 
holes, like monstera leaves. Da acid rain prolly wen melt through. Das 
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okay though, coz I no like drink acid rain. 
	 “Eh, haole boy,” I tell Seabury, “hope you get sunscreen.”
	 “Gabe more dark than you,” says Kepa. Das true. Seabury get 
one limu kine tan. My skin more like strawberry guava than limu, but I 
pretend I neva hear Kepa say dat.
	 “Ho, I’d kill fo one katsu plate right now,” says BLT. “Large 
coke, two scoop mac salad.”
	 “If still had Musubi,” I say, “could jus eat him.” Nobody laughing.
	 “Ho, dat Lana‘i?” BLT stay squinting out at da ocean. 
	 I look where BLT staring. Sky so blue, you no can tell um apart 
from da water. No Lana‘i, no plate lunch. Just blue walls everywhere. 
	 “Gotta be someting, ah,” I say, turning BLT away from da 
ocean. 
	 Kepa just shake his head. Eyeing da sand like he trying for 
solve one equation. 
	 “Eh, where Kua stay?” I ask. 
	 “Thought he was in da cave witchu?” says Kepa.
	 We look in da cave, we look down da beach, we look in da bust 
up canoe. Kua no stay. Da Squid Dawgz falling apart.
	 I think about da ko‘i. I wen take um from da heiau up 
Haleakalā. Couple days ago, we wen climb up there for pull some 
weeds and chant some prayers. Everybody stay bowing their heads for 
safe journeys and shit when I seen one mean ko‘i on da altar. Das when 
I wen take um. In school, Kumu taught us dat our ancestors—k, prolly 
not my ancestors, but you dunno—made da ko‘i, like one adze, from 
da hardest lava rock. They used da ko‘i for carve canoe, hale, and spear. 
Some still do. Da ko‘i was da rock dat shaped their world. But das da 
thing about rocks. You not suppose for take um. Neva thought was go-
ing make my braddah disappear. 
	 “You fuckah!” I tell haole boy. “First da canoe, den my paddle, 
and now my braddah?”
	 “Not his fault.” Kepa steps between us.
	 Hunger making dis crazy island spin. If no can find food, I 
wonder who we going eat first? Seabury, garans. But how long it going 
take for cook da white out? 
	 “Tell me Kepa, you no like kill dis fuckah right now?”
	 “You know what,” says Kepa, “we going break up. Two stay 
here for Kua. Two wrap around da island, find water, find food.” 

	 “Shootz, Kepa,” I say. “Lez go den.” 
	 “You going with Gabe.”
	 “Fuck dat!” I say.
	 “Really, bro?” 
	 “If we going race with six boyz in da canoe,” says Kepa, “den 
it’s time for make right.”
	 “So you going rest here, while I go step on landmines with dis 
fuckah?”
	 “Dude.”
	 “He’s my braddah too,” says Kepa, hand on haole boy’s shoul-
der. “And dis not Kaho‘olawe.”

	 We no find nothing. We head up da coast, we go in caves, we 
go inland. No Kua. No food. Just plenny lava rock and da kine plants 
you no like eat. Seabury, he no even look hungry. Prolly get food 
stashed somewhere. He just gawking at everyting, dollar bills in his 
eyes. Like his realtor faddah. “So what, haole boy,” I say, “yo faddah 
like put hotel over dea? Nice place for one swimming pool.” 
	 “Huh? My dad’s a respiratory therapist.”	
Guess I neva expect das what RT stand for. But must be nice for have 
one respiratory therapiss faddah. Like one doctor or someting. Good 
thing too, he prolly get plenny money for buy me new paddle. “Das 
why you always get stink mouth?” 
	 He keeps walking. I no like him do dat, but I no like my front 
tooth come off all da way either. Maybe his faddah try fix um.
	 “Betchu thought paddling was good way for meet girls and 
get one tan, ah?” I stop for pick up a rock and throw um in one cave. 

“Betchu neva signed up for dis.”
	 He stops too dis time. “What the fuck is your problem?”
	 Seabury wen beat Lika in one-man pulls. He only win um 
coz Lika get speed, but only little bit power. You need power for win 
one-man pulls. But one thing one-man pulls no test is blend. Just coz 
you can paddle with yourself no mean you can paddle with da Squid 
Dawgz. No can teach somebody how for blend.
	 “Haole boys like you is my problem. Always talking shet, tak-
ing odda people’s things, acting like you belong.”
	 “Dude, get over it. You’re not Hawaiian either.”
I remember da time I wen ask Kua for one Hawaiian name. “When 
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you can rip like BLT,” he said, trying not for laugh, “then you can have 
one Hawaiian name.”
	 “Fuckah, watchu?” I told him. “Five pocent Hawaiian?” 
	 “Das five percent more than you,” said Kua. 
	 I neva bring em up after dat.
	 Now I pull out da ko‘i. 
	 “Gonna stab me too? Bring it, you sweaty bastard. No, really, 
please do.” Seabury crouches down, ready for rush me. Fuckah look 
like one land shark. Eye all bust, ribs pumping through da skin like 
gills. 
	 Then outta nowhere, he stops. Eyes get small as guava seeds. 
For one private schooler, he starting for look real dumb. “Wait, bro,” 
he says, “is that the knife from the heiau? That’s like not kosher, or 
something.” 

	 We find some ‘ano‘ē fruits on da ground, odda planet kine. All 
slimy and shit like one frog bred with a mango. Da fruits stay in orbit 
around da trees like solar systems in da sand. I pick one up and bust 
em open. Smells like chemistry lab, da one I no go to. “Eh, haole boy, 
eva seen fruit li’dis?” 
	 I pick up da biggest fruit and throw um to Seabury. 
	 “Smells like arsenic.” He turns his head like he just found 
Grandfaddah Cockroach in da fridge. Me, I no give a shit, I ready for 
eat anything. But before I get chance, deze moke flies come pinging 
outta da fruit’s okole. You’d think someone was sucking um out with a 
straw. 		
	 We drop da fruit and das when da flies attack, stingers on 
fire. Flies in our shorts. Flies in our eyes. Flies in our teeth. Deze not 
normal flies, deze flies get red highlighter eyes and wings dat buzz like 
da crunching of soda cans. 
	 We run. We run like we just sat on one ADD sea urchin. We 
run over da rocks, down to da water—our feet simmering on da con-
crete sand like cuttlefish on a skillet—and dive in. When we surface 
no more flies, but get lumps all over. Rising up like plum seeds trying 
for sprout through da skin. Haole boy get lumps too. 

	 In dis heat, everything sounds like one whisper. Da shell-
crunch of breaking waves, da skitter skatter of crab legs. Everyting 

stay muted, sun sponging da moisture outta every sound. Feels like 
we lying under dis mutant coconut tree for hours, prolly days. Da 
trunk sticking our spines with fiberglass. Time evaporating with our 
sweat.	
	 Nothing for do but stare at da sun, dripping yellow as pine-
apple flesh. When I close my eyes, can almost taste da juices, but when 
I lick my lips just get sand in da mouth. Beneath da holey palm leaves, 
Seabury’s eyes stay flooding: blue pupils starting for expand, blotting 
out da white with clouds of squid ink. I poke him in da ribs for make 
sure he still alive.
	 What happens next takes me one minute for assemble. "Some-
fuckingfooddude." Haole boy’s words start for knot together like 
seaweed. "Wereallyneed...somefuckingfood…dude." 
	 "Waaa-tah, brrah," my throat croaks, words drying up like 
beached kelp. "We ne-ed sum fu-ckin-wa-tah."
	 And then I see um. We nothing but jerkey on a sandy slab, 
two cuttlefish waiting for salt. At our toes, tentacles of steam peel off 
da sand, gibbering whispers: 
	  	 FiSH oN a STICK; MosEY
 		    aLl paDdleS iZ 
		     $93.95
	  		   	 FiSh jErKeY = pRiMe rEaL ESTaTe
	 One drone crab scuttles down da beach, smoke rising from 
metallic feet. Even drone crabs must get meat inside, I think. I would 
eat dat fuckah, you know, but no can when get spines of hunger spear-
ing through your stomach. 

	 “Oh, my frigging God!” yowls Seabury, waking me from 
dreams of Spam fried rice. In da water, I see grey fins rounding da 
cove. Fins like flags. Fins wit stars and stripes. All swimming single file 
like one fish militia or one lunch line. Dis island must be throwing us 
one parade. More like one funeral march.
	 We follow da fins down da beach. Close up we realize da fins 
no get stars and stripes. They get holes, teeth marks. But who could 
be eating da sharks? Maybe they eating eachodda. Down da coast, da 
air starts for get stink. We follow da holey fins over one scaley cinder 
cone, stink air getting more stink. On da odda side we face da stinkah: 
one humpback all bust up on da beach. Pink and shrivelled like one 
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giant tongue. No more tail. Prolly one bebe.
	 We go down to da stinkah. Skin swelled up like someting stay 
trapped inside, trying for escape. Das when me and haole boy see um, 
one fishing line spitting from da mouth in spirals. Line too skinny for 
catch one guppy, but strong enough for kill one whale. 
	 Seabury grabs da line and starts pulling like “I got one! I got 
one” and “Endangered species for dinner!” He looks at me, then back 
at da bebe. “Wait, you don’t think the line actually…No freaking way, 
man.” 
	 He drops da fishing line.
	 “Sometimes,” I say, “it jus take one litto ting fo’ fuck up one 
big ting.” 
	 “At least we got meat, right?” he laughs. 
 	 “Yeah, get meat. But she stay dead for three days already. Das 
one sashimi you no like eat.”
	 I touch da bebe humpback. No drone pinchers, no moonglow 
eyeballs. No chemistry experiment oozing out da tail. Just one bebe, 
dead and rotten. Not even suppose for be here til winter. Prolly lost. 
	 Out on da water, past da shark fins, past da break, I see half 
da Squid Dawgz paddling off in da koa. They must have patched um 
up. Kepa steering, BLT holding down seat three, Kua stroking da way. 
Crazy da blend. No rush, no trouble, no splash, just deze three boyz 
gliding across da ocean like one koa dragonfly. Can almost hear da 
wings snap when they evaporate into da horizon. I wonder if Seabury 
hear um too, but I no like ask.
	 Then sweats come crashing like swells. Sweat in my eyes. 
Sweat in my teeth. Sweat on da sand. Sweats like couple years back, 
when I get Kua suspended for pakalolo and his maddah wen tell me 
da truth. Fifteen years ago when she and uncle found me in da Kuali‘i, 
she get morning sickness. Das why she wen puke plenny over da gun-
nels. Stay hāpai for three weeks already. I had nothing for do with um. 

“Some prophet,” she toll me. 
	 I pull out da ko‘i and take one last look at haole boy. I sink em 
into da stinkah. Pilau gas wrap my face like tentacles. I carve one piece 
from da fin—“Whoah! You know I was joking about the whole meat 
thing, right? Mosey?”—and take one mean bite, tigah shark kine. 
Sour da meat. 
	 Seabury’s laugh blooms like algae, then ebbs into one red 

crust of fear. “Come on, bro,” he says, fingers trying for stop my lips. 
“You don’t have to do that. We can figure this thing out.”
	 With da curdled meat in my teeth, you’d think I might need 
for puke. But right now, Seabury’s hand on my shoulder, I feel all kine 
peaceful and shit. Like I stay in da hollow behind Alelele Falls, where 
da earth cocoons you in moss and rock and nobody can see your skin. 
	 “Fuck um, brah,” I say, taking anodda bite, letting da putrid 
juices peel down my chest. “Sometimes you jus gotta try.”

•
Author’s Statement - Douglas Neagoy

This story comes from my childhood. Growing up on Maui, I had two 
amazing opportunities to paddle to Kaho‘olawe, and those memories 
became the seeds of this story.

I’d like to thank David Maine for encouraging me to write, and John 
Zuern for his patient and generous feedback on this story and others.

Judge M. Thomas Gammarino’s Comments:

“One Litto Ting” is one hugely impressive little meditation on what 
it means to belong. As a story, it's got it all: deep and believable 
characterization, seething fifteen-year-old male egos, pitch-perfect 
code switching, identity politics, fart jokes, castaway adventure, and 
behind it all, a controlling authorial consciousness with a keen sense 
of irony and choke heart.
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	 Each track of the mix Junko made for me is interspersed with 
either her or Papa saying things like, “Today is going to be a good day!” 
or “You are doing okay!” Even so, I think: Every year almost 45,000 
people die in car accidents. I see the text scroll past in my mind, whole 
paragraphs from some webpage: The chances of having a fatal accident 
are 1 in 84. I clench the wheel. I think blank thoughts. I think about 
driving my car off the road and how the front will accordion if I speed 
into a tree. A song ends and Papa’s voice comes on to say, “Work will be 
fun! You will make friends! Go, Sachi!”
	 My mother named me Sachi using the character for happiness, 
written in eight strokes. Fifty percent of all strokes occur in men but 
women are more likely to die from it; my mother did. I dig my nails 
into the steering wheel. Junko cut them for me last night and the skin 
is still raw. The pain lets me breathe. “Go, Sachi!” my sister, Junko’s, 
voice joins in. “Yay, Sachi!” The CD track changes as I pull into the for-
est rangers’ parking lot.
	 I was hired to be a part of the Aokigahara ranger staff last 
week, on a recommendation from my mentor. “I know you took that 
leave of absence for medical reasons, so I figured it’d be good to work 
close to home in case you get sick again,” he’d told me after the gradu-
ation ceremony. I accepted. During the background check, I explained 
my leave as time off to rest due to stress. The ranger service didn’t dig 
much deeper than that. My specialty is in soil science, particularly the 
growth of plant life in volcanic soil. Aokigahara grows for fourteen 
square miles to the northwest of Mt. Fuji. They needed my work for 
an upcoming conference enough to overlook the usual hoops to jump 
through. 
	 The forest is a huge part of my hometown, but it’s my first day 
on the job and my first time anywhere near Aokigahara. Hikers gave 
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the forest the nickname “Jukai” – Sea of Trees. As a child growing up 
in Fujiyoshida, I was forbidden from the woodland. “There are de-
mons there,” Papa would say, curling his hands up like claws. “Ghosts 
and crying spirits, all miserable and lonely. And they say misery loves 
company.” The claws would strike through the air, closing in. Junko 
would shriek, a habit she never outgrew. She didn’t shriek when I 
told her I was going to work in the Sea of Trees, but she wasn’t happy 
either. “I don’t want you getting triggered,” she said, crossing her arms 
and looking away. I told her I wouldn’t but I was confused, stuck 
between wanting the anxious churn in my stomach and dreading it. 
The offer and the pay were too good, even Junko could recognize that. 
Any other job would take me too far away from home and that wasn’t 
an option. Junko relented. Papa was only comforted by the fact that 
locals knew better than to die in Aokigahara – only visitors did that.
	 Aokigahara is the second most popular place for suicides in 
the world after San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge. Japan is ranked 
ninth in the world for suicide rates. Thirty thousand or so occur every 
year, relatively isolated incidents here and there, but Aokigahara has 
the greatest density with over a hundred bodies found every year. 
These numbers go round and round, everything I read peels back and 
sticks. They call it an eidetic memory. Papa said it’s what would make 
me a valuable asset to the park ranger staff, especially at my young age, 
twenty-four and fresh out of university. The way he looked at Junko 
for support, for reassurance, contradicted the easy pride he was trying 
for in his tone. This morning, Junko had told me, “Be careful” one last 
time, her apron still on, handing over the mix CD she had made with 
a couple of onigiri for the ride. They didn’t want me anywhere near 
Aokigahara.
	 I still think about killing myself, all the time.
	 My new boss, Dr. Hayano, ushers me into the main office, a 
squat building hugging the cusp of the parking lot and overlooking 
the public trail that marks the beginning of the forest’s limits. “This is 
Itagaki Sachi, our new soil analyst,” he announces. Blank faces bobble 
behind the sprawl of desks in the open office, five to a row with an 
aisle in between. “Please make her feel welcome.” I bow and when I 
right myself, I see the shotgun behind Dr. Hayano’s head, mounted to 
the wall. My hands are sweating and I think: Approximately 100,000 
people are injured by guns every year. About 14,000 people die from 
these wounds. I wonder how many of my new coworkers are licensed 

to carry a gun on the job. 
	 “Your desk is over there,” Dr. Hayano says, pointing to the 
back wall, near a beige door roped off with a “WET PAINT” sign. 

“I’ll be right back to give you the full tour. Just need a few minutes to 
go over some things with the staff. Please peruse your ranger manual 
and get yourself acquainted with procedure in the meantime.” 
The manual is dictionary-thick and bound with red plastic. The 
table of contents has things like “Interpretation & Education” and 

“Emergency Response” in normal script. Partway down is “Suicide 
Prevention.” All matters relating to suicide and body retrieval take up 
literally half the book. I flip through the pages. Color photographs 
of young men hanging from Aokigahara’s famous cypress trees take 
up whole sections. I close the book. Blank thoughts, I tell myself and 
think of a room with white walls housing books with no words in 
them. Junko is somewhere in this imagined room yelling, “I said no 
triggers, Sachi!”
	 I sit at my desk with my hands on the manual cover until Dr. 
Hayano returns. “Right, let me show you what you’ll be doing then,” 
he says, and motions with his hands so I follow him out the door. “It’s 
simple really: weekly soil testing, daily patrol, cave tours.” He looks 
back and smiles. “We’re also still in the process of logging the local 
flora and fauna for next year’s conference, as you know.”
	 Aokigahara opens up in green rays. The canopy is dense, 
fluttering out from towering trees that lean into one another. They 
tangle mid-air and slump, roots growing helter-skelter like some kind 
of living dead. White cedar trees shoot up into dark foliage. I’m glad 
for something concrete and quiet to focus on. Mt. Fuji erupted in 
864 A.D. and the ground here is primarily volcanic rock, difficult to 
penetrate. The Sea of Trees grew from the gaps in the lava flow, mostly 
coniferous trees leeching the nutrients and water from the moss that 
covers every pathway. I can’t help the thought that follows: Mt. Fuji 
last erupted in 1707. Aokigahara would be wiped out by an eruption 
today. I take a breath. It would be a shame to cry on my first day. If I 
don’t cry today, I won’t kill myself tonight. I dig my too-short nails 
into my palms.
	 I ask Dr. Hayano what kind of bird is calling just above our 
heads. He says, “Sounds like a Japanese grey thrush. But maybe not, 
those are so rare.” I let myself think: It is rare to die from any of the 
myriad variables associated with a volcanic eruption. The bird keeps 
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up its shrill song. We keep walking.
	 When I was younger and they still allowed reports on Aokiga-
hara on the evening news, our housekeeper, Aunty, told me something 
very important about the forest. She had watched Papa go through his 
demon claw play, Junko shrieking, and me trying to figure out how to 
react. She led me away to the kitchen as Papa chased Junko through 
the house and let me peel the weathered skin off carrots. “You know,” 
Aunty said. “They’re more than just ghost stories. Every place has a 
history.”
	 I tore the mental blade of the peeler across my second carrot, 
shedding orange ribbons into the trashcan. “I know that,” I said. We 
were learning about the Genpei War in class then, long scrolls and 
photographs of palace halls where men committed seppuku. The first 
seppuku recorded was in the year 1180. My family and I didn’t know 
then why I was compelled to keep reciting memorized passages from 
my textbook over and over, out loud, every night in bed.
	 Aunty took the finished carrot from me and began chopping 
it on her plastic cutting board. “In the old days, each village had to 
survive on their own, and every family, every individual, had to con-
tribute to get their share.” She put the peeler in the sink and looked 
down at me again. “When people got old enough, or when they could 
simply no longer contribute, they were left in the forests, forests like 
Aokighara, to die of starvation.”
I spent the next two years afraid of being left in supermarkets, librar-
ies, and after school programs. Each was a modern-day forest, aisles 
and shelves and pages in books like groves of paper birds, waiting to 
watch me die.
 	 Dr. Hayano leads me to the Wind Cave, a huge cavernous 
entrance that drops down instantly in a steep stairwell. “You’ve never 
been to Aokigahara, right? Not many locals have,” he calls back over 
his shoulder. “You’ll like this.” Halfway down the staircase, the tem-
perature plummets. The ground at the bottom is slippery. Dr. Hayano 
has led me down here to die. I have not contributed enough to earn 
my keep. I’m grateful it is someplace quiet and dark. I take a breath. If 
I don’t cry today, I will not kill myself tonight.
	 “Look,” he says. “Aren’t these beautiful?” And for a brief mo-
ment I do not think of death. Ice formations rise from the ground like 
stalagmites, thick and milky white, peaked by tiny nipples that catch 
the steady drops of water from somewhere above in the darkness. The 

park has set up lamps at each formation so the ice seems to glow from 
the bottom up, catching phosphorous flames. Water trickles down 
the sides, following the strange contours of its years of build-up and 
compression.
	 “Can I touch it?” I ask.

	 After everything, the doctor in the psych ward taught me a 
trick in therapy using ice cubes. “Whenever you get the urge to hurt 
yourself, get a couple of ice cubes in each hand and squeeze until the 
urge passes. It won’t damage your skin or body and most people can 
only stand about ten seconds of it.” I hadn’t believed him until I was 
home again for the first time and it was 3 a.m. and the world was dark 
enough to feel impossible. All the kitchen drawers had locks. Even 
the fridge was padlocked for the night because Junko was paranoid 
enough to believe I would shatter one of the shelves for a sliver of 
glass. Most female suicides are committed through the use of poison-
ing or overdosing. I had taken a bottle of painkillers. 
	 The first night back, fresh out of my first outpatient appoint-
ment, Junko found me in the kitchen with water puddles at my feet. 
My hands were red and shaking as I pressed the ice dispenser one 
more time. Icicles kill a hundred people per year in Russia. I couldn’t 
find statistics for Japan. Junko sat at the kitchen table with me until 
each ice cube had seared itself through my skin, trickling cold down 
my thighs and ankles. “Enough?” she asked until I said, “Yes.” She sent 
me to bed and cleaned up the water before Papa woke up.

	 “Can I touch it?” I’m already stepping toward the ice forma-
tions.
	 Dr. Hayano looks startled, a tiny rumpled man in plaid. “We 
don’t normally encourage visitors to disrupt the natural state of the 
formations.” I nod and look away. “Do it quickly,” he says. 
	 Go, Sachi! Yay, Sachi! 
	 I started looking up statistics to fill my head the first time I 
ever thought about killing myself, one new statistic for every suicidal 
thought. I thought if I could just see all the numbers of people who 
die – these people who most probably want to live – then I could un-
derstand that what I was thinking was wrong. It’s not normal to think 
about wanting to die as often as I do. The numbers don’t scare me as 
much as I scare myself, though. I press my hands to the ice, an instant 
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burn like rocket fuel, like something blooming. It makes me think of 
green shoots pushing up through the earth. 
	 “There’s another cave, the Ice Cave. I think you’re going to 
like it even more,” Dr. Hayano says with a chuckle. It’s my cue to 
remove my hands. I follow him out of the cave.
	 Work ends at five but everyone stays to clean the office until 
six. I drive home in Junko’s car and listen to tracks eight through 
fourteen. It’s easy to notice when Papa and Junko start running out 
of inspirational things to say between tracks because they just keep 
repeating, “You can do it, Sachi!” with different emphases. It comes 
out, “You can do it! You can do it! You can do it!” like a chant. Junko 
is waiting in the driveway when I pull in, fussing with her new bobbed 
haircut and opening the door me for like I’m an invalid. “How was 
your day?” she asks.
	 “It was fine,” I say. “It was fine.” Junko pulls in her face, a full 
lemon squeeze in the glow of the streetlights. She closes the car door. 

“Such a pretty face,” I say.
	 Junko grabs at my fingers and waits till I look up from the 
ground, tired and impatient enough not to have to be coaxed, and 
says, “What did you do at work today?” She fidgets with the ends of 
her hair, grasping for the familiar length that’s been cut off for her 
new office job two towns over. Papa drives her since he works as a 
contractor near her office building. They both thought we would all 
carpool together one day, that I would fax papers and make tea in 
some office like Junko’s. Nobody expected Aokigahara.
	 Inside the house, Papa’s already seated at the table, dinner 
dishes spread out in front of him. “Let’s celebrate your first day!” he 
says, flinging his arms out. “Yay, Sachi!”
	 My second day in Aokigahara, Dr. Hayano has one of the 
other rangers take me off to the parts of the forest off the public trails. 
I hear Junko’s voice in my head saying, “No triggers, Sachi, please.” My 
guide is a biologist named Yuto. He is broad and tall and has a youth-
ful face wispy with bristle. He fits his large body in his car parked 
out front and tells me to get in. I can’t help it: Sexual assault crimes 
have gone up forty percent in the past two years in Japan. Rape is 
not a leading cause or necessary causation of death, but there haven’t 
been any reports on its correlation. I hover at the passenger door and 
stare in through the window. Yuto rolls it down manually and smiles. 

“Come on, it’s not going to be a drag. What are you going to do in the 

office anyway?” He says, “Don’t worry we usually find something, or 
someone,” like a bribe. I get in the car. I sit as far against the car door 
as I can.
	 Aokigahara is named “the perfect place to die” in the 1993 
bestseller The Complete Suicide Manual. I do not own the book 
because Junko would find it and yell a lot. But if I did own it, I prob-
ably would have learned that painkillers are not very effective in an 
attempt to overdose. They just come back up. I learned that on my 
own. The Complete Suicide Manual is often found next to the bodies 
in the forest, according to my ranger manual. The ranger manual has 
a huge section on what to do if a body is found. There’s no section 
on what to do if you, as a forest ranger, are contemplating suicide. I 
think it would be a single page, one line in the center: Please clean up 
after yourself. I cling to the car door and recite car accident statistics, 
staring out at the blur of tree trunks and leaves as Yuto drives us to the 
public parking lot. I am still worrying about being raped.
	 There’s a couple near the trail entrance deliberating with a 
map, heads bowed close together. Yuto points to them and I flinch. 

“There are three types of visitors at any given time in the park: people 
here to hike and check out the view, people hoping to stumble across 
something morbid, and people here who aren’t looking to return.” I 
stare at the hikers. The man is laughing at the woman in the purple 
shirt. Her face crinkles like Junko’s does when she finds something 
funny but wishes she didn’t. Yuto says, “Generally, you can tell the 
three types apart.”
	 I feel an uncomfortable prickling across my shoulder blades 

– an anger, a disbelief – but I don’t tell him he’s wrong. The night I 
tried to kill myself wasn’t anything special. I was twenty-two. It was a 
Thursday evening and Papa was out drinking with coworkers. I’d spent 
the day in classes I liked, cramming my brain full of words about 
growth and fertility, pushing out chants against death. Junko and I 
ordered in pizza and watched game shows on TV. We made fun of 
the way contestants would launch into pterodactyl screeching when 
they won something. Junko called me unkind, but she was laughing 
anyway. The word looped like skywriting in my head: Unkind unkind 
unkind you are unkind. I laughed harder when the next contestant 
started crying because she won a blender/toaster combination kitch-
enware pack. Unkind you are unkind unkind. Junko and I imitated the 
contestants until bedtime, hovering in our doorways across from one 
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another, leaning against the door jams for support. Junko was saying, 
“Stop, stop, I’m going to pee my pants.” We said goodnight and closed 
our doors, faces stretched and aching from smiling. I walked to my 
bed. Unkind unkind unkind. Something broke open inside me. My 
head throbbed, my chest tightened. I just wanted the pain to go away. 
I reached for a pill bottle.
	 Yuto says, getting out of the car, “What do you think those 
two with the map are here for? Hiking or offing themselves?” The 
silence stretches so he just says, “You’ll learn.” I turn away and think 
about smiling and then not smiling, swallowing one pill after the 
other. I think nonsense passages from a botany textbook, An Introduc-
tion to Plant Biology, until my hands stop tingling. I think the number 
of strokes in the Chinese character for rape until I can look Yuto in 
the face again. Unkind unkind I am unkind.
	 We walk to a fork in the path: the left leads up to the Ice and 
Wind Caves; the right is marked off by a rusting chain and a hanging 
Do Not Enter sign. We step over the chain. Shadowy birds overhead 
burst into racketeering calls, then spring into flight, shaking leaves 
down onto our heads. “Do these signs really work?” I ask. We stop 
in front of a large wooden board with painted white letters. It reads, 
Your life is a precious gift from your parents. Please think about your 
parents, siblings, and children once more. Don’t keep things to yourself. 
Please talk to someone. It lists the phone number for the national Sui-
cide Prevention Association in huge font at the very bottom.
	 “Sometimes,” Yuto says. “You’ll see people stop and read it 
and cry, and then they’ll go back to their cars. It’s better than nothing.”
	 I talked to Junko every day for twelve years, words like circles 
around the subject, lots of “I’m just having a bad day” and “Mood 
swings, must be getting my period soon.” There was no way to talk 
about it. Everything was exhausting. Wake up in the morning, think: 
If I step out of bed, I have to go to school even if I start feeling sick, 
okay. If I eat toast for breakfast I’ll be hungry by ten and my stomach 
will growl in class and everyone will laugh and I will have to go home 
early to hide my face and I will miss the notes and fail the test next 
week. If I leave the house, I will have a panic attack. A panic attack 
feels like dying. I do not want to die want to die do not want to ¬¬– I 
cannot leave the house.
	 Yuto is young, early thirties, with flyaway hair dyed orange-
brown like a boy band member. I ask, “Would these signs stop you if 

you were going to kill yourself ?” The word is a marquee in my mind, 
five hundred light bulbs, twenty thousand kilowatts: Unkind. 
	 Yuto huffs out a laugh and looks away, then back again. “Let’s 
go,” he says.
	 Barely past the sign, the trails of plastic tape begin. The in-
decisive people who enter Aokigahara try to make sure they can find 
their way out again if they choose not to die. They carry strings and 
rope, rolls of masking tape to circle around tree trunks that mark their 
path through the forest. Compasses, cell phones and GPS systems 
don’t work in the Sea of Trees. The magnetic iron in the soil messes 
with all of them. “It takes a while for anyone to get around to the lit-
ter clean-up, but we can’t begrudge the people who turn back,” Yuto 
says. “It would be a shame to get lost in here after deciding to live.” 
His long fingers tangle in a mass of blue tape that stretches forward 
from tree to tree. I don’t look away fast enough. One in 3,285 people 
die from strangulation. I plow ahead. 
	 “So, basically this is what suicide watch is,” Yuto says. “Pa-
trolling to check for people and bodies. There are people who come 
this way and loot the bodies, too, so we try to catch them before they 
can desecrate anything.” We walk on, grabbing at branches and trees 
as we scrabble down inclines and up rocky footholds teeming with 
roots and vines. Hiking is the third most dangerous outdoor activity 
after snowboarding and sledding. “So, you study soil,” Yuto says in an 
abrupt segue. “Why? I mean nobody really grows up wanting to study 
soil.”
	 Papa had been disappointed in my career choice, too. The 
botany he could understand. “All the beautiful plants,” he murmured 
over my finals project, appreciative. I’d grown my own orchids, bred 
a new species for my thesis, prickly and pear-colored with ultraviolet 
stamens. It was a relatively simple process, a bit of a cop-out in terms 
of work, but Papa was in awe. “You have a gift, Sachi,” he said and it 
made me want to destroy the flowers, petal to pistil. 
	 “The flower isn’t the important part, Papa,” I tried to explain, 
but he only laughed, ruffling my hair. I gave away every single pot, let 
Papa keep the plant he liked best but only if it stayed in his office two 
towns over. I entered the soil science program in the pedology depart-
ment the next semester.
	 “Do you even know what soil analysis is for?” I ask Yuto. 
There’s more rubbish and signs of human life the deeper we go into 
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Aokigahara: empty bottles of water, plastic bags, combs and weather-
beaten paperbacks, frayed photographs, wallets and partner-less socks.
	 “Not a clue.” Yuto points in the distance at something large 
and blue peeking through the trees. “Let’s check that out.”
	 “When I test the soil, I’m measuring…” I wave my hands. 

“What’s affecting the earth in that moment, what’s passed over it, what 
will grow in it someday if it stays stable, biological activity, acidity.” 
Yuto’s back rapidly retreats, his steps gaining speed as the blue form 
begins to take shape. It’s a tent. “It’s about growth potential,” I say, 
but he’s not listening. You were too unkind you were unkind unkind. I 
clench my hands, embarrassed. If I don’t cry today, I won’t kill myself 
tonight.
	 Yuto crouches next to the tent, jerking back when the en-
trance flap twitches and someone inside zips it up. He says, “You can’t 
camp here,” leaning back on his heels. The dead leaves beneath his 
shoes crinkle. It’s clear that anybody on this side of the park access has 
deliberately strayed from the public trail. “Are you okay?”
	 The statement is like a whip down my back, a full-on lance 
that jerks me straight. I’m not sure I feel it entirely on my own behalf. 
Unkind unkind unkind. I think of my sister’s mouth shaping the word 
and feeling bad enough that I made her think she had a sister who 
was so unkind, such a burden, that I downed a bottle of painkillers, 
something over sixty capsules. You are unkind. “What are you doing?” 
I whisper. 
	 “I’m sorry,” says a voice from inside the tent, soft and female.
	 Yuto says, “I’m part of the forest ranger service. I’m on suicide 
patrol. How long are you staying here?”
	 A pause. “Until tomorrow,” the hidden girl says.
	 “Is that so?” Yuto asks, as though she’s really just camping in 
the Sea of Trees. “Well, like I said, I’m on suicide patrol. I’m just try-
ing to prevent suicides.” The girl responds in the affirmative. “Please 
take this path on the way back so you don’t get lost.”
	 “I’m sorry for the trouble,” the girl says.
	 Yuto stands. “Take your time to think. Try to think positively.”
	 In Japan, a person is five times more likely to die by their own 
hand than in an automobile accident. 
	 “Nice meeting you,” Yuto says.
	 I wait until we’re far enough from the tent not to be over-
heard to say, “Think positively?”

	 “Removing people from the premises doesn’t do anything 
except make them attempt suicide somewhere else. Sometimes all they 
need is a little time to decide they want to live.”
	 “By thinking positively.” I can’t keep the derision out of my 
voice. “I’m sure they’ve never thought of trying that before.” My 
hands clench and unclench. I know I will regret this anger and these 
words in just a few more minutes. I will be embarrassed of what I said 
and replay these moments in my head like statistics, like deaths. I will 
want to die.
	 If I do not cry today, I will not kill myself tonight.
	 “Sometimes people just need a reminder that there are other 
people in this world willing to stop and talk.” I don’t respond. “Sachi,” 
Yuto says, exasperated. “This is procedure.” We pass beneath loose 
strands of rope thrown over tree branches. They’re remnants of previ-
ous suicides that were too hard to retrieve after cutting free the nooses 
that once held up the dangling bodies. Now only fraying strands of 
rope remain. They sway limply in the wind. “It’s all in the manuals,” 
Yuto says.
	 I stay up reading the manual that night, cover to cover. Junko 
groans dramatically and flops over in bed whenever the desk light 
rouses her back out of sleep. Papa made us share a room after my inci-
dent. I hush her and turn the light off, lay next to her in bed and think 
about how everything Yuto said to the girl in the forest had come 
directly from the example script in the manual. I think about the blue 
tent and the girl’s high voice when she said, “I’m sorry for the trouble.” 
The memory is like the slide of too many pills, a rush of water swal-
lowed down, down, down. Just think positively. I’m sure if someone 
had told me that then, I would’ve found a handful of pills to swallow 
a lot sooner.
	 I go back to the blue tent the next day. It is gone and there is 
a new thread of hot pink ribbon leading out of the grove. Maybe the 
girl left it so she could find her way back when she was more certain. 
I clench my hands, open, closed. I sit in the dirt and move the earth 
around in swirling patterns, running into rocks and roots with passes 
of my fingers. There is a tiny shoot making its way through the ground, 
green and thin and struggling. I think about circling it with hot pink 
ribbon. I think about pulling it up by the roots. I think about growth 
potential and death statistics and the number of times I’ve opened the 
web search because these numbers of people are dead and I am not 
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one of them. I haven’t figured out if it’s a relief or a rejection.

	 It is a full month of soil testing and cave tours before I see my 
first body. A regular hiker on the public access trails had spotted the 
body from a lookout point near the Ice Cave. I breathe deep from my 
stomach. Everything is like a fever dream from there, too vivid and 
terrible, catching me in its strong currents. Yuto and a few other guys, 
supervised by Dr. Hayano, make the hike up to the body’s location. 
Dr. Hayano slows down long enough to order me along as well. “It’s 
best you understand this very crucial aspect of our duties, Ms. Itagaki.” 
The crucial aspects include: Yuto scaling a cedar tree trunk, hand over 
hand; crawling out on a branch toward the sloppy, strong knot; lean-
ing out and cutting the noose at its apex. The body falls to the forest 
floor in a graceless wreck, stiff and unbearably heavy. It’s an older man, 
neatly coiffed, sharply dressed. He’s pale, even beneath the sunlight.
	 I don’t have time to turn away. My body jerks and I’m vomit-
ing on the volcanic rock. I hear Yuto saying, “Whoa,” and my stomach 
flips as I get to my knees. I hold onto the earth and try to ground 
myself as the next round comes up. I think about the dizzy awakening 
in my bedroom after falling asleep full on painkillers and mountain 
spring bottled water. How the room had turned and turned, full plan-
etary rotations that caught and fell in waves at my windows and walls. 
How the comforter on my bed was dark blue and patched with bits of 
red, which Junko had done, our favorite colors. The world righted it-
self in a screeching halt. The pills pushed themselves back up, tainted 
and partially digested, capsules and bile, blue and red on blue and 
red. I remember my eyes burning, my throat aching. I remember how 
hard it was to breathe, how empty I felt myself becoming. I remember 
wanting to live.
	 “That happens,” Dr. Hayano says, rubbing my back brusquely. 

“It’s always so different from the pictures, isn’t it?”
	 I don’t think at all on the hike back. I stop to vomit three 
more times.
	 Back at the station, body in tow on a canvas stretcher, I learn 
what the backroom is for: The room behind the door with the still-
hanging “WET PAINT” sign, just next to my desk, houses the bodies 
we find in the woods. The backdoor lock is broken from a failed 
break-in attempt, so we go in through the front. All the workers stare 
studiously at their computer screens as the stretcher is bustled past 

everyone’s desks. I open the door for the stretcher to pass through 
and, in the jostling, see the sign behind the WET PAINT sign: 
Holding. Five metal rolling tables line the room. A small tattered sofa 
with wooden armrests sits against one wall, a desk and cushioned 
chair against the other. The body is laid down on the table nearest the 
desk. The metal rattles in a dull clamor. Yuto removes his gloves and 
throws it on another rolling table. “Well,” he says. “Guess we should 
take a vote.”
	 The entire office stands in a morbid circle outside the holding 
room. Dr. Hayano, sweating, plaid shirt creased, says, “Well, who is 
definitely out for tonight?”
	 A woman raises her hand. “I’m sorry, but this is too late no-
tice for me to get a babysitter.”
	 Yuto says, shrugging largely, “We should make Sachi do it. 
Might as well get her first night over with.”
	 “I don’t understand,” I say finally.
	 “Usually we jan-ken-po,” Yuto explains helpfully. 
	 “Someone has to stay overnight with the body,” Dr. Hayano 
says. “It’s protocol. Whoever this man is, he deserves some kindness 
from this world as he passes over.”
	 I hear the words, but in my head I am tracking the last month 
of hikes and soil tests, wildlife charting, scripted cave tours and forced 
small talk with too-eager hikers I would never see again. I am think-
ing about Yuto volunteering because I am least valuable and because I 
am unkind, all rape statistics and accusations. I am thinking of thirty-
three days of telling myself that if I make it through the day without 
crying, without stuttering, without blushing or embarrassing myself 
or asking too many stupid questions, that I will not go home and kill 
myself. I am thinking about my first unsupervised night since I was 
released from the hospital.
	 “Besides,” Yuto adds. “It’s bad luck to leave a corpse alone. It’ll 
get up in the night and look for someone to keep it company.”
	 “It’s about compassion,” Dr. Hayano says. “We’ve failed these 
individuals in life. It’s the least we can do to be there for them in 
death.”
	 The thoughts come automatically, half-hearted, like a long-in-
grained habit. I think about what it would feel like to try a knife this 
time. A rope. A plastic bag. A gun like the rifle behind Dr. Hayano’s 
desk. I am tired.
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	 I volunteer. The rest of the staff leaves. I sit down to call Junko. 
	 “Lots of work to do,” I say. I glance at Dr. Hayano’s rifle. I do 
not know how to remove the safety. “Dirt and stuff.”
	 “Sachi, you know sleep is really important in maintaining 
your condition.”
	 “My condition,” I echo. “Right. No,” I say. “I’ll sleep.”
	 There’s a blank noise on the other end, a hesitation. “What is 
going on, Sachi?” 
	 I don’t know what compels me to tell her. “They found a body 
in the woods today.” Junko makes a sputtering noise but manages to 
get it under control. I say, “I have to stay with it overnight.” I think 
about Dr. Hayano finding two bodies in the morning. Maybe not the 
gun, it’ll leave a mess. “The coroner people or whoever stops driving 
out after 2 PM since they know we have a holding room and they’re 
over in Shizuoka. So I’m staying overnight. There’s a body.” 
	 “Okay,” Junko says and I’m ready to hang up, relieved when 
she says, “I’m coming.”
	 I tell her, “There’s nowhere for you to sleep.” She doesn’t ar-
gue, but we do the usual dance around my incident, even though she 
knows the therapy and the triggers and the late-night anxiety attacks. 	
	 “I’m fine,” I say. “The therapist said I was doing better last 
time, didn’t he?”
	 She comes anyway, bringing dinner in a cooler. She pulls out 
bottled water dripping with condensation. I hold it by the cap and set 
it on the desk to warm. I can’t stand the feeling of the cold melting 
somewhere deeper within the plastic, distant and unreachable. “You 
didn’t have to,” I say.
	 Junko says, “Mm,” and pulls a second chair around to my desk. 

“So where is it?” I jerk my thumb over my shoulder. “Wet paint,” she 
reads. “Is that some kind of euphemism?”
	 I roll my eyes, irritated. Relieved.
	 My sister had been the one to find me projectile vomiting all 
over my bedspread, the one who called for the paramedics and rode in 
the ambulance with me, holding my hand even though there was bile 
smeared all over it. Papa came home late. By the time he got to the 
hospital my stomach had already been pumped and Junko was work-
ing out a therapy schedule for me with the resident social worker. My 
throat was flaming raw when I woke up. I remember thinking, “Death 
by fire and burn injuries is the third leading cause in home deaths,” 

and then, “No, that can’t be right.” Junko was there and doing her best 
to smile. 
	 I bump our chairs together, wheels clattering. Junko’s twenty-
eight now, darting glimpses my way, the same way she sends texts 
throughout the day to gauge what I’ll be like at home that night. I 
think about the body in the other room, alone. I reach for my water 
bottle out of instinct but it’s already settled to room temperature, 
lukewarm and bone-dry. Junko’s watching. I put the bottle down and 
poke her cheekbone. She smiles.
	 “You think the ice thing is weird,” I say.
	 She shrugs. “No. It just looks like it hurts. I don’t want you to 
get, like, freezer burns.”
	 I don’t remind her what the point is. After I’d been admit-
ted to the hospital, the doctors found the scars on my thighs. Raised 
lines like tally marks crisscrossed up from my knees, streaking my skin 
like comet tails. The pills made more sense to my family then. Papa 
wouldn’t visit me for the first couple of days after that, but Junko was 
there, telling me about her day, the funny scenes in the television 
drama she was watching, the earthworms she had found in the back-
yard and thought about saving for me as pets. Nobody asked about 
the night I tried to kill myself. “When we go home,” Junko would say, 

“when we get back on our feet” – always “when”, never “if,” and always, 
always “we.”
	 Junko falls asleep on my desk, her laptop still playing a sad 
dinosaur movie. I move slowly to make less noise, opening the hold-
ing room door and leaving behind the squeaky voices and Junko’s 
soft snoring. I take a seat on the tattered blue sofa. The light in here 
is fluorescent and unrelenting. The dead man’s skin shines beneath it, 
turning him ashen. I pace the room, arms crossed, counting my steps 
from corner to corner. I don’t know any statistics about sharp corners 
or small spaces. 
	 The hardest part about dying for me had been the not dying 
and the aftermath. Junko had approved two therapists for me, one for 
Mondays and Wednesdays, and the other for Tuesdays and Fridays. 
She spent Thursdays and weekends babysitting me and worrying 
about finding my dead body around every corner in the house. There 
had been constant surveillance too, which involved nightly rotations 
between her and Papa. Someone was always awake and next to me, 
just in case I sneaked away or woke up crying. Papa asked, “Are you 
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okay?” too much, like a tic. Junko cut a new onion every day so she 
could hide her tears in peace. The whole house stank of something 
raw and peeling for weeks.
	 I didn’t try to hurt myself at all, though. I let my leg hairs 
grow out and used plastic utensils at every meal without complaint. I 
logged my food intake with Junko, who was taking even more precau-
tions by making sure I didn’t try starvation or bulimia next. I can’t 
blame her. Eating disorders have the highest mortality rate for any 
mental illness. Junko and Papa locked up the unlocked parts of the 
house: drawers, refrigerator, medicine cabinet, and unlocked the 
locked parts: bedroom doors were removed; bathroom doorknobs 
were taken out. We had to open them by pushing on the wooden 
grain or pulling open by the gaping hole. 
	 I didn’t try to hurt myself, but it didn’t mean the memories 
and the impulses weren’t there. Junko put gloves on me in my sleep, 
cut my fingernails for me in the bathroom once a week. Papa bought 
me bags of fertilizer and terra cotta pots with glazed floral paintings 
and rainbow mosaics that caught in the sunlight. Nobody told me to 
think positively. Nobody said it had been nice meeting me in this life-
time and then left me to my own thoughts, alone again in the forests 
of Aokigahara.
	 I climb onto the metal table that sits next to the body of the 
dead man. It wobbles unsteadily as the wheels move. The surface is 
cold and smooth and smells sterile, but the metallic scent of anything 
just makes me think of spilled blood. I close my eyes. I am tired of 
thinking of death. I am tired. I think about slitting my wrists against 
the corners of this metal gurney anyway. I open my eyes and stare 
at the dead man. Dead dead dead. It does not scare me more than 
unkind.
	 Junko is still sleeping when I close the holding room door be-
hind me, hands shaking. I push at her shoulders, grabbing tightly and 
wrenching her awake until she sits up. I burrow my way forward, past 
her arms, until my face is at her neck. She holds me as I try to steady 
my breathing from the heights of hyperventilation. My hands gnarl 
in dead claws. The pain of the oxygen in my blood shreds up my spine 
and tightens my neck. Junko’s hands are unnaturally warm when they 
grab for my petrified fingers, overheated from the pulse of her laptop. 
I squeeze as hard as I can, unable to stop, even when Junko hisses and 
protests. Even in death, neither of our body temperatures will ever 

drop as low as ice, will never sear into each other’s skin like the need 
to hurt. I come back in to myself.
	 “I’m sorry for the trouble,” I say to Junko. If I do not cry, I will 
not kill myself tonight.
	 Junko releases a hand from my weakening grip and shakes it 
off before she rubs my back. “No trouble,” she says. It makes me smile; 
it makes me want to die a little.
	 “It’s trouble if I die,” I say but really ask.
	 “Major trouble,” she says. She grips my hand hard.
	 “Ow,” I try to scoot away, take my hand back. “Ow!” She 
doesn’t let go.
	 “I can’t hurt you but you can because you want to?” Junko 
asks. Her eyes are wide even though she is clearly tired. It is a breaking 
point and even I can recognize this.
	 “Yes,” I say, vehement, exasperated, because it is the truth.
	 Junko looks at me, sad, but just a quickly not, and just like 
that the moment passes. “Okay,” she says.
	 “Okay,” I say.
	 The rising sun hits Mt. Fuji when I walk Junko to her car in 
the staff parking lot. The first recorded climb on Mt. Fuji was in the 
year 700 A.D. by a Buddhist monk. Suicide is generally looked down 
on in Buddhism, but no one goes to hell for it. If a Buddhist commits 
suicide, they’re simply reborn again into another human body. All 
life is suffering. Everybody suffers. Supposedly there was a monk who 
attained temporary liberation from mortality but was pulled back 
by illness in his physical body. He killed himself to stay within his 
enlightenment. Apparently that was acceptable. 
	 “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Junko asks, shielding her eyes from 
the sun as she looks up at the mountain. I heard from Dr. Hayano 
that the people working on Mt. Fuji were forbidden from answering 
any tourist questions about the possibility of an eruption until very 
recently.
 
	 I think about Junko leaning against her doorway, face col-
lapsed in laughter so hard she forgot to try to look pretty. I think 
about smiling when I said, “Good night.” I think about opening that 
bottle of pills and not thinking for a single second about warning 
Junko that she would be waking in an hour to the racket of my entire 
body forcing up a storm. I think about nobody saying a thing about 
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the actual suicide attempt when I woke up. Please take this way on 
your way back so you won’t get lost. Nice meeting you.
	 “I still think about killing myself,” I say. Junko turns to look at 
me. She nods slowly.
	 I go back in to the main office and sit on the tattered sofa in 
the holding room. Dr. Hayano and the others come in at 6 a.m. sharp. 
Akina greets me “good morning” with a smile, offering me a grape 
from her Ziploc bag. I smile down at my desk and decline. She doesn’t 
ask about my night but I know I’ve passed some kind of test.
	 Tugging on his ranger jacket, Yuto points out the door. 

“That’s your sister,” he says.
	 I answer, “Yes.”
	 He grins. “I thought she was gonna kill herself.”
	 “She’s safe,” I say.

	 Junko and I hike up to the Ice Cave. Dr. Hayano gives anyone 
who pulls overnight body duty the next day off. I hold Junko’s hand 
as we duck under snapped branches, tumble down dips in the forest 
floor, scramble up on the other side. She pretends not to look at the 
suicide prevention signs. I show her areas in the ground I’ve tested. 
I point out the trees that have been here since Mt. Fuji erupted. “A 
whole Aokigahara full of demons and ghosts and crying spirits,” I say, 
holding our linked hands up and catching her fingers in a claw of my 
own. Junko laughs and does not pretend to shriek. She does not let go 
of my hand.
	 The Ice Cave entrance is marked off by a spiraling series of 
ramps, circling down into the forest floor in a shroud of mist. The ceil-
ing is low and we go deeper into the heart of Aokigahara, down and 
down and down. I keep my hands to the walls as I walk, palms flat and 
gathering dirt. My skin sticks to the cold burning. “Sachi?” Junko says. 
I push my hands out harder. “Are the walls made of ice?”
	 “Yeah,” I say. The walls drop away soon enough, though. The 
ice formations are much larger here than in the Wind Cave, huge 
stalagmites rising from the ground and lit with deep blue lights. The 
icicles overhead shimmer, deadly anchors in the darkness. I cross the 
low rope that marks off the public access boundaries, trying hard 
and failing not to think of nooses and hanging and strangulation. I 
grab onto the ice with greedy hands, the wet slip of it catching on my 
palms. Already the freezing stings in pinpricks. I hold on harder. I 

pull myself closer and rest my cheek against the ice. I wait for the urge 
to hurt myself to pass in a full force of clinging cold. It soaks through 
my clothes and pulls at my flesh, wet and blooming against my palms. 
I cannot think when the painful cold hits full force.
	 Junko puts a hand on my shoulder from where she is still 
standing behind the public access rope. “Enough?” she asks.
	 “No,” I say.
	 Junko steps over the rope and tries to hug me from behind, 
careful not to separate me from the ice, careful not to touch it herself. 
The numbers fall away and I am held to the volcanic soil ground by my 
sister’s arms, blooming in the burning cold like a star, like the sun, like 
something dead becoming.

•
Judge M. Thomas Gammarino’s Comments:

“The Probability and Statistics of Not Killing Yourself in Aokigahara” 
tells the story of a suicidal Japanese soil analyst who takes a job in a 
forest famous for its many suicides. It's a somewhat claustrophobic 
affair, but what impressed me here was the pervasive sense of atmo-
sphere manifested through playful, poetic sentences and well-chosen 
images that radiate against a backdrop of sheer dark.
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	 Five rats cornering and eating a penguin. 
	 That’s what I saw this morning from the window of the trailer 
I’ve been living in for the past four days. 	
	 You wake up in the morning, and you have that, two, maybe 
three seconds right after you open your eyes before everything comes 
back. Those seconds when your brain starts whirring but before the 
program loads. When you don’t remember that you are in a strange 
bed and can’t recognize the mountains visible through the windows. 
You don’t remember that your life is likely more than half over. It’s like 
you are a blank slate, and it happens so quickly that you can barely 
register it. But then, everything comes rushing back and you have to 
remember all the ways that you deal with that stuff. And this happens 
every day. 
	 And so you get up and the floor beneath your feet feels more 
unfamiliar with every step. You haven’t been here long enough to 
know where to step to avoid the creaks and groans so the place is com-
plaining and registering its unhappiness over your presence. You pee 
into a toilet that’s not your own and you walk into a kitchen and heat 
some water for coffee in a kettle whose handle does not feel comfort-
able in your hand and then you smell coffee, well, instant coffee, and 
it clears your head and you get that feeling that is like a parting of 
the clouds. You start to feel a little better and look through the back 
window into the rocky lot and you stand with your coffee and survey 
this area like the lord of the manor surveying his domain but then you 
see a squadron of rats encircling a penguin and you are no longer the 
lord of the manor. Any good feeling you had is gone. 
	 I just had to stand there and watch as they backed the poor 
dapper bastard right up against a low stone wall and took turns going 
in for vicious tearing bites until he fell over. Then I couldn’t see the 
penguin anymore because they were just all over him. It was like a 
football pile up except with blood and feathers and little pink cordy 
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tails whipping all over the place. 
	  I’m not sure if it was seeing that bird get torn apart or the 
fact that I am here to take a helicopter up and dump ton after ton of 
brodifacoum onto the ground in an effort to poison every single rat 
on the island - they were very clear about the need for total eradica-
tion - but after I looked away from the window and sat down, fighting 
off the cold at the shitty fold-up coffee table in my shitty trailer and 
finishing my shitty instant coffee, I found myself thinking that my 
parents probably didn’t see this for me as they held their bouncing 
boy and tried to imagine the glorious days of his life. 
	 Learning to fly a helicopter was the best and worst thing I 
have done with my life. When I was in the Navy, I thought that after 
I got out I could be one of those sophisticated pilots with a mustache, 
dark glasses, and a slick black suit flying titans of industry from one 
rooftop to another in Manhattan. I’d be so close to those guys that 
someone might even mistake me for one. So, while half-listening 
to Navy flight instructors without mustaches yell at me about how 
important it was to pay attention, I saw my future self leaving half-fin-
ished cups of coffee on mahogany bars and saying things like “Sorry, 
darling, gotta fly,” or “The sky is calling,” to the sexy lady behind the 
bar, and I know how that sounds but you know how things work in 
fantasies. 
	 Instead, since getting out of the Navy about twenty years ago, 
I’ve been the equivalent of a dump truck driver but with a helicopter. 
That’s not to say that being a dump truck driver isn’t a good job, but it 
is to say that if one of those guys got into it because he loved driving 
and wanted to be a race-car driver, he might feel like he fell a little 
short, too. It turns out those mustache-less instructors were right: 
everything counts a little more than you think. 
	 Both I and the James Caird, the helicopter I’ll be flying, ar-
rived a few days ago on the Marina Svetaeva, but I don’t want to give 
the impression that it’s my helicopter or anything like that. Five of the 
seven containers of “bait” arrived on the same ship, and I don’t own 
that, either. From an economic standpoint, it makes sense to bring in 
your tools at the same time.
	 The trailer I’m living in has been lived in by countless other 
people here for a short time to fulfill a specific purpose: environmen-
talists, researchers, oilmen, support staff, and so on. I don’t even know 

who really owns it. I know that my checks are signed by some trust 
whose purpose is to protect this island, and that trust is financed by 
the government of Great Britain, which for some reason owns this 
island on the other side of the world. 
	 Sometimes I see marks on the trailer’s walls: a scuff where a 
boot knocked against a corner or an indentation where a shoulder 
pressed into the drywall. I run my fingers over these spots like they’re 
going to tell me something, but of course all I’m left with is myself. 
	 After breakfast, I take a shower mainly to get the image 
of black feathers and pink tails out of my head and then cross the 
gravelly lot to the clinic so I can get my daily IV of Vitamin K, which 
is supposed to prevent the anti-coagulant in the brodifacoum from 
doing to me what it’s supposed to do to the rats. 
	 Grytviken is our base here, the biggest “settlement” on the 
island, and the dozen or so buildings are clustered around the shore-
line of King Edward Cove as if trying to get as far away as possible 
from the mountains that rise sharply to guard the island’s interior. The 
town itself seems like it could never decide whether it wanted to be a 
quaint fishing village or a crusty whaling plant and so just went right 
down the middle. The grounds are littered with holey propane tanks 
and other pieces of metal that would just love to give you tetanus, 
but there’s a white church with a light green roof on the outskirts of 
the town that seems to have been plucked from some Scandinavian 
postcard. To the south, there’s a trail that winds into the low hills and 
leads to a ridge where Shackleton is buried. I haven’t gone yet. People 
here ask if you’ve gone like people in other places ask if you’ve been to 
a hot new restaurant. 
	 The medical trailer is next to the office trailer, which is next to 
the mechanical trailer, which is next to the cafeteria trailer, which is 
next to a trailer whose purpose I can only guess is to figure out where 
to put all the other trailers. The door is hard plastic and feels some-
how heavy and flimsy at the same time. The nurse in there is someone 
a younger me would have considered attractive only after about six 
Buds, but I’m not young anymore, so after I slide into the chair and as 
she’s swabbing my arm with an alcohol wipe, I chat her up a little. 
	 “So I came up with an amazing idea for a little deli. Think this 
one’s gonna take off. Forget those other ideas I told you about––this 
is it.” 
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	 “Is that right? Hang on––let me call my financial planner and 
tell him to free up some cash.”
	 “Yeah, ring him up,” I say as she gets the needle in on the first 
try. “Check it out: The Sandwich Island.” As I say this, I bring my 
hands together in front of my face and then slowly pull them apart. 
The liquid in the IV bag is perfectly clear, so once the tube fills up, it 
looks empty. 
	 “That’s terrible. I wouldn’t eat there. Excuse me for just a...” 
She puts her hand next to her face like a telephone and says, “No, 
Grant, cancel that. The investment opportunity is a bust.” 
	 “Are you kidding me? You get the joke, right?”
	 “Yes, I get the joke.” Her tone puts quotation marks around 
the last word. “The problem is that we’re not in the Sandwich Islands.”
	 “The hell we aren’t!” She’s making some notes in a folder with 
my identification number along the edge, and she looks at me for a 
moment over the top of it.
	 “No, we are on South Georgia––the Sandwich Islands is a 
different group. How are you here without knowing this?” I try to 
maintain a playful smirk, but I’m sure my lips are moving in all sorts 
of different directions. “Stop that with your fingers.” I look down 
and notice that I am using the nail of my index finger to pick at my 
thumb’s cuticle. There’s a little blood in the crescent of my left thumb. 
	 “Ok, geography expert, so maybe I’m not where I thought I 
was, but that doesn’t mean that this idea won’t work. We just move 
the deli to the actual Sandwich Islands. Bingo. Also, and you better 
call Grant back, because the deli is going to be island themed. Think 
about that for a minute.”
	 “So you mean like rats and ice and old propane tanks?”
	 “No, dammit! Island themed––you know, palm trees and 
grass skirts and sand and hulas and all that.” 
	  She stands and checks the fluid level in the bag. “I guess I’d 
think that the owner’s terrible lack of awareness of his surroundings 
might somehow hamper his ability to make a sandwich. I’d steer clear.” 
	 “Damn.” I see through the windows one of the other helicop-
ters lurching up into the sky: another pilot getting a tour from one of 
the environmental guys. “Ok, fair enough, but let me ask you some-
thing, and you have to answer honestly. Deal?”	
	 She narrows her eyes and nods. 

	 “When your agency told you where this job was, I mean when 
you first heard that you’d be coming to South Georgia, which may or 
may not be part of the Sandwich Islands,” at this she starts to inter-
rupt but I raise my voice and steamroll through, “did you think you’d 
be taking weekends and cruising down to Florida?”
	 “Of course. So what?”
	 “I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t the only one.”
	 “Well, I can’t say that I see how it matters. We’re here now.” 
She has her back to me and is setting up an IV stand for the next per-
son who comes in. “Are you going up today?” 
	 “I am, but just to get the lay of the land. I think we’re going to 
scatter the bait tomorrow.” 
	 “It’s about time you guys got to work. Can you hear the rats 
at night? Have you looked out there? After dark, it’s like a moving 
gray carpet. I lock my door, which is actually ridiculous: I mean, what 
are they going to do, turn the knob? I don’t know.” She does a whole-
body, grossed-out shiver. 
	 “Look, can I ask you something else?” She finishes with the 
other stand and turns back to me. 
	 “Lots of questions this morning. If it’s about a deli or a bed 
and breakfast that’s penguin themed, let me give you a preemptive no.”
	 “What are you doing here? I mean, you’re clearly a good 
nurse,” I use my chin to indicate the needle she always gets in on the 
first try, “and you’re smart, and it just doesn’t make sense.” 
	 She cocks her head and waits for a moment before she replies, 

“What would you say if I asked you the same question? You’re a good 
pilot, and you’re not a dumb as you like to pretend. So what are you 
doing here?” 
	 “I’d say that I have no idea how I ended up here.” 
	 “Well, there’s your answer. True or not.” She slides the needle 
out and uses a piece of tape to hold a little square of gauze where the 
needle was. “You’re all done.”
	 “Ok, thanks.” I roll my sleeve down and then just kind of 
stand there for a minute. She turns and opens her palms up like, did 
you forget something. “Oh, right. Well, I gotta go. The sky is calling.” 
	 “Are you kidding me?!” 
	 “Ok, ok. Yeah, I know. I’ll see you later.” 



4948

***

	 With the headphones on you don’t hear the rotors except as a 
kind of thrum that isn’t much different from the hum you hear when 
you are in an airplane, and once we’re up, I have a better understand-
ing of what the environmental guy was talking about when he said 
that the geography would work against the rats. 
	 The island is a long comma of brown divided into sections by 
glaciers, and the rats live in the areas not covered by glaciers. We’re 
cruising over the harbor when he points, “There! That’s Greene Pen-
insula. There by the research station. That’s where you’ll start tomor-
row.” I nod and make some notes in my notebook. “That’s the first 
area that’s going to be baited - the first salvo! It’s a very exciting time!” 
I nod and pretend to make another quick note. I take the bird along 
the curving northern edge of King Edward Bay toward the peninsula. 
	 “Can I ask you something?”
	 “Roger. That’s what I’m here for. Fire away, I mean, proceed.” 
	 “How did the rats get here?” 
	 “That’s a no-copy. Please repeat. I mean, please come again.”
	 “You don’t have to talk like that. You can just talk normal.”
	 “What?” 
	 “The rats.” I point down to the ground and then make little 
snapping jaws with my fingers. “How did they get here in the first 
place?”
	 “Ah. They came over on the whaling ships. Stowaways!” He 
turns his palms up and opens his mouth in amazement like, you al-
most have to admire their tenacity. “Hey, speaking of ships, have you 
been over to see Shackleton’s grave? It’s really something!” 
	 I tap the left can of my headphones and make a face that says I 
couldn’t quite make that out, and thankfully, he just lets it go. 
	 The ground below is barren and knobby, and the long fingers 
of glaciers creep out from the interior, which is solid ice. He’s looking 
at a topographical map. I can see that he previously made some X’s 
on it, and he’s now adding circles and triangles. “Can you head north 
along the coast for a few minutes? I need to check something.” 
	 “You got it.” I swing us out and left so we are cruising right 
along the coast. I can see huge clusters of penguins hanging out on 
the rocky beaches below. I wonder if one of them is missing that poor 

bastard I saw get attacked this morning.
	 “So can you tell me again why it’s important to eradicate 
them?” At this he turns not just his head but his shoulders too and 
gives me a look that makes me think I’ve just asked him if his mother 
might actually be a prostitute. 
	 “Why it’s important to––didn’t––didn’t you read your opera-
tion summary? I was told that everyone involved with this had been 
thoroughly briefed.”
	 “Sorry, I must have missed that report. I-–”
	 “The birds! This whole area is bird heaven!” He points down 
at the penguins and then gestures expansively. “Or it used to be, at 
least. The rats have completely taken over the area. They’re just de-
stroying the bird population. The terns - they’re getting decimated!” 
Here he uses his fingers to make the same snapping motion I made a 
moment ago. 
	 I know how this is going to go before I say it, but, as is usually 
the case, I say it anyway. “Maybe it’s the rats’ time? You ever think 
about that?”
	 “The rats’ time? Is that a joke?” He narrows his eyes a little 
and juts his chin toward me, like he’s talking to a particularly thick 
child. “The rats are totally destroying the ecological balance on this 
island.”
	 I nod like this is new information, but this was all clearly 
explained in the briefing that I’m pretty sure he wrote. “Yeah, that’s a 
good point about the balance. I guess I didn’t really think about that.” 
He nods and returns to his map. We cruise along the coast in silence. 
There’s only water on our right, and the land has that hard look that 
just makes you feel like you are in the wrong place, like you got off the 
bus at the wrong stop and ended up on the moon or something. 
	 “It’s just, does it matter that the rats came here with us?”
	 “What?” 
	 “Does it matter that the rats are only here because we brought 
them here?”
	 “We didn’t––I didn’t––no––look, I’m trying to focus here. 
I can’t be thinking about––I need to focus on this.” He holds up the 
map, now covered with all manner of shapes. 
	 “Roger that,” I say. We cruise on in silence for a few more 
minutes. “Anything else we need to check out while we are up here?” 
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	 “Let’s head north for another minute or two and then we can 
go back.”
	 “10-4. Message received. Over and out. Returning to original 
twenty.” 

***

	 After showering and dressing, I head to the medical tent, but 
it’s locked, so I stand in the middle of the lot and figure that she’ll see 
me when she leaves her trailer. The sun is still visible over the moun-
tains, but it won’t be for too much longer––one hour maybe. The 
church in the distance looks pretty but there are no lights on inside. 
I’m not sure if it’s still a church or some kind of museum. I turn and 
look out over the harbor.
	 “Hey, you, deli-entrepreneur!” I turn and see her coming 
across the lot. She is wearing a puffy parka with the hood up, jeans, 
and boots with fur around the top. She’s smiling in a way she never 
has in the medical trailer. She looks like someone’s mom who used to 
be pretty. I glance down at my stained Carhartts and try not to think 
about the conclusions she might be reaching about me. My hands, 
folded just below a belly button that seems to be trying to move far-
ther away from me with each year, are the kind of hands a younger me 
would have never believed would one day be waiting for him, gnarly 
and lumpy and fat and thin at the same time, the hair creeping across 
the backs and floating a little in the breeze. 
	 “Have any trouble finding the place?”
	 “Oh, I did, actually. When you said, ‘Meet me in the big 
gravel lot that smells like old metal and gasoline,’ I wasn’t sure if you 
meant this one, or the one in between the nightclub and the bistro. 
You should be glad I made it.” 
	 “I am, I am.” A seal barks in the distance and a bird some-
where is screeling in what is either joy or the worst kind of agony. “So 
what’s the plan?” 
	 She smirks and turns her head a little without breaking eye 
contact. “You asked me to meet you.” 
	 “Well, actually, I wanted to talk to you about an incredible 
investment opportunity.”
	 “You son of a bitch.” 

	 “No, come on. Let’s take a walk. Maybe we can domesticate 
some seals or something.” And then we’re moving, heading south, 
crunching gravel, dodging heaps of sharp metal, coils of forgotten 
hawsers, barrels and puddles. 
	 “How did it go today, with the environmental guy?” 
	 I shrug and stop walking, then point across the harbor. “I’d 
stay off Greene Peninsula tomorrow, unless you want to put those IVs 
we’ve all been getting to the test.” 
	 “So how does it work, with the bait?”
	 “They have these metal spreaders, like those things used to 
spread pesticides on lawns. We attach them with ropes and then 
they just hang beneath––there’s like a big holding tank,” I’m making 
shapes with my hands but she’s looking down at her boots, “and then 
a spinning part that throws the shit all over the place.” 
	 “Very scientific.”	
	 “Yeah, I don’t know. I’m never been much of a details guy. I 
just fly where they tell me.” We’re walking without a plan, following 
the narrow dirt path dotted with the vague outlines of countless sets 
of footprints. We walk for a few minutes, listening to the wind cutting 
through the tall grass and scrub on either side of our path. “They told 
me today that I only need to do a few runs, maybe five.”
	 “Wow. So you’ll be moving on soon.”	
	 “Yeah, looks like it.”
	 “What’s next? Where are you headed?” 
	 “Not sure. They said they’d tell me when I was finished.”
	 “I’ve heard that one before. That’s like––my agency should 
have a rubber stamp that says that.”	
	 “Fucking-a. My agency is the same way. Finish this and we’ll 
tell you what’s next.” And when we come to a stop at the low white 
rectangle of fence surrounding the thirty or so graves, I realize that 
we’ve been following the trail to Shackleton’s grave. The fenced-in 
area is about as big as half of a basketball court, and Shackleton’s grave, 
in the back left corner, looms above the rest: a slab of rock as tall as 
me and maybe twice as thick. We stand for a moment at the entrance 
and then she leads the way. 
	 “I guess it’s good that we got up here––I haven’t been. Of 
course, you could have just seen it on your next visit to lovely and 
exciting South Georgia.”
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	 “Always been more of a Sandwich Island man, myself. Anyway, 
now I can cross it off my list.” I make a check motion with my whole 
arm. The slab is at the head of a low stone rectangle that encloses a 
plot. “‘To the dear memory of Ernest Henry Shackleton: Explorer.’ 
Now that’s a grave a man could be proud of.” 
	 “That’s for sure.” 
	 “I don’t think mine will be quite as impressive.”
	 “Julia Louise Connors. Itinerant IV-Giver.” 
	 “Ha. James Frank Harding. Scourge of the rats. Reaper of 
rodents.”
	 “Nicely done. Julia Louise Connors. Trailer dweller.”
	 “Ouch. Jimmy Frank Harding. Perpetual fuck up.”
	 “Julia Louise Connors. Disappearance artist. As good as 
Houdini.”
	 “Jimmy Harding. Benched himself for the whole game.”
	 “Julie Connors. Should’ve picked up the phone. Should’ve 
written a fucking letter.” 
	 And then there are really no words that can actually respond 
so I just do what I usually do and make a joke. 
	 “That would never fit on that slab. Besides, Houdini was an 
escape artist. He didn’t do disappearances.” 
	 She whispers something that sounds like, Same thing, but I 
can’t be sure; her words are carried away by the wind, which is a little 
stronger up here. I steal a glance at her. She smiles a little, but her face 
is sad and closed, already somewhere else. 
	 We stand for a moment and listen to the wind and the soft 
crinkling of our parkas. I feel a sharp pain in my hand and realize that 
I’ve been picking at my cuticle. I tuck my thumb into my fist and hold 
it tightly with the other fingers. The mountains stand in the near dis-
tance, silent observers, probably thinking that this sad display is just 
the latest in a long line of sad displays. 
 	 “Hey, we better get moving or we’re going to get carried back 
by the rats.” 
	 “You’re right.” She sighs and spins in a circle, slowly. When 
she stops spinning, she’s looking right at the grave. “Let’s get out of 
here.” 
	 The sun is throwing its last rays over the mountains as we 
head out of the graveyard. I follow her out of the enclosure and back 

down the trail. Once we reach the lot, we part without much fanfare. 
I’ll see her tomorrow morning for the IV. I’ll come up with some 
ridiculous venture so we can talk without saying anything. We’ll both 
pretend that it didn’t matter that we were here and that it wasn’t 
exactly where we should have been. 
	 Back in my trailer, I sit at my shitty fold-up table and have 
a glass of water. When it’s done, I head into the bedroom and rum-
mage around until I find a black magic marker. Then, I head back out 
into the kitchen area and stand, facing the window through which I’d 
seen the penguin getting eaten. I stand up tall, at attention with my 
arms at my side, and then rock back on my heels into the wall behind 
me. I feel it give and hear the dusty crack and tear of cheap drywall. I 
push myself out of the depression and turn to face it. It looks like the 
outline of a mummy. It’s perfect. I uncap the marker and write “James 
Frank Harding:” above it and then stand back, taking it in and trying 
to think of what in the world to write next. 
	 •
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Author’s Statement - David Scrivner

A quotation that seems to always be hanging around in the corners of my 
mind explains, “Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a great battle.” 

I think that humor can be a form of kindness. There’s an understand-
ing––the recognition of a similar way of making sense of the world: a 
metaphorical nod from a fellow traveler––that exists between two people 
who find solace in humor. 

This bond makes us feel less alone, and that is, perhaps, the greatest kind-
ness. 

Many of my favorite short story writers use humor to partially conceal 
a kind of numb sadness. Salinger and George Saunders come to mind. 
I think my affinity for this kind of writing comes from the time I spent 
with my dad. I remember the hours spent watching The Simpsons with 
him, all the time we spent quoting Caddyshack, and how almost all of 
the stories we told each other ended with a joke. I remember how the 
sound of his laughter coming from another room always made we want 
to go there. 

If I am ever able to capture in my writing the tone––world-weary, hu-
morous, and cautiously hopeful––that permeates a good number of the 
short stories I love, it will be because of the time spent with my dad. 

The picture that accompanies this piece shows my dad, Frank, reading 
to me and my brother, Andy. I’m the one on my dad’s lap. This picture 
was taken by my mother, Lisa, sometime around 1984. My dad died in 
December. I dedicate this short piece to him. 

Judge M. Thomas Gammarino’s Comments:

“Ernest Henry Shackleton: Explorer,” about a rat-eradicating helicopter 
pilot on South Georgia, features some good banter and a Carveresque 
undercurrent of sadness, the sources of which - in good minimalist style - 
the author almost lets us glimpse in the penultimate scene at Shackleton's 
grave, my favorite part. Anyssa in Paris - Gelatin Silver Print - 11”x14”                 Amelia Samari
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Ian MacMillan 
Writing Award

First Place - Poetry

Amalia B. Bueno

1957

When our teacher Mrs. Sato says our shorts too boy-crazy tight, we
cruise Hotel Street anyway and sway in front the manongs, the real

men, muscled brown arms in undershirts keeping cool.
The gold-toothed one winks and I pretend not to see as we

turn and stare at starched white shirts. We sway left
at a Navy man whose liquor breath whispers to school

girl me and I blush at his hey beautiful drawl. We
pull into the pool hall. They drink, then lurk

for the gambling happening day and night, late.
Mommy asks you want in now, or what? We

hold the Red Seat Café down, the pool balls strike
red white blue and they all hit straight.

Mommy leaves Bill Haley and the Comets so we
rock round the clock and let me go, lover. We sing

our hearts, we cash our dreams, we sell our island sin.
We wanna salute statehood and dance off this rock. We

do the honi honi, talk good English, make aloha sexy body thin.
Whistling between pointy teeth, the ensign slips me some gin.

He say he take me away to see the wide, wide world. We
laugh when I ask “how wide you like it, sailor?” I’m jazz-

ing his ukulele strumming his A major cool as a pina colada in June.
We talk, we walk, we drink da-drink-a-drink-a-drink, till its’ time we

swoon at Aloha Tower moon, ride a high tide life, and I tell him I’m dy-
ing, stuck on this rock, flippin’ on men, gonna shrivel up soon, real soon.

At Cebu Pool Hall
        After Gwendolyn Brooks and Terrance Hayes
Amalia B. Bueno
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Author’s Statement - Amalia B. Bueno

I tried to tell a nuanced story inspired by the real owner of the real 
Cebu Pool Hall. She was an independent immigrant Filipina, a 
respected businesswoman whom I learned about from her daugh-
ter, Angie Libadisos. Angie’s mother was a professional gambler 
and entrepreneur in the 1950s who originally bought the Red Seat 
Café, which was a diner next door to Cebu Pool Hall. But the café 
wasn’t making money, so she bought the pool hall, too. The poem 
also imagines a Hawai‘i that was undergoing major socioeconomic 
changes brought on by militarism, tourism, impending statehood and 
universal teenager angst. Gwendolyn Brooks’ “At the Golden Shovel” 
deserves mention here as well for its real cool, pool hall rhythms. 

Judge Craig Santos Perez’s Comments:

“At Cebu Pool Hall” paints a vivid picture of a time and space, 
captures the voices of several memorable characters, and sculpts a 
rhythmic and unpredictable sonic and grammatical structure. Listen 
closely to this poem and you will hear the heart singing and the mind 
swaying—let the poem strum your body. I chose this poem because it 
is fully activated. It is story, painting, sculpture, film, voice, memory, 
and the future.

Beachworn Beauties	  	         		            Margo Vitarelli
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Ian MacMillan 
Writing Award

Second Place - Poetry

Rob Wilson

1)	 In the spring season of the year 1811, I hired myself out as a 		
	 lone convert.

2)	 Local practices of policing and judging the voice began to 			 
	 take effect, with mixed blessings.

3)	 Is history important for indigenous peoples? she asks the 			 
	 stunned congregation.

4)	 “Yeah, Okay,” I reply. “Eh, Nelson check out this case-study of 		
	 divine speech.”

5)	 Children of the English-speaking homes were held back by doubt.

6)	 On drives along the windward side of O‘ahu, I like looking 			
	 out at the waving fields of grain.

7)	 An ambiguity might arise here, but I won’t let it intervene in 		
	 the apparatus.

8)	 Ghosts flee the sunken ship and mess with the talk show host.

9)	 Nor does this deny the self—it assumes more capacious proce-		
	 dures of juxtaposition.

10)	 While I was working it appeared it was a voice, saying come 			
	 here and tell of your pagan upbringing.

11)	 Certain things in their language evince wholesale degenera-			
	 tion.

12)	 Who defined the research problem this autumn?

13)	 “Hello, hey Mel?” Rex calls out, still at the distance of an 			 
	 alien stream.

14)	 A creole dialect is a greatly simplified some might say make			 
	 shift form, but we can use it to curse you.

15)	 For George, our Hawai‘i Kai neighbor, who refused to com-		
	 ment on all of the above.

My Hawai‘i Nei
Rob Wilson
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Author’s Statement - Rob Wilson

“My Hawai‘i Nei” has tons of Hawaiian & local language history & 
abjection packed into it wryly from the language of the first Hawai-
ian convert Henry Obookiah and the pidgin theatrics of Joseph 
Puna Balaz to Darrell Lum et al at Bamboo Ridge and Hawai‘i Kai.  
The lyric language of a possessive “my” voice that is signaled by the 
title becomes ironized and decentered into a collaged multiplic-
ity that mixes up the claims to belong, to speak the appropriate 
language, to have been converted into a voice of blessing, dogged-
ness, and place.  As the late-great Hawaiian poet and activist Wayne 
Kaumuali‘i Westlake once wrote in one of his uncanny impacted 
haiku from anonymous enclaves of literary Hawai‘i when the 1980s 
seemed to be drifting into tourist oblivion and US imperial subla-
tion, 
     Must be going crazy
     my favorite poet lately
     has been me!

Judge Craig Santos Perez’s Comments:

“My Hawai‘i Nei” is a thoughtful and playful poem, a combination 
difficult to pull off in any work of art. Even though it is a list poem, 
the poem does not move in a predictable way. I enjoy the poem’s am-
biguity and juxtapositions of speech, voice, philosophy, culture, and 
observation. Read this poem several times and pay attention to the 
sparks between each item in the list.

Reef Life 		          		          	           Margo Vitarelli
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Ian MacMillan 
Writing Award

Third Place - Poetry

Davin Kubota

Author’s Statement - Davin Kubota

He dedicates this poem to his parents, who taught him the differ-
ence between ‘needing something’ and ‘wanting something.’ He is 
by no means anti-corporate or anti-shopping, given the fact that the 
poem was both created and submitted on an iPad. However, he finds 
the central role that shopping plays in defining our innate worth and 
sense of agency somewhat problematic.

Judge Craig Santos Perez’s Comments:

“Phases of Shopping” is an engaging visual poem that explores the 
space of the "mall" and the themes of consumerism, childhood, and 
aging. The poem is local, nostalgic, humorous, and reflective, and there 
are interesting moments of wordplay and visual palimpsest. As you 
read, allow your eyes to shop for meaning between text and image.
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I love you this much.— Photograph 	  	         Olive Nakayama

	 Kapi‘olani had dreams of escaping The House of Bottles. All 
the dreams were different, but one thing always stayed the same—she 
would never cut her feet. She’d run and run through all the rooms, 
over all the bottles, and her legs would just bounce off of the colored 
glass gracefully. Her toes were unscathed, her heels smooth and soft, 
her arches still white frowns against the floor.
	 The way she felt in the dream was the way she felt when she 
was dancing hula. The sway of her hips and wave-like motions of her 
arms reminded her of the way she looked in the dreams—so much 
like her mother. Or at least like the pictures she had seen. There was 
one in the living room with writing scrawled all over her mother’s 
body; the only piece not touching the faded black marker was her 
eyes. “Tanu,” it said, and then a fancy scribbling of Hawaiian words 
that Kapi‘olani pretended to know, “-Kainoa.” 
	 Kapi‘olani would make up thousands of sentences that her 
mother could be writing to her father all over the pink bikini and 
brown skin. “I love you” or “I miss you” or “I want to have a beauti-
ful daughter with you” or her favorite, “I will never leave you, I will 
always return.” She never asked her dad what the message really said 
because she didn’t want to know. She would see her father staring at 
it sometimes though, and she’d want more than ever to leave the hall, 
run up to him, place her hand on his unshaven cheek, and ask the mil-
lions of questions she’d built up over the years. What was she like? Do 
I look like her? What did her voice sound like? What did she smell 
like? Could she cook? Could she hula? And what, please, what does 
the photograph say?
	 But then she’d see him take another swig of his drink or hear 
him curse something at the television and Kapi‘olani would shrink 
away, back into the hall, back into her room, away from the bottles 
and into the same dream.

Escaping a Dream
Alysha Mendez 
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	 Tonight, she fell asleep with her feet where her head usually 
lies. She does that sometimes when sleep seems farther away than the 
mainland. Her dad had those friends over again and they were laugh-
ing beer-filled laughs and coughing up smoke and spit. She could 
never sleep when they were over, clinking ice and eating her lunch 
that she’d packed and hidden in the back of the fridge. 
	 “Wea dat pretty daughtah, eh, Tanu?” Grunts and snorts and 
more glass hitting glass would follow and Kapi‘olani would lock her 
door. She learned a long time ago to do that. She never forgot.
	 A taped-together photo of her mother rested below her 
pillow. It had been rescued from the trash after Tanu had gone on a 
ripping rampage one night. He never touched the framed one in the 
living room, but this one was Kapi‘olani’s second favorite. It used to 
be under a magnet on the freezer. Her mother, lips red like ahi, was 
kissing a tiny forehead that held a small red headband. These two, this 
mother and daughter looked magical, Kapi‘o thought. They looked 
unstoppable together, like ancient Hawaiian royalty or something.
Eventually, maybe after a short, whispered conversation with the 
photograph, she’d fall asleep. Tonight, she waited until she heard the 
heavy drunken footsteps leave The House of Bottles. Her mind was 
almost lost in the dream when, “KAPI‘O! WEA YOU AT?” jolted 
her up to a sitting position. The picture fell from her chest to the floor. 
BOOMBOOMBOOM, the door shook and she could feel her body 
start to do the same.
	 An image plastered itself to every inch of her mind: graceful, 
smiling, hula hipped, red-lipped, escape.
	 BOOMBOOMBOOM!
	 Her face, her mother’s face, she couldn’t tell which one it was, 
but it snuck out through the window. She wasn’t dreaming, but it felt 
the same as she followed in the footsteps of the image and slid the 
screen open slowly.
	 BOOMBOOMBOOM! “YOU BETTAH OPEN DIS 
DOOR!”
	 She grabbed the photo and the 43 dollars that she hid every 
day in the pages of her math book, shoving them into her backpack 
and dropping it out the window, climbing quickly after it. 
	 BOOMBOOMBOOM! The banging was a little bit quieter 
as her feet hit glass. She hadn’t even thought to put on pants or shoes. 

You’re an idiot, she thought, only in your stupid dream are your feet 
protected. Now, as her skin touched the shards that covered their 
backyard, she had no choice. If she wanted to escape, this was the only 
way. Kapi‘o planted both feet, feeling small flakes and large chunks rip 
into her flesh with ease. And she ran. Across the lawn that had served 
as years’ worth of ash trays and garbage cans, away from The House of 
Bottles, so far away that she could stop and catch her breath and pick 
out some stubborn pieces from her heels and toes, looking back on 
the sidewalk to see little specks of blood.
	 She smiled. She laughed, looking down at her cotton panties 
and skinny knees. She had actually reenacted the dream instead of 
just thinking, wishing, hoping, and dreaming of the dream. She was 
so elated that the pain felt like success. Her auntie’s house was only 
a few more blocks, and even though she knew it’d be the first place 
he’d come, she also knew that he was too drunk to do anything this 
late at night. He’d just break down her bedroom door, see that she ran 
away and pass out in her bed. Or he’d be too tired for that and simply 
pass out in front of the door, head slumped against the handle, drool 
covering his stubble, and a bottle leaning into his crotch. She’d found 
him like this a few times, and had to gently lay his body out in the hall 
so she could step over it and catch the bus. It was the morning that 
loomed ahead.
	 It was the morning that Kapi‘o would have to clean her feet 
with peroxide and bandage them up and borrow clothes from her 
cousin and go to school, holding her breath, expecting him to show 
up in every classroom. It was the morning that she’d have to escape 
all over again and it was the morning that she’d realize escaping is 
impossible. It was the morning that she’d understand what dreams are 
for. Dreams are for impossibilities, delights, and unrealistic ambitions. 
Dreams are for mothers coming home and fathers being sober. 
Dreams are for hula dancing over bottles, skin untouched, lips red 
like ahi.

•
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19éme arrondissement - Platinum/Palladium Print - 8”x10”
Amelia Samari

A Talent for Destruction
Charlie Bondhus

Editors' note: See the end of this PDF for the corrected version of this 
poem, which was reprinted in Issue 81: Muliwai.
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Downstairs
Craig Cotter
in my kitchen
8 by 5 feet.

Knew it was right
my 3 stacking box

apartment
when I first walked in.

Liked to cook then,

wondered if the kitchen
was too small.

But have it arranged perfectly,
can make anything.

Usually cook solo 
though friends have also

helped me make meals.
				    Was making bacon

and decaf coffee in my Bialetti
Mark taught me to use in Zurich.

Just off the phone with cousin Ann
who offered me an afghan made by

my Great Grandmother Reardon.
Picking it up tomorrow in Claremont.

And a beautiful memory floated in
and I had new understanding

and like this life that flits away
though I try to anchor it strong,

the idea
I might’ve turned into a poem

gone not like anything.
				    Korey Hurni

must be awake by now in East Lansing,

1:41 p.m. Memorial Day 2011
on another friend’s couch.

During the last real estate boom
my friends took money out of their homes

to improve their kitchens,
suggested I do the same.

Suggested granite counters, slate floors,
stainless appliances.

I explained my egg wouldn’t taste any better
in a $40,000 kitchen then in mine

with its Reagan-era cabinets
and plastic counters.

Knowing that in a poem
I can’t give you smug modesty and conservation

and pretend that I am better than my friends
with their new kitchens.

I have 2 years and 9 months 
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left on my mortgage

while many friends lost their homes
during the crash of 2008.

Depression frugality
having known my Great Grandmother Cotter

and all 4 of my grandparents;
always enjoy asking people older than me

what the past was like.
Nothing is always in poetry.

Say since I was 9 years old.
Out my window

a squadron of P-51 Mustangs in formation
buzzing propellers like I'd hear over the Drayton Plains

Nature Center when I was a kid
in the ’60s and ’70s.

And then a second wave of Mustangs.
One of my neighbors drives a lovingly preserved Jeep

that landed on Omaha Beach
and joined Patton's march across Europe.

						      If I won the lottery

—but it doesn’t matter.
One never wins the lottery.

What were those thoughts
for a short, light, light poem

in my tiny kitchen

less than an hour ago?

Something finally made sense
like what is growing in that pot on my porch?

Nico in Brazil.
Caitlin in Peru.

Maliwan in Bangkok.
			 
				    When you ask

why I haven’t saved more money
I might talk about charities.

If I tell you about decades of whores,
mostly wholesome people,

and you think less of this poem—
what kind of truth are you after?
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Devon, 2010 - Gelatin Silver Print - 11”x14”	            Amelia Samari

	 Last spring my neighbor Frank, who at the time I consid-
ered just a stick-in-the mud uneven-mustached divorced Professor 
of Something, walked by my house, as usual, with his dog and two 
daughters. One of the daughters is eight and the other six, and they’re 
a lot nicer than their father. I’ve even told him as much to his face 
several times recently, but he just says, “Yeah.” 
	 Anyway, I was working in the garden that morning. Travis 
had taken a ride to the state university. He had landed a possible sweet 
deal with the college on new pool equipment, he’d told me on the 
way out that morning. So later Frank was walking past, and he said, 

“Hey Mindy, where’s ‘One Dimple’? He can play at the park with us.” I 
rolled my eyes, refusing to answer him. He called my son Billy “One 
Dimple” because when he smiled only one side dimpled up. I turned 
away from him to pull a weed, but he walked right up onto the lawn. 

“Hey, uh,” he said, “you should read the local newspaper once in a 
while.”
	 I looked back. “What for?”
	 “What kind of jalopy does your boyfriend own?”
	 “Jalopy?”
	 “Okay, heap then.”
	 “None of your business.”
	 “You’re right,” he said, and walked off.
	 I dismissed his nosiness as jealousy, but once inside I scanned 
the paper with a frown. There was nothing strange on the first three 
pages except rising taxes and closing businesses and a murder. But 
then on page four there was a little story about a college woman 
who’d been run over by a Comet. “Light grey heap,” said the paper. 

“The car and the driver both left the scene,” said the police captain. 
	 At dinner that night, I took a long look at Travis. We had 
been living together for more than three months, but I didn’t even 
know what his favorite color was, or his mother’s name. I felt myself 

Never Trust a Pool Salesman
Lou Gaglia
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pouting. We’d talked about getting married a few times, but then he 
always started laughing and kidding around and tickling me until I 
couldn’t stand it, so I stopped bringing it up. 
As he ate his meat loaf that night, I looked at his face. He chewed 
slowly and stared ahead. Once in a while his eyes darted over to me 
and then he continued chewing and staring. 
	 “What’re you looking at?” he said finally, biting into another 
chunk of meat loaf.
	 “How about we all go into town tomorrow? Spring is here. 
Maybe we can get some ice cream.”
	 “Fine.”
	 “Did you see the newspaper today? Some girl got hit by a car.”
	 “What girl?”
	 “I don’t know what girl. She was a college girl.”
	 “People get run over every day. Don’t read the paper if you 
don’t want to read bad news.”
The next morning I bought the newspaper again. A woman my age, 
near thirty, had been hit. No witnesses this time. 
	 “Let’s take your car for the ice cream today,” he said to me 
when he came down for breakfast. “My fender’s rattling.”

	 Billy wanted a black raspberry cone, as always. I had a choco-
late one, and Travis said he wanted blueberry with a cherry on top. 
The guy behind the counter looked to be younger than me—early 
twenties, maybe. Dimple on his chin. 
	 Billy and I started in on our cones before we even sat down, 
but then there was a commotion back at the counter.
	 “Where’s the cherry? Where’s the damn cherry!” Travis 
screamed. 
	 “Oh, I forg—”
	 Travis flicked his wrist and the blueberry ice cream landed 
with such a plop on that boy’s face! I’ll never forget the sound of it. 
The poor guy was too shocked to do anything except let the ice cream 
slide down. As the ice cream hung on his trembling chin and then 
dropped to the floor, Travis pushed me toward the door and de-
manded the keys. He floored the car all the way down Hudson Street, 
up the service road, and then down Beaver Street. He went 70 in a 30 
mph zone right past the state trooper building. When we reached the 

driveway he stopped so short we all pitched forward. Then he slowly 
turned the key. 
	 “Ok, guys, let’s get into the air conditioning before the ice 
cream melts,” he said cheerfully. 

	 Another newspaper report the next day: this time an old 
woman had been hit at night—about the same time that Travis said 
he was at the library looking up books about bromine. He had taken 
my car to work that morning, so I went into the garage to look at the 
fender. There were rust-colored stains on it. 
	 That afternoon Frank walked his dog alone past my house. I 
looked out the screen door at him but he wouldn’t look over.
	 In the evening, I asked Travis about the stain on the fender, 
kind of casually, and he laughed and said he hit a deer. “I’m fine but 
that deer really went flying. You should have seen it!” 

	 I looked up a private detective, a man named Bracken. I 
wanted Travis followed. I had to know if he was the one. The detec-
tive was the only one listed in town. He was a big man with a red face 
and I doubted he could keep up with anyone at all, but I sat across 
from him and told him what I wanted.
	 “I didn’t think private detectives even existed,” I said to him at 
first. 
	 “They appear more in fiction than in real life,” he said. “But 
I’m real. Here.” He crossed over to me. “Feel my muscle.”
	 “No, I couldn’t—”
	 “Feel it, just the biceps.”
	 I squeezed a little. 
	 “See?” He sat down again. “I get 200 dollars a day, plus ex-
penses, plus shoe money if I wear out my soles in a chase.”
	
	 After a couple of weeks, Mr. Bracken reported back to me at 
last. Travis, he said, did absolutely nothing out of the ordinary. Noth-
ing. He went to work, he went out to lunch, and he went back home. 
I told the detective that was impossible, that he had to be mistaken, 
that he was taking my money, that he was just sleeping on the job or 
something, that more women would be killed, that he was a thief.
	 “I’m not sleeping on the job,” he said, all insulted.
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	 “Well, is this all you have for my $200 a day?”
	 “There are a couple of women, actually, that he’d been in-
volved with in the past. Here are their names.” He handed me a paper. 

“He cleaned both of them out after he left them, so I would watch 
myself if I were you.”
	 “Gee, thanks, you’re a great detective.”

	 The next morning I went out to visit the first woman on the 
list, a woman named Clare Bean. Clare was very nice and invited me 
inside for a coffee and we talked about Travis. I told her about the ice 
cream incident and about the newspaper accounts and the stains on 
the car. She nodded the whole time. 
	 “Has he left you yet?”
	 “No. He still comes home.” 
	 “When he leaves you, change the locks. Actually, that might 
not even work. After he left me, he started sneaking in at night and 
taking things. First it was my new pack of Lender’s Bagels. The next 
night the butter. The night after that the kitchen table was gone. I still 
don’t know how he got it through the door without making noise. So 
I changed the locks. After the locks were changed, I came home from 
work to find my couch gone. Then my coffee table. After that it was 
just little things—my toothpaste, my can of Raid…” She paused. I was 
terrified. “…Caulk,” she added.
	 “How do you know it was him?”
	 “How do I know it was him? Of course it was him! Do you 
know, he tried to run me over while I was planting a dogwood in the 
yard! All of a sudden my own car is barreling toward me, his smiling 
face behind the wheel. I dove into the empty lot, like Mannix, at the 
very last second, and ran to a neighbor’s. He just kept driving across 
people’s yards, right to the street, and then he was gone. I never saw 
him again. Honey, you better be careful.”
	
	 Next I went to the second woman, a Rose Heaving. She was 
a pretty brunette, but kind of dizzy, and didn’t seem too bright to me. 
She told me the same thing about missing items, one by one, until she 
was cleaned out. 
	 “Why didn’t you call the police?” I asked her.
	 “I did. They didn’t do much. Wrote down everything that was 

missing. Soon everything was missing. I had an empty house.”
	 “Did he ever try to run you over?”
	 She looked thoughtful. “Well, noooo, but one time he ran 
over my hand with a wheelbarrow while I was kneeling in the garden. 
I was sure at the time that it was nothing. Well, actually, the barrow 
part, the metal thingy, the round section part hit me in the head first, 
and I guess as I was falling to the ground, you know, the wheel con-
tinued right over my hand. Wow, that hurt. My hand had a tread mark 
on it and everything.”
	 “What about the conk on the head?”
	 “I don’t remember if that hurt. Anyway, if you garden, just be 
careful, that’s all. And if he leaves, move. But don’t ask him to leave 
because he has an unpredictable kind of a temper, now that I really 
think about it.”
	 I thought about the ice cream.

	 The day after I talked with Rose, Travis didn’t come back 
home. He had my car. I was left with the murder weapon, which I 
drove noisily around town wearing sunglasses.
	 Soon, sure enough, my stuff began to go missing. I returned 
from work each day to find my snow blower gone, my rake, my lucky 
Mets hat, the thimble from the Monopoly game we once played 
(he was the thimble). My toaster gone, then the kitchen sink. It was 
always something. 
	 Finally, the news stories of hit-and-runs stopped, and so did 
the break-ins. I junked the murder weapon and had to buy a new one. 
I was broke and broken-hearted and jumpy the rest of that spring and 
into the summer. I even put up with Frank’s wisecracks and started 
letting him come over to visit for dinner with his kids. That’s how 
scared I was. 	
	 Then one Saturday, Frank and I went to the ice cream shop 
with his kids and Billy. I kept seeing cars that looked like Travis’, so I 
was nervous and weepy. Frank didn’t know what to do except tell me 
that everything would be all right and order ice cream.
	 Then I spotted him—that Detective Bracken, sitting on a 
corner stool holding a big cone with a cherry on top. He saw me too 
and grinned and came over. 
	 “Hello, Detective,” I said, only glancing up briefly.
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	 “Yeah, hi,” he said. “Hey, Frank, thanks for the shoe money. I 
just got these at JC Penney’s. Take a look.” He made us look down at 
his stupid new loafers.
	 Then I realized and looked at him. 
	 “That’s right, Missy. Frank here hired me to follow your 
boyfriend, and to protect you, and he signed my worn-out shoe sole 
clause…which you were too cheap to do.”
	 “Alright, Bracken,” Frank said.
	 “I watched the whole time while he cleaned you out.”
	 “Wait, you watched and didn’t do anything?” I was furious. 
	 “Let me finish, will ya? I would have arrested him if he’d 
killed you, but nothing happened, so relax.”
	 “Are you finished?” Frank cut in.
	 “Oh, I get it,” Bracken said. “Family moment.” He started to 
turn away but he came back, and Frank and I both rolled our eyes. 

“Anyway,” he said, but before he went on he took a huge bite off the 
top of his cone, so we had to wait while he sucked at it and grimaced 
at the cold on his teeth. “Anyway, you don’t need to worry any more 
about your serial killing boyfriend. He is off to another city looking 
for more victims.”
	 “How do you know that?” Frank asked.
	 “Cause I know, that’s how. It’s my business to know where 
killers go and stuff like that.”
	 “Well, if you’ll excuse us—” Frank began.
	 “I’ll tell you what else I know,” Bracken said, shoving the en-
tire rest of the cone into his mouth and then spitting little cone pieces 
on our table as he spoke. “I know that your new boyfriend Frank here 
is not a serial killer” (People started looking over because he was talk-
ing too loud). “I can tell right away if a guy likes to run over women, 
or if he don’t. It’s my job to know that kind of stuff.”
	 “Well, good for you,” Frank said.
	 “Alright, alright, I can take a hint. I’ll leave you two alone. I’m 
off to find your old boyfriend.”
	 “And arrest him, I hope,” I said. 
	 “Arrest him? Now how am I going to make any money or get 
new shoes if I simply arrest the guy?” he snorted, and then ambled out 
the door at last. 
	 I don’t know why but I got weepy all over again after he 

left. Frank didn’t know what to do, so he got up and ordered another 
cone. I couldn’t tell if I was with Frank now because I cared for him or 
because I just needed a non-serial killing boyfriend. I was so confused.
	 Frank, back with his cone, bit out the bottom of it and started 
noisily sucking out the ice cream from that end. I smiled at him, teary-
eyed. Then the guy at the counter called out to Frank, apologizing 
because he forgot to put the cherry on top. Frank told the guy it was 
no big deal and not to worry about it, and he went on sucking at his 
cone. 
	 That’s when I really started bawling. I was actually boo-hooing. 
It was awful. Frank stopped sucking at the cone and looked at me. 
Then, slowly, he reached for my hand, and I reached for his. We left 
and headed for the park with the kids, but before we crossed the street, 
Frank warned us back and suggested we all act like Montag from Fahr-
enheit 451 when he was crossing the street trying to escape. I wailed 
at him to shut up, please, and not ever make that joke again—or ever 
order a cherry on top of anything, even in kidding. He promised. 

•
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Jungle Love 					               Margo Vitarelli

Buñuelo
Rose Hunter
Whereas a buñuelo is plain of itself
but we are going to add these things

or if I wanted to talk about something else really
on a ship that kept disappearing.

Once, the man worked as a longshoreman.
And said I imagine that’s how men do it

more often than not. He walked and the
other man talked and for a short time 

it was as though problems had solutions
tiaraed up like a tall ship, go figure

the buñuelo, a mock cataclysm. The man’s
wife would be joining him in a week

there would be no more buñuelos for me
tablecloths grand pianos zebra skins

and the man shared a story, one day
mango avocado bacon goat cheese

and there were real choices that could be made
pineapple jícama cream cheese

and mist descending. Maybe black and white
but the mind will not be satisfied

with palm trees and sunny days.
This other man, and there was a situation

this man saw the impossibility of this situation.
And described someone who sounded 

much like you, access to a world
and living in a five by eight. People 

come here to do that I said, or something.
In case there was more he wanted to say.

Whereas a buñuelo is plain of itself
deep fried dough, a fritter, no more.
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O le Lua Faitoto‘a 
Amber Esau
Dark blue and
silver fuck into infinity

on streets/buildings/
people change in sinister light

I look
up

&see forgotten ancestors’
fire torches fuel stars

I look
i lalo

&see bonedust
mixed in with earth

my nana too
came by waka

night surrounded
her departure

and arrival
stars like mirrors

looking at myself
    picked apart
asking who am I?

the night
has eyes too

and questions
itself on me

as I lie
between grass blades

bleeding
I watch hooded figures

between
blinks
walk away
with my wallet

it had ten
dollars and a gift card in it

and midnight’s
cast on me
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Julia Cohen
i.
Are you willing to wake me with your baby? To trust I won’t cut your 
luscious bangs as you rest? 

My two children we send to the school best fitting personalities of 
orange sheets, newspapers smeared with
coffee & glitter-recycling. Tin cans emptied of black-eyed peas & kale 
on the counter. Art-class kites are the chipped teeth of love. 

Kids have regrets, which is the hardest thing to let them have. 

Train yourself to hold your breath for the life of a mitochondrial 
high-rise. The nooks of our cement bookshelves nest uncapped pens 
& paperclips. 

Hanging off the bed like a white seal, our dog’s head watches the 
window for unsafe shapes. A foreign tail or ominous boot. Under 
three blankets I sleep, reject a space-heater. We’re excavating the last 
light bulb. Yes, we do this. We share the same careless plants. 

Leaf-eyes folding against fat glass. An ego dissolving in bathwater.

ii.
I want to build a house that tames worth & won’t last. The light won’t 
stop where we live, needles through the rafters & the gulp of. O we’re 
not the pleats of wood so we last. 

You’re attracted to me or how you turn my body on? I’m afraid 
distinctions destroy me. 

Our backyard licks up space like a sno-cone where we’ll feed 
diamond-eyed goats. The house isn’t afraid to die. Isn’t afraid to ask 
for leg-rubs. 
Cover me in a blanket too dirty to touch the face. My face loops 
around the park & the dog recognizes you as you bike by. Pulls me 
toward your spokes. I’m looking for a life like our own.

Attached to the Swan Comes the Water
       For Mathias We’ll train the goat to dig for broken egos of our unmeasured 

reciprocal. Exchange, the only endless lyric. So the gift won’t die on 
wallpaper, wilt.

iii.
My dead phone, my neglected ice melting in sneakers & watch the 
rice cook for dinner. How reassuring the starch dribbles down & 
stains the pot. I feel you breathing when I hold the soapy sponge. I do.

A frozen tennis ball dissolves on our bed. This is not a metaphor for 
love, yet love, the dirt-freckled arm crossing rafters of children, is the 
plant spiraling from your bangs. Location, a choice. Attraction ripples 
out of my vase set on the coffee table. 

iv.
Kites hide under the cover of kale. With questions & arms kids 
pinwheeling toward us. Tilted paintings nobody rights. The 
personality of our baby? Is physical, too? Domestic fantasies exist by 
the liter to unblur the future of shared space. A laundry pile of love 
poems. Your body like a warm moon. 

Without abstraction. Without without the violent couch, violent vase, 
violent sink, O violent & matted rug. We’ll empty the vacuum to the 
lyric stem, the vine that breaks
the planter, water-swelling.

The backyard sways with antlers & baby teeth. Holding a dogbone 
graveyard, wriggle up the woodchip tree house. With latticed words 
lending the reciprocal bathtub. 

Let’s have a watering the plants date. A find the missing mitten date. 
An ice-cream in bed date. A talk date. The hot shower & how you 
soap my spine date. A how do you know me? date. 

What are we, bystanders? With paintings slipping off the wall?

Talk, attraction, date. Sleepy meals? My attractive talk, like kite tails 
afraid of timing. Let’s plant your luscious bangs in my chest. 
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Romantic Weather
Julia Cohen
Betrayal, an inverted orchid
clinging to a cloud

Wing & comb, who to the hymnal
anchored to eggshell?

A bell in the thicket, glowing

The taste almost condenses

O ominous sundial,
I made the apple

Tourist - Platinum/Palladium Print - 6”x9”	            Amelia Samari
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Printmaker Albrecht Durer, Island Style	                          Margo Vitarelli

 	 There were fifty-three creamers in the collection. She counted 
them periodically. Obsessively cataloguing her small family. 

Antique Jaeger & Co J&C Louise Bavaria Creamer, hand painted 
roses, mint condition. Porcelain with exquisite soft hand-painted 
roses. Gold trim scalloped rim. 3.75” tall x 3” wide. Circa 1910. 
Excellent condition. 

	 This one she called Gladys. Gladys mostly spoke to her when 
she was in the small garden out back. Made her crush the emptied egg 
shells and spread them around the roses. Gladys could be extremely 
intrusive. She had an opinion about everything. Insisted that she 
would make tea in the Brown Betty and not just dunk a bag in a mug. 
You got more tea that way. There was no waste. And it was civilized. 
How things were meant to be done. Joan often grew weary of Gladys. 
Joan was alone and not quite so particular as Gladys would wish. It 
was a long time since Joan had to shut the bathroom door or dress and 
undress in the bedroom. She could strip off in the laundry room if 
she wanted, and cross the house in her bra and underpants if she felt 
like it. There was no one to see. No one to tsk at her. No one to reach 
for her suddenly to caress the small of her back, or comment on the 
gentle sags now visible. No one but Gladys, that is. And the others, of 
course.
	 Joan marshaled the entire inventory on her dining room table. 
They had started on the kitchen window sill, spread to the tea table, 
filled her mantle piece, and gradually just migrated to the polished 
cherry surface. An ecru lace cloth draped gracefully across the surface, 
its points hanging artfully down in long tapered folds. The cream-
ers aligned in regimental formation. Handles pointing south, spouts 
pointing north. They were dusted on Wednesdays. Washed, one row 
only, on successive Fridays. Scalding hot water with just a drop of 
bleach. Mary, in particular, disliked the bleach.

Creamers
Lucy E.M. Black
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Vintage Royal Bayreuth Bird Creamer. Excellent condition. No 
chips or cracks. No staining. Sweet piece. 4” high, x 4.5 “ handle to 
spout. Vintage. Early 1900s. 

	 Mary looked a little like a baby Robin. The name suited her. 
It just came to Joan one day. She saw her in the antique store and 
thought, that creamer was owned by a woman named Mary. And so 
she bought it, took it home for the collection, and called it Mary. 
Speculating about Mary had provided a diversion for Joan. She 
imagined a whole life for Mary – a husband and a house and son. She 
imagined Mary with child, longing for a daughter, a girl to read with 
and play house with. Teach to bake. But the girl, when she was born, 
was damaged. Addled. Mentally retarded is what they said back then. 
It broke Mary’s heart. But she had the creamer and a matching sugar 
and made tea for the girl anyway, chirping as she poured milk from 
the tiny bird-like spout. Pretending to be the chirping Robin. Trying 
to engage her. Make her smile. But she did not respond. Instead she 
waved her hands spastically, knocking over the tea cup and sugar, spill-
ing cookies onto the floor. Mary’s daughter was just like Elaine – a 
heartbreak. Fortunately there was Alice, the practical Alice. 

Vintage green depression glass. Footed. Approximately 3-3/4” tall x 
3-1/2” wide. Distributed free in boxed food items. 1930s. No chips, 
cracks or scratches. Smooth seam. Estate sale. 

	 The others sometimes thought Alice was a piece of work. 
But Joan liked her. In fact, Joan thought she sounded a little like her 
Mother. Alice was the one Joan turned to when she needed some stiff-
ening up. Some encouragement. She had the most unending catalogue 
of expressions. In for a penny, in for a pound, no use crying over spilt 
milk. A whistling girl and a crowing hen always come to bad end. Never 
give the devil a ride; he will always want to drive. Kindness costs noth-
ing. If something sounds too good to be true, it probably is. A person who 
never made a mistake has never done anything. Necessity is the mother 
of invention. A person is known by the company they keep. Don’t make 
a mountain out of a mole hill. And so forth. Occasionally however, 
she did grate. On all of them. In fact, some days, Joan actually had 
to remove Alice from her place in line and set her over on the side-
board. Just to keep her subdued. Richard had been gone a long time 

now. Apart far longer than they had been together. How she missed his 
bright red coat. A scarlet satin ball-gown, chosen to complement the 
red officer’s jacket, was still encased in plastic at the back of her closet. 
She wore it the night he proposed. Just before he shipped out for his 
first assignment. They married quickly when he returned, both of them 
eager for a full joining together before he left again. Alice understood 
their lust. The practicality of such hurried arrangements. You’ve made 
your bed, now you’ll have to lie in it. 
	 The creamers were arranged according to their country of 
origin: France, Czechoslovakia, Bavaria, Germany, England, America, 
and further arranged by size and colour. Joan had deliberated grouping 
them by style but found the struggles overwhelming. Alice, for in-
stance, refused to stand near Grace who she claimed was not really, not 
technically, depression glass. She was right, of course, but her remarks 
were quite offensive to the gentle Grace. 
 
Vintage Bubble Glass Footed Depression-era Creamer. 3-5/8” tall. 
3-1/4” outside diameter. Bottom seam has extra roughness. Small 
scratch near the spout. Manufactured 1940. Pale pink. 

Grace was lovely. Full of surprises. The bubbles would sometimes catch 
the light and reflect a tiny prism of colour. Quite delicate despite the 
softened orb shape. And Grace could always be counted on for a sweet 
whisper of encouragement. You’ve still got great legs. These sorts of 
things mattered now that there was no one else to notice. After Rich-
ard left, Joan had concentrated all of her energy on Elaine. Determined 
to coddle her. Ensure that she was not damaged by the separation. The 
empty house. Furniture half gone. Velvet drapes and Mother-in-law’s 
Limoges removed. Elaine did not notice these things. Focused only 
on words, books, and television. French. Italian. Languages. They 
came easily to her. She listened to language tapes and watched movies 
with sub-titles. English was common. Inferior. She pretended to be 
displaced: the child of a Diplomat, warehoused in Ottawa, residing 
with a Canadian foster-mother. She told the school counselor that her 
true identity could not be revealed for reasons of international security. 
They believed her. Joan indulged her and did not dispute the stories, 
the fabricated life. But it was the beginning. 
	 Breaches with reality. That’s what they told her at the hospital. 
Your daughter has breaches with reality. Was this wrong? Joan won-
dered. 
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	 Now, in retrospect, she thought that she understood. Grace 
continued to try to explain it to her. She can’t cope with reality if she 
doesn’t know what’s really real. 
	 Really? Joan wondered. 

Fraureuth Peach luster creamer. Mother of pearl interior. Circa 
1860s. Measures 4-1/4” x 4-3/4”. Good condition. No staining. 
Some crazing. 

	 Crazing. How wonderful. Joan believed that a woman named 
Elsye had owned this creamer. And Elsye, too, was a little crazed. How 
else did one cope with all that was required? Joan had purchased this 
creamer at the Antiques Market near the Glebe. It was a dreary day 
and she needed a distraction. Elaine was, once again, in treatment. 
This meant a weekly supervised visit to the Institute. She hadn’t both-
ered to tell Richard, this time. “Keep me informed,” was his last order, 
but he was pre-occupied with his “new” family. A ten-year old son. 
An heir. A legacy. The son would do what Elaine could not. Follow 
Richard into the Academy and join the Rugby team. Win the same 
honors that Richard had won, and his father before him. A dynasty 
of military Rugby types in red dress uniforms. Elsye understood this. 
Understood what it was to lie under the covers at night and feel an 
aching for something. Elsye’s husband had died young. An outbreak 
of something – influenza likely. He was just thirty. She lost everything. 
Had to return home to her Father’s house, a widow. She hated the pity 
of it. Joan understood that. The pity. She had been pitied. Richard left 
and she did not know the why of it. One night they were together 
in bed, whispering, hands held, and the next night he was gone. In 
between was a mystery. He woke, packed for an assignment, and never 
returned. A phone call several weeks later. A coward, is what Elsye 
called him. Not man enough to face her. To say good-bye. But he was an 
Officer. Highly respected. In charge of one hundred and seventy men. 
How could that be? 
Vintage masons Ironstone Red Vista Creamer. 1825. Crown mark-
ing. 4-1/4” tall x 4-1/2” wide spout to handle. No cracks, chips or 
repairs.
 
	 This was among Joan’s favorites. A couple walking arm-in-
arm in front of an old gothic-windowed country house, a small child 
and dog close by. A family captured. This creamer was called Sara. 

Sara was the lady in the picture. Sara was also the lady who owned the 
creamer. Joan was sure of it. It must have been part of the breakfast 
set. It was not fine enough for a formal tea set. Ironstone was only used 
by the family for family meals, and only for breakfast and luncheon. 
Dinner would always be served on china. Sara would preside over the 
breakfast room, pouring tea, passing the biscuits and sausages, plates 
of dry toast. Her husband, William, would eat quickly, not lingering 
for small chat. Eager to begin his day in the City. The help would clear. 
Sara would retire to her sitting room. The children would be brought 
to her. Elaine would be brought to Joan. Seated on an orange vinyl 
settle, Joan would flip through shabby magazines, waiting for Elaine. 
A nurse would walk with her, holding her elbow, steering her gently. 
“Say hello to your mother,” she would prompt. Elaine would look at 
her, eyes liquid and unfocussed. Joan would press into her hands a gift. 
A token. A German Dictionary. A pink cardigan. New shoes. Elaine 
would hold these things closely. Attempting to assimilate. And the 
nurse would return. Taking Elaine from the room but not from her. 
She had already gone.   
  •
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Hooking an Island				              Margo Vitarelli

Fishing with Dad
Jacquelyn Chappel
I. First Love

Twenty years of watching, observing how it’s done.
I finally select the lure,
put the line out and wait, wait, 
watch it skip.
O, god, what do I do?
He watches me pull it in
hands across chest, unfazed. 
I even introduce it to him.
He tosses it
back in,
unblinking.

II. First Sex

Daddy, look,
What a prize!
The thick length of him shimmering
emerging from water, thrashing, muscular
taut as the line
straining against my pull,
silver and blue, slick
skin of an ulua.
This one we use for bait.

III. Marriage

O, Daddy, this one’s a keeper.
We’ll have to cut off his tail to keep him in the cooler
for the long haul back home.
One hand pinching tail to body,
how we smile for the camera – 
Cheese!

IV. Children

Those lumbering mammals in from Alaska,
their underwater songs, something more ancient 
than fish or weed.
How they fill these waters at Christmastime.
He will have to dodge them with his boat
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Kanealole
Karen Shishido
Long before the ficus and the swamp mahogany 
were the hundreds of cattle:
the forest cleared, the grasses seeded
for their rapacious three guts. 
Long before the livestock,
the ‘auwai flowed from the high rainforest
the stone walls and the platform
overlooking a gurgling stream.

A quixotic Scot came to this lush nook to grow coffee, 
lulled by amenable credit
and missionary descendants with easy titles.
The lush climate seemed in his calculation
like the Highlands of Guatemala,
but he did not count on the mosquitoes,
the middlemen who pinched his profit,
the water that did not want to be channeled
in his soldered ginger beer bottles
or the dark wet nights alone in his sandalwood castle. 

At the time of Columbus, it was a valley
that fed a village, famed for ‘uala,
for abundant emerald kalo
whose hearts rolled off the drops of omnipresent rain
and mai‘a, the fruit saved for men alone. 
After a hundred years of digging by sun, planting by moon 
of coaxing the waters
in walls of quarried stone passed hand to hand,
the terraces effortlessly brought forth life.
It was not until the hungry cows and their thirsty grasses
that the waters ran dry.

Now the ironwood and the guava staple the ground together.
The trail comes up through acres of kudzu and groves of white ginger, 

quiet and cool and slippery with mud.
Arabica still trees dot the valley with their glossy leaves,
berries falling to the canopy floor
grown bitter and wild.
State foresters come and whack the bush
on schedule three times a year;
clad in olive, sheathed in Gore-Tex,
their hip flasks are full of warm Lion Coffee, 
and no one even does him the dignity
of calling him crazy, 
remembering his name. 
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His Voice: An Excavation
Nicole Warsh
whisper

this is something

real, a whisper and

a breath. this is real.

the puff of your reply creates

a crepitus gasp; cracks rumble

but threaten to seal.

each word: a charge a fuse another fissure.

a stone core begins a molten beat

pulsing blood into crags

coursing over stones, down hidden canyons.

but thank God the beat is glowing

through each slab layer

still streaming its melt deep

deep

dragging the bottom

and burning

quiet. leaving hush in its wake,

enough stillness to inhale one more heaving

brush dust dead things.

gulp to wedge the gap wider.

hear.

eased breath

erodes the noise.

after the blaze, after the still,

each movement of air, each smoothed sigh

crumbles one blistered layer, and then the final

collapse.

a core is unearthed

magma

unstaunchable

boiling in exposure

breathing in bewildered whispered awareness—

this

is

real.
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III. Stones, All of Them in Motion
          From Twenty-one Days of Loneliness

Tia North
I will crawl to the peak of a mountain

to make a case for my existence,

stop at the cloudline at dusk

to gather the pregnant stones 

of the overremembered life. In the palm of my hand

I arrange them in constellations:

Basalt at Merack, Marble at Dubhe,

Granite for Polaris. The great bear

in us all is never sleeping. 

I need one quail egg and one river

stone to walk the sky, as only the worthy can do. 

The trick is to unlearn the universe, 

to be born of mud and to live on fire.

Curse
J. Alan Nelson
You sprawl in a humming sleep as the wind blows outside. Way up 
north, your friends huddle as the first night of the storm Sandy, bigger 
than Texas, hits that corridor of 50 million people. 

But you rise early in darkness, and drink coffee. You rub your long 
unshaven face as synapses snap, and move into the drowse of thought 
and connections. You stare at the parson’s table where Susan’s whiskey 
and coke and aluminum wrappers from the devoured chocolate kisses 
lie in familiar debris. She left her mug I took from a luxury hotel in 
Galveston almost a decade ago where you ate prawns as big 
as hands. 

She drowses in the warm bed where you do not sleep because she 
unconsciously banned you. You are lonely, horribly unique. 
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Untitled - Gelatin Silver Print - 8”x10”	                           Amelia Samari

	 Ruthie: I don’t know why Dad is making us do this hike to the 
on-ramp. It’s a “pilgrimage,” he calls it. He’s being his usual unexplaining 
self, clammed shut, except when he wants to lecture you on a topic he 
can choose. So I looked up “pilgrim.” Religion? But this on-ramp is the 
place of a crime, not something holy. We heard about it on TV: some-
body tossed a little kid over the rail of this on-ramp. I don’t know why.
	 So why are we going? We don’t even know the people whose 
baby got killed. We live only about four bus stops from their neighbor-
hood, but it’s not like you know everybody in a jam-pack city. And Dad 
won’t even let us take the bus. We have to walk the whole way! He says 
it’s more “respectful.” I mean, it’s hot out! The sun is bouncing off the 
cement everywhere, wham down, wham back in your face. Kind of like 
the army pushups we had to try in gym today. But the sun just comes 
out of its exercise able to punch you harder.
	 I could be eating shave ice with Kanani and Lori at the Gecko 
Den, where we stop every day after school. Instead, I’m wearing out my 
new rubber slippers on concrete.
	 Micah: We seen the on-ramp on TV. All along the wall, ho, 
had choke toys, all kine stuffs, balloons tape up, shape like hearts or like 
Snoopy, had Snickers candy bars, big brown teddy bear with crack-seed-
lei drape over, big sign with magic marker: “We love you, Mickey.” And 
GI Joe, like the one my classmate Nicholas wen get last month when he 
make nine. 
	 “Ma, does that Mickey come at night to check on all the toys?” 
She just look at me. Finally she say, “Micah, that little boy dead. But, 
yeah, maybe his spirit come.”
	 Dad say we each gotta bring something for “offer” this kid, like 
at one cemetery. One time, had Baby Ruth candy bars on this big tomb 
at the Japanese cemetery, where me and Perry was walking: four candy 
bars with the name on the wrapper and one can Coors Light. Perry take 
all the candies and he neva give me one. (He no take the beer; he say his 

The On-Ramp
Kathy J. Phillips
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cousin give him some beer but the bugga taste like piss.) That day, when 
Ma and Dad and Ruthie sitting round the pandanus mat for supper, I 
tell `om how was flowers and joss stick and Baby Ruth and Coors Light 
on the tombs, some tombs like box and some all rough, like you see 
the blade hacking. I no tell the part about Perry taking the Baby Ruths, 
but I say the stuff stay there. Dad stay all scolding, like he do, and yell, 

“People trashing the tombs; no respeck!” But Ma say, no, no, somebody 
care about the person who die and want the spirit have 'om, just what 
the one who pass away always like.
	 Kesaia: Peter, he get notions from time to time. He fly off to 
some school on the U.S. mainland for be one preacher, but then the 
church that paying for him no more money. When he come back after a 
year, he have notions.
	 Well, then we come Hawai‘i, and Peter, he do “landscaping” for 
a while, though he hate it. But he save up for go KCC and learn ac-
counting. I help all along, when I take care old people in our neighbor-
hood who cannot take care their self. Daughter or son have good job, 
but no time; they pay me for take care the old one, so I can help out our 
family and Peter finish this accounting. He get pretty good job now, but 
you neva know, what with layoff and all. 
	 But now it take ahold in his head we gotta go on “pilgrimage” 
to the on-ramp where some crazy man drop this poor baby. We walking 
the whole way, so hot the heat coming off the street in waves. The ramp 
no go anywhere even, couple of years already, the TV say. The ramp just 
march out, go round, and end in air. A man come on TV and say, “No 
worry! Everything gotta link up in the end! They not just going leave 
it hanging!” Another guy say, “Of course, get cost overruns, but, hey, 
that happen, right? That’s business! Once they start 'om, they gotta fin-
ish 'om.” Well, nobody finishing the ramp; some crazy man finish little 
Mickey; and now I gotta finish this pilgrimage.
	 Ruthie: I really like Ma’s turquoise skirt with the big purple 
flowers along the hem. I like following that cool, blue color along this 
street. It keeps me calm and clear, and Ma always seems calm and clear 
to me too.
	 The other day she asked me if I’d like her to sew me a skirt like 
it, and I said, “No, that’s okay.” She looked disappointed, and I was 
disappointed, because I really like her skirt. So I have to say to myself, 

“Ruthie, what’s with you?”

	 It has to be because that dumb Tiffany in my class said, “Micro-
nesian skirts are tacky.” Okay, I know she’s stupid, but I just don’t want 
to open myself to her remarks if I wear that skirt.
	 I know Tiffany is not only stupid but prejudiced too, because 
earlier this year in English class we had to write our papers on “Is there 
prejudice in Hawai‘i?” We read our drafts out loud to two classmates. 
When I heard them and our final papers too, I was really surprised. First 
off, everybody said there was prejudice, and, second, they all had a dif-
ferent group that people look down on! I’d made my draft the opposite, 
saying Hawai‘i is a “melting pot” and when my family got here five years 
ago, I couldn’t believe how many different people there were, and the 
bus drivers were all nice, and I was lucky to be here. Well, I know there 
are some jerks who say stuff even in our building, but I figured it wasn’t 
polite to mention them.
	 Well, just as I was stumbling through my paragraph on 

“Hawai‘i the Pot,” Alex called out from the group in the corner, “Miss! 
Miss! I think Tiffany’s paper is prejudiced!” “It is not!” Tiffany 
screamed back.
	 Ms. Tamura (I can tell she hates it when people don’t say Miz) 
was in the middle of listening to another group between Alex’s and 
mine, and I could see her hesitate - discouraged maybe that her students 
were not only hushing up prejudice, like me, but doing it! Then she 
made up her mind: “Go ahead and write it, Tiffany, and then we’ll talk 
about it.”
	 Well, it turned out a week later that Tiffany was trashing us! 
Her paper was all about how horrible Micronesians are! Ms. Tamura 
started Tiffany reading by saying, right out, “This paper is prejudiced 
itself, but I think it’s not all Tiffany’s fault, because our newscasters have 
not been giving us enough information.” I guess she got Tiffany to read 
aloud by excusing her in this way, and Tiffany was looking all pleased, 
like her essay was picked for its stellar qualities, rather than its dumb 
stuff !
	 Tiffany’s paper complained right away that Micronesians are 
terrible because “They spit in the street.” Ms. Tamura asked the class, 

“Has anybody ever seen someone spit in the street who is not Microne-
sian?” Eight hands shot up, and Lance called out, “I do it myself !”
	 I didn’t say anything, but I guess any spitting Tiffany saw was 
betel juice. Turns out Ms. Tamura knew that too and asked if anybody 
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could name someplace else in the world where people chew betel leaf. 
Loga volunteered that people do that in Malaysia, and they had a big 
hoo-ha there about putting “spittoons” (some kind of big jar) on the 
streets to spit in. Me, I see a lot of teenage boys spitting in Hawai’i, and 
I hope I’m not being prejudiced against boys!
	 Micah: Took me long time for pick something for little Mickey. 
I think about my cat’s eye marble, the green one, but that’s my really 
lucky one; I need that! Then I think, that remote-control race-car 
Uncle Tio give me. Battery run out and Ma say, “Cannot keep buying 
battery for that thing.” So no good now, though still look good on the 
outside, the race-car. But then I think, this bugga kinda heavy for carry 
the whole way.
	 Dad wen stick his head out on the lanai where I have all my 
stuffs and my futon, and he say, “Micah, bring your skateboard.” Usually, 
he no like! I so jazzed that I can whiz by everyone, that I come up with 
what for take that little boy in a flash: my Mickey Mantle baseball card! 
It really, really old, but for some reason all the guys want for trade, so I 
just holding out right now for a good swap. Super, that card, not junks, 
and this little boy, Mickey, he might like it that the card have his name 
too.
	 Kesaia: I don’t know. Peter always reading that Bible. It even 
sticking out his back pocket right now. I no realize he bring the book 
along till it so hot now, and he take off his suit coat and sling the black 
cloth over his arm. (Nobody in Hawai‘i wear jacket. He think he gotta 
be fancy preacher-type all the time, even when he not one real preach-
er). And now that little black book with gold edge riding along on his 
hip.
	 Last night at home-Bible-study he reading us about Abraham 
and Isaac again. We at church all morning - something I like, because of 
mostly the singing, with different parts, all going together nice. That’s 
my idea of pray: people singing. And wearing nice satin dress with big 
flower sewed on: blue, yellow, purple, like a big flower garden. That is re-
ligion to me: joy - joy plus kindness. Anything beyond that, it humbug.
	 But for Peter, no; joy and kindness not enough. Joy - I think he 
don’t know it really, to tell true. Kind he is, yes, I know that, but some-
times he show it odd. Like how he yell just now at Micah, just because 
he either dawdling or gliding. Micah keeping up okay, but a kid gotta 
dash, here and there. And a father gotta scold, I guess. Though I know 

Peter mean well.
	  So Sunday morning, singing at church not enough for Peter. 
Gotta have Sunday evening Bible-study at home too, with scolding 
voice. Or stopping-starting voice sometimes, when he get to a part he 
just don’t get it. I mean, he know the words, but he cannot see the why. 
Like that Abraham and Isaac awfulness.
	 Last night Peter retell us that story he already tell a dozen times. 
Micah squirming around - not because he think that scolding voice ap-
ply to him at all (that “woe unto you” always roll off Micah), but squirm-
ing because he ready to zoom away, soon as Peter say “Amen.” Ruthie, 
she more good-girl in her sitting, but inside she far away. Me, I cannot 
get far away. While Peter puzzle and tear at himself over what that scary 
story mean, I puzzle and pick at why it grab him so, that story.
	 So Peter retell us how God say, “Abraham!” And Abraham, 
he answer, “Here, Lord.” (Not like that bold Jonah, who say, just like 
Ruthie, “I’m outta here!”) No, Abraham more like, “Lord, here your 
slave.” That’s me retelling, not Peter, though he sure on the fence - if not, 
why he worry it so much?
	 So God tell, “Abraham, offer your son Isaac.” Peter, he gotta 
be more clear: “offer,” that mean “kill”! God say, “Take this knife.” He 
mean, so you can stab your boy. Take this wood (make Isaac carry it), 
so after you stab, you can roast up some flesh of him as “burnt offer-
ing.” And how this good father Abraham react to all this nonsense? He 
just hang his head: “Okay.” When Peter tell it his way, he say, “Abraham 
heavy-hearted.” Peter add that in, but, big deal, Abraham doing all this 
criminal stuffs, whether he hear his heart talking or no! Even Micah, he 
sometimes doing whatevers, on a dare from a buddy, but, still, Micah 
know right from wrong. He not going just say “Okay” to some plan to 
hurt somebody!
	 I mean, I tell Micah, and Ruthie too, what God want for us is 

“No hurt nobody. Be kind.” What’s more right than that?
	 Ruthie: Tiffany’s next paragraph slammed Micronesians 
because they get “special housing subsidies” and everybody else needed 
them too because rents are sky high. Ms. Tamura didn’t even try to ar-
gue that one: rents are impossible. But here she brought in her warning 
that news reporters don’t tell us enough. She asked if anyone knew why 
Micronesians were moving to Hawai‘i in need of housing in the first 
place?
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	 She waited quite a while and then only one person raised her 
hand. Luanne said, weren’t there nuclear tests in Micronesia? “Yes. 
Who set off those bombs?” “We did” (meaning America). Ms. Tamura 
said that the United States exploded nuclear bombs in the Pacific equal 
to 8,000 Hiroshima bombs! Hiroshima - we saw pictures, last year’s 
class, at that temple we went to for peace day. We folded origami cranes 
to take, which was fun, but the pictures - no.
	 Then Ms. Tamura asked if any of us had already heard about 
the nuclear explosions in the islands before Luanne told us. I kind of 
half raised my hand, but I was surprised to realize in myself that Ms. 
Tamura had just told me in five minutes something more shocking 
than my parents ever had. I know I was born on a really scrubby island 
away from our ancestors, and when we moved back, it was supposed 
to be “okay,” and I remember everybody was shocked when it was still 
poisoned. I kind of thought it was accident, but now I think, the people 
who tested, they already knew radiation poisoning, from Hiroshima, 
and they could tell the amount was way worse. This past year, I heard 
Dad was getting more “thyroid medicine,” to treat more tumors. Ma just 
said: “Oh, something from the past,” without ever really connecting it 
to the tests.
	 Nobody said more at home. Nobody else raised their hand here. 
Nobody knows much of anything.
	 Peter: That poor child. Just tossed away, over the rail. And the 
poor mother too, scarcely more than a child herself. Apparently, the 
neighbor who dropped the baby to his death was on drugs.
	 And then, a few days later, the news reports said the mom too 
is addicted to that terrible meth. The mom and everybody in the house 
who could have been watching the child were all high on those drugs. 
It’s a den of iniquity here where I’ve brought my children!
	 I shouldn’t think like that. Lord, keep me from condemning, 
condemning all the time, and keep me thinking, “Poor creatures” - like 
all of us.
	 But I can’t get over that child. Just tossed away, the way Micah 
tosses his wrapper from McDonald’s on the sidewalk. I tell him, “Micah, 
take care the land!” I know he’s looking around, thinking, “What land? 
Just cement and asphalt, Dad.” I know.
	 Okay, Lord, it’s not Micah who crumpled little Mickey and 
tossed him away. I’m the one getting all hemajang - hey, I must have 

picked up that word from Micah. “And a little child shall lead them.” I 
wonder if my children can lead even a stubborn one like me?
	 Kesaia: Peter always going on and on about obey this, obey 
that. Isaac gotta obey his father. Abraham gotta obey his god.
	 Peter’s blood all rush up to his face when he talk about this. But 
he cannot be so sure as he act. If so, why he have to go over and over this 
story?
	 Somehow Peter want the answer to work out that Abraham 
just gotta be ready for kill his own son. That really scare me. I used to 
think, “Dumb,” but now I thinking, “Peter, he getting really crazy over 
this.”
	 Especially when Peter getting all lolo when Micah change in 
this country, wanting this toy, that toy, this game, the other game, TV 
so big, TV bigger, this video with fights all the time, this way-expensive 
shoe. And when Micah kinda sass his father, he just stalling; he really 
respect his dad underneath. But Peter cannot see that. Now Peter walk-
ing along, big step, and he making Micah carry the little altar. “Altar” 

- it’s really just Micah’s same old skateboard, with blue wave somebody 
paint on the bottom and blue sky and cloud on top, but Peter say 
Micah gotta bring the skateboard to our family’s service for that dead 
child, so we can make the board our “altar.” We gotta put all our little 
gifts on it, what each one bring. Like the puakenikeni I pick and string 
together. You know, puakenikeni, we have back home, just like here, 
and they kinda magic, because they change. One day white, then yellow, 
then bright orange! You think, somebody switch ’om, a whole different 
flower, but no. Like Micah change, but same Micah, underneath, no 
matter what country he in.
	 So now we trudging along this hot day, Micah carrying his 
board (long time already, have too many people on the sidewalk for 
roll). Micah kinda draggin’ at this point. Now I thinking, what is Peter 
really planning? Did this terrible story on the TV, plus the terrible story 
in his little black book, push him, some place far? He making Micah 
carry the altar - his own altar? What knife Peter have stash under the 
long pant leg he wearing, here in this place? 
	 Peter: Kesaia was saying last week we have to tell Ruthie more 
about the nuclear explosions that blasted our home. I hate to lay this 
burden on Ruthie. Kesaia says we have to tell her the real story because 
she’s beginning to learn a little about it at school, though Lord knows, 
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very few of our neighbors here ever learned it. It’s not on the TV either; 
news is, over and over, one messed up girl so addicted to drugs she loses 
her child. Well, the Americans called us their “children,” in their “Trust 
Territory.” And then, they kill the fish and twist the fetuses and give us 
these diseases. Who we supposed to “trust”?
	 You see, Lord, why I don’t want to tell Ruthie - and eventu-
ally Micah - about all this. Suppose it makes her so angry it poisons her 
mind, as well as her relatives’ bodies, the way it’s almost poisoning my 
mind? I can get along with doctoring a thyroid, for awhile, but I can’t 
get along without some trust somewhere. Have to trust - in the Lord.
	 Kesaia: Last night, Peter say, “God give Abraham this test.” 
Yeah, okay, but what kind? If God give Abraham test, Abraham, he fail 
it! The test, it say, “Abraham, will you do what any smooth-talking, big-
booming, God-claiming, evil-asking dictator tell you?” Abraham say, 

“Yeah, I do it,” and that’s the wrong answer!
	 Peter get kind of upset then. He tell, “God never intend Abra-
ham hurt the child!” Yeah, yeah, God put the ram in the bush, caught 
by horns, in place the boy. I’m not saying out loud, but I’m thinking, 

“This God still gotta kill something. He gotta pour out blood some-
where.”
	 Peter: What really helped me in this trust thing was the 
Abraham story. I was reading how important Pacific Islanders were for 
U.S. safety, since we helped America get such great weapons—well, we 
did not knowingly agree, and they are really devilish weapons—but then 
this book was insisting America could finally negotiate a treaty with the 
Soviet Union on cutting back weapons, and so really it was our willing-
ness to sacrifice that made it all possible. . .
	 Not that the U.S. seems all that grateful. Just last week the 
health department was threatening to cut off our cancer treatments 
and dialysis. But this book was explaining how we had been the saving 
sacrifice and told how the U.S. was heavy-hearted about hurting us, and 
it was good it all happened . . .
	 And Isaac didn’t finally have to die, for he was snatched away 
from the knife at the last minute, and now we’re allowed to come to the 
U.S., so maybe the kids . . .  
	 Ah, there’s the on-ramp starting. Cement and white glare and 
curving walls. Not a plant in sight, and you can’t even see ahead, the 
walls are so curving. Mickey’s little memorial must be just around the 

bend. Good thing the ramp isn’t finished; otherwise, there’d be cars 
whizzing past and it’d be dangerous to walk on this thing. 
	 Kesaia: Finally, the on-ramp. White wall everywhere, and so 
hot. Like we in an oven. And where’s Mickey’s place? More wall, more 
curve. Here’s a sign taped up: “Memorial flowers removed, by order 
HPD, to keep roadway clear.” Clear for what? No car ever yet. No work 
crew, for long time already.
	 Ruthie: Wow, is it hot. And these curves are so weird to walk 
in. Now, what’s on that sign my parents are staring at? “Memorial flow-
ers removed . . . to keep roadway clear.” But this road runs out. Nobody 
comes here, except that little boy Mickey and his crazy neighbor, and 
then all the people bringing offerings.
	 Now Dad is saying we will just leave our gifts anyway, no matter 
what the sign says. Ma has her puakenikeni lei out of her basket and 
is holding it over her arm. Okay, I take out the mango I found in the 
alleyway, after I spied it, a ways off on the tree inside its yard, and said, 

“Mango, wouldn’t you like to swing yourself over this fence for Mickey?” 
- not really thinking it could, but next morning, there it was on the 
path! Dad would say, “That one’s God’s gift.” And Micah has that little 
baseball card clutched in his hand, even though he’s hanging back as 
usual. It doesn’t look like he has anything, but I know that’s one of his 
prize cards.
	 What did Dad bring? He unfolds a map of the world that came 
in the mail to ask for money and show where “Doctors Without Bor-
ders” go. Dad takes out a little pair of scissors. He must have snitched 
them from Ma’s sewing, just the way Micah snitches them for his toy 
ads. Dad is cutting out a spot of the blue Pacific, Federated States of 
Micronesia, Marshall Islands - I’m right next to him - and he calls to 
Micah to leave his skateboard here, by this glaring white wall, as our 

“altar.” He’s telling us to put our offerings on the altar, to “ask forgiveness 
for all the children.”
	 Micah is still hanging back, off by himself, looking kind of 
shocked. Suddenly he starts yelling, “I not leaving no skateboard!” He 
bangs it down, hops on, and sails off, not the way we came, but further 
around the curve. “Micah, not that way!” I holler. But already, 
he’s gone.

•
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Sein 1 - Platinum/Palladium Print - 6”x9” 	            Amelia Samari

Belt, Glove, Umbrella
Coleman Stevenson
You’re moving to a new country and taking everything with you.

What you love comes first, gives way to the unloved-but-kept-anyway.

	 This happened:		  then it didn’t—took itself back,

and though you still live, you leave.

Tell the tenuous man to come sift through boxes,
see what he can find out. (You’re all cages
and dinner plates for him.)

Tell the architect to ready tools:
the story that unwrote	 rewrites as you peel off tape.

In the new country windows don’t frame 
6am sky flushed with flame.
They section off decisive light or dark.	

No one knows you there.
That’s fine,
though you may feel on fire about it for a while,
gripping the wood of the window, scanning the horizon 
for a slope or an edge of your old bridge.
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Ghost as Housekeeper
Gaylord Brewer
Bored, Ghost hit the hay early. Now
the others sleep in like the dead.
Measure flour for le maquina pain—
paysan, whole grain, what would
they prefer?—water, push the button.
Soon, kitchen will boast a heavenly
aroma. Brew the coffee strong
like they like it, toss a marinade
of garlic, ginger and orange juice
for their dinner chops. Then dutifully
to the patio, collecting the butts
and trophies of night’s philosophy,
wiping down the sticky plates.
Plastic, paper, glass divided for bins
and a load of towels into the wash,
voilà. Outside among blooming
cherry, dwarf pear, untie a knot
of forgotten wash—trousers, shorts,
socks and blouse, one hard shake
and each smoothed over the line to dry
nicely in this weather. You’ll make
someone a fine wife someday, Ghost.
Repeat the tired sarcasm as you
stand still in your favorite time of day—
quiet and alone—and hum a tune
from childhood. You’re piling up
points for hell, serving the living
with a decency they refuse themselves.
They won’t even notice, of course,
lathering bread with soft, salty butter
or slipping arms into sun-warm
shirts, but you’ll know, Ghost,

and your sponsor, the Great God Of
Everything Nobody Gives A Shit About.
Oh, and don’t forget to feed the cat,
and a bowl of cool water free of insects.
Frida rubs her plush black coat
against your ankle, licks a whisker,
groans. See? Ghost’s pat on the head.



129128

A Painted Portrait of Ladies 
Two Framed in the Lounge of the 
Nephew’s Home
Audrey Brown-Pereira
academically intellectual culturally political genealogically and 
cosmologically connected to stars in right places with monetary 
constellations and independent financial status on par with platinum 
who legally and scientifically solve complex nations divided through 
bilateral pow wows identifying weaknesses in family systems imme-
diately distant from selves while remaining calm and forever elegant 
with pleasantries of dignity and mana magnificently enfranchising yet 
sovereignly disabling any r i g h t s t o appeal 
		
								      

		  when they talk				    you listen
		  what they say				    you do

						      and	 you 
							     

what
						      your opinion		
	
									       
	
						    
		  you?				  
		

				    “i’m gonna be like” points girl child 
as she slips and spills the 					   
plastic cup of water on the vinyl floor of the 				  
					              fale palagi (again).

Night Time
Audrey Brown-Pereira
the sea sleep walks in the night
on land to meet a new lover 
singing to all 			 

		  she 
			   is 
				    here				    on 
beach road it is still
	 with the trees and their new hair cut 
	 weaved with street lights and post 	 signs of voyage jubi-
lee
curly tops trimmed 
clean cut for sunday suits 	 they look
past a wall in the hole 
where palagi sit drinking promissory notes 
							     
while guys yell at each other 
				    over a wrong 	 stare in a club
				    with a fist to the floor as they run 	
				    from each other into their cars
behind the club 
in the big blue fale palagi
children sleep 
			   turning 
					     accidentally 	 kicking each 
other 
moving fiki 
throwing a hand in the face of another 
sweating with oscillating dust 
from a fan 
			   round and round
	 a baby is crying			 
									       
teething and coughing
a dada is 		  coo 	 cooing		  his baby 
back and forth



131130

						      while a woman and 
her man
make love 
in the dark
behind the government building 
so no one can see
the clock tower watches 
eyes locked in centre unable to move

engraved with names 
died in wars
wars in died 
surrounded by a red wood 
from the bottom to the sky 
written with a name 
no one die for know?

the cars meet up
the egos are booming 
		  bass pumped louder
balance out a control
mobile recording for upload
of a friend and a friend and another friend
whose other friends don’t know 				   (yet)
the boys jump to pick the fist 
from the floor to the road
		  boom
					     boom		

boom
leoleo and a ambulance  
flood the dark with a light 
the sea slapped from her sleep 
her hair all amuck 
reproaches 
over the sea wall with her lavalava amiss 
she
returns 
unfulfilled 

Night Lesson
Michael Skau
Restless, I get up to smoke a cigarette, 
and now my dog awakens too.  Fresh 
from hysterectomy, she waddles 
slowly to my side, confused and pained, 
but still maintains organic freedom: 
she curls upon the rug and licks 
the belly stitches carefully 
until the wound begins to matter– 
a living thing, she naturally knows 
how to still give birth to pain.
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Blue Holes 	   			      	           Margo Vitarelli

	 I never knew my father. For some reason it seems important 
to say at that moment, sitting across from Pandl with his beady eyes 
and his lotion-shined new Chinese-script tattoo. His eyes harden, 
soften, harden again. I shift to the menu, to sandwiches with slices 
of avocado and sprouts, to vanilla lattes, to crepes and biscottis, to 
laundry-lists of exotic teas. Pluot green. Cinnamon Earl Grey. White 
baneberry. Isn’t that poisonous? I order it. 
	 You do this, Pandl says. Intentionally play the victim. Poor 
fucking Jas.
	 I wonder if he would say the same thing if he knew anything 
about the years and years my mother spent cleaning colonial houses 
so my sisters and I could come to America. Or my grandfather Ajeet. 	
Or anything about the history of India.
	 You’re not going to order anything? I ask. 
	 Place is garbage. Your sandwiches are better.
	 An aquiline woman and her sharp-dressed lover at the next 
table discuss with enthusiasm their trip to Gloucester. Must be Eng-
land, I say in a low voice.
	 What? 
	 Nobody gets excited about Massachusetts.
	 A woman enters in white gloves, a dark purebred golden 
retriever at each foot, the left one’s face grayed around the eyes and up 
the cheeks, its ribs paltry, its steps measured. Not long for the world. 
The young one trounces to the corner bamboo palm and lifts its leg. 
The white-gloved woman puts her hand on her hip like the dog will 
understand. Six months ago, Pandi’s German Shepherd Chloe choked 
herself to death in his backyard. She was trying to get at the neighbor 
kids who for years had dangled sandwich meats just out of her reach 
and had pelted her with snowballs. When he looks at the retrievers 
Pandl’s face jowls into intimations of Chloe, and I recall the time we 
met, at my first baseball game at Fenway Park. A friend introduced us, 

Imitations of Chloe
Joseph Rein
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Pandl’s shirt mustard-stained, mine rolled over my waist, his sunglass-
es bigger than mine. When I reached to shake his hand I knocked his 
peanuts to the ground. We picked them up together and he looked at 
me with those same eyes, hangdog yet wishful. He introduced himself 
as Pandl Johnson. We had a common interest in carnivals but enjoyed 
them for different reasons. He paid for dinners and the sex was toler-
able. His first name sounded Indian enough to include in phone calls 
home. But a year later my mother started in with marriage. You were 
never married, I said. And how well did that work out? she immedi-
ately replied. Two weeks ago she started asking me to send pictures 
and my camera can only be broken for so long.
	 Pandl goes to the restroom and returns with the paper towel 
still in his hands.  
	 Why do complete strangers think it’s okay to talk in the john? 
	 You have one of those faces.
	 I do not. He looks at the paper towel, surprised to see it. I 
don’t want any type of face.
	 Sometimes it doesn’t matter what we want.
	 A father laughs too loudly at something his daughter says. 
When my tea comes Pandl unscrews the salt shaker and pours in every 
last granule. Then come the tears, in front of everybody, like we’re 
sitting in the kitchen of his smoke-filled duplex with the blinds closed. 
He doesn’t wipe his face with the napkin I offer him or the paper 
towel. He makes fists on the table and asks the crooked ceiling fan, 	
	 Where did we go wrong? 
	 I don’t know where to start.
 •

Keobel’s Palau 		   		     	           Margo Vitarelli
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Oli 	   	  	           			             Margo Vitarelli

Café Brújula 
Oaxaca
Alice Catherine Jennings
Most prefer the front room, the circular tables that invite company, 
the light from the door-like windows with the pageant of the street so 
close you can almost touch the dancers during a calenda or be handed 
a copita of mezcal. At times the music of the bands is replaced by the chants 
of the workers marching towards the governor’s office. The signs are crude; 
the slogans simple.  The women wear the huipiles of their pueblos, the cochineal 
reds, the indigo blues, streams of silk ribbons flowing in the wind, more fiesta 

than marcha política. I decline the theater of the street for the quiet room 
in the back. I find a table near the wall, with a bench and green-grey cushions.  
A metallic floor lamp sheds yellow light on my papers anointing them with 
significance. I listen to the background music as I sip the café tostado en casa. 
The honeyed voice of Tereza de Madredeus fills my mind with murky images; 
the nasal sounds, clusters of consonants confuse me. The language of Camões 

makes me drift to the sea. I arrive in Rio restless and continue southward to 
Uruguay, fluvial like its rivers reaching Montevideo at nightfall where I sit 
and read “Voy a Dormir” by Alfonsina Storni. The poem takes me to a place, 
rayless.  I want to walk into the sea and go deeper into water. 
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Māui's Secret
David Keali‘i
He said I couldn’t handle the burn
the fire sputter up and down my legs, 
as if he was the first to make me feel this way, 
the first to make my back tense then release
with ecstasy.

The rope was used to slow him down, 
to remind him of our teasing over the years, 
the taunts about manhood and speed,
sweat and force,
pleasure and promise. 

And how my skin flamed:
my thighs,
ass, where he held tight
arms up to my biceps 
stomach and chest

and this is how I initially slowed down the sun
why tattoos grace my body, to hide burn scars,
but it was his suggestion that I break his legs, 
make sure he kept his promise
something to mark him forever
just as he marked me. 

Liliha Street
Steven Rosenthal
I pick up my cigarettes at Liliha Market

from Mr. Lum, he stops carving the roast to help me,

his hands are red from 40 years of dying pork and duck,

“regular or menthol?”, he already knows.

I’m in front the the old guy in shorts and a sleeveless tee

buying a single can of beer for breakfast.

This is all a mirror image of yesterday,

or any other day.

He and Lum don’t exchange a word, only 60 cents,

after he downs the beer among the paper bark trees

beside the store, he’ll sit on the bus bench in front looking guilty

or tired or maybe not looking at all.

He sits on the right hand corner of the bench like a book mark

among the traffic and days on Liliha Street.

Liliha Street.

Where else is there a Studio of Vegetable Carving

where vegetables become art?

Where else do gunny sacks of potato skins wait at the bus stop

to go up the coast to the pig farm

to feed pigs who have disturbing dreams

about vats of red dye.
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Kahiko		   			    	           Margo Vitarelli

	 Flippy Bangs lives up the road over in God Knows, a mile past 
the water slide that isn’t really condemned like Shep claims. That’s 
how she tells it except she from up there so it comes out “Gad News” 
but somehow everyone still understands. 
	 Your cousin Allin asks, “Does the Deity deliver your maga-
zines His Own Bad Self or did He leave directions at the post office?” 
	 Turns out that’s not funny. Turns out God Knows is a perfect-
ly normal name for a town to people from a town named God Knows. 
Magazines arrive fine. Rural mail carrier Ronnie and his woven-
leather-belted boyfriend Lonnie live just two access roads down from 
Flippy’s family. Shep made up the story about the water slide getting 
condemned after he got axed from the concession stand for flapping 
a hot dog at a twelve-year-old in a “just shy of 9-1-1 manner.” So said 
the manager. 
	 The water slide does pass for dead. So does the 24-hour super-
market that closes at 4:30 and the bait shop with no cashier, just an 
honor jar in front of buckets of side-floating minnows and Styrofoam 
pans of leeches with no suction left. No worms. Whose gonna honor 
pay for worms these days? 
	 Before Flippy Bangs and her cousin Itchy Scritchy Bathing-
suit sauntered up the dock to ask for a light, Allin broke the news that 
Chuck’s not coming this summer. Your other cousin, your blood-
brother (though not related by blood), your best and mostly only 
friend. He’s the one who taught everyone that bringing barstools to 
the end of the dock makes fishing more fun. He’s the reason your fam-
ily even bothers to do summers. 
	 Flippy Bangs takes Allin’s lighter but can’t get it to catch in 
the wind so she makes a tent of her shirtfront, turtles her head back 
through the neckhole, and lights her smoke underneath the tent. You 
see her bellybutton. She hands the lighter over to Itchy. Itchy’s not as 
coordinated as her cousin. You thank every god you’ve heard of. 

Kid Running Distance
Will Short Gorham
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Aside from the fact that Chuck’s not coming, this might turn out to 
be the best summer ever. 
	 Icy Springs Resort and Video Game Lounge has been graced 
with Flippy and Itchy’s presence for the day because their mothers 
have BUI’d it across Pineass Lake to suss out the new hotel casinos. 
	 “A good gambler’s a lifetime learner,” Flippy spells it out, 
winks at Itchy all Inside Jokey. “Always gotta know if the hotel slots 
are as lullaby as the riverboats or only as tease-tacular as the hooch-
free redskin reservation gambling joints.” 
	 “Gambling without drinking is like Doing It without loving,” 
Itchy Bathingsuit says to the spot on her index fingernail she’s rubbing 
away with her thumbnail. “Shep says that.” 
	 What’s a Shep? Your summmer’s second mystery, after the 
Case of the Missing Chuck. Turns out Shep’s a Funcle: both Father 
and Uncle. 
	 Maybe you’ve got three ex-stepfathers and one ex- and pos-
sibly a current step-mom in addition to regular parents, both of which 
are about as regular as Martian diarrhea. And maybe irregular doesn’t 
even account for your birth parents back in Pilsnerland or Mauveille 
or Wherever Your Muttness. But these two crazy girl cousins fly weird 
in the other direction. Can’t truthfully boast more than three parents 
between them: one papa and two mamas, the latter of which are sis-
ters, which makes Flippy Bangs and Itchy Bathingsuit half-sisters not 
to mention full-cousins. 
	 “So you’re like cous-ters,” Allin says but the APPLAUSE sign 
over the lake is on the fritz. He translates his own joke. “Coasters.” 
	 “I don’t get it,” from Itchy, scratching. 
	 “It’s French,” Allin waves the back of his hand at some imagi-
nary debris on Flippy’s shoulder, “for beautiful whatever you are.” 
	 “That’s sweet,” Itchy again, dreamy, dredging an irritated 
trench on her lower back with a shifting silver flecked fingernail. 
	 “That’s horseshit,” Flippy Bangs says. Spits on the dock all 
glitter spittle, all I Bet You Never Seen A Girl Act Like Your Grand-
dad Before. Sure enough. You laugh toward Allin but he’s busy com-
plimenting Flippy on her Bullshit Detector. Chuck taught you that 
term. If he were here, he’d make car alarm noises at the mention. 

	 “Chuck’s not coming cause Chuck’s a fucking idiot,” was Al-
lin’s explanation. He only hates you and Chuck because he’s so much 
older. Seven years. 

	 “Why?” 
	 “I guess he was born that way. Or some one of the Druncles 
dropped him on his head. Either way, shut up.” 
	 “Just tell me.” 
	 Allin spins his barstool away but lets it rotate all the way 
around. 
	 “You can’t tell Granddad. He don’t know. Break his old ass 
heart.” 
	 Your seasonally homeless, bankrupt-on-a-loop grandfather, 
who last summer ate a mushroom he knew was poisonous to win a two 
dollar bet. Hard to suspect anyone in this undead family playing host 
to a breakable heart. 
	 “Chuck got a girl pregnant.” 
	 “He’s had sex?” It’s the first thing to think. The most impor-
tant detail. 
	 “I don’t think he signed up for artificial insemination. I don’t 
think they let dumbasses do that. Not to mention fourteen year old 
girls.” 
	 “Oh my,” you say, like some kind of ‘80s computer game de-
signed by people who hate having fun. “I see.” 
	 “I doubt it.” 
	 Allin’s rod bends in half. He pulls it up slow-mo Frozen Robot 
Mime. Go Ahead And Take It to the fish. 
	 “So you’re going to be an uncle,” you half-heart, thinking 
Lucky Bastard. 
	 “She’s not having the baby anymore. Jesus. Wake up.” 
	 “Is that the law? They made her get rid of the baby?” 
	 “Christ, maaan. Chuck did that. All his own. How fucking 
dense are you? You don’t end up in jail just for knocking up a girl.” 
	 “Chuck’s in jail?” 
	 “Are you listening? He’s probably on Death Row as we speak.” 
	 “You’re a liar.” 
	 “Say it again and you’re finally learning how to swim.” 
	 Chuck said you couldn’t technically be “best friends” since you 
were technically related, and you couldn’t be official “blood brothers” 
since you were adopted and the foreign bloods might reject each other 
but you pricked your thumbs the summer grandma left her sewing kit 
out on your supposed seventh birthday and you flicked the blood on 
the hot blacktop together and cauterized the wounds with a magnify-
ing glass in the sun. It hurt more than you thought it would and you 
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laughed about that and sucked that spot on your finger almost until 
Christmas break. 
	 Second summer now without Chuck. June 23rd last year he 
impaled himself on a twisted jut of steel at the top of the chain link 
behind the Hungry Hobo Sandwichier. Quarter inch from the jugular, 
the doctor dramatized. Had Chuck turned to look at the fire engine 
when it showed up he would have died on the spot after gushing red 
like an ink pen in a nervous schoolkid’s mouth. So says Granddad. 
	 “Fuck that,” Allin keeps telling you. Everyone else in the 
family has decided to spin Chuck’s Neck Event into a Wrong Crowd 
cautionary tale since Chuck was being chased by what his Momside 
Grandma calls “a bully” what Your Ma calls “a future druggie thuggy” 
and what Allin and Chuck’s dad calls “Nother sickopsycho.” 
	 “See how quickly it can get out of control,” the grownup 
adults keep staring you down since you’re next on the worry line. Al-
lin’s already Lost, according to some. In The Clear to others. None 
of the Young Cousins are old enough for cautionary tales involving 
blood spouts and F-words. 
	 “Don’t let it spiral into inevitable death and doom and the 
end of everything good that matters to you and everyone you care 
about,” these liver-spotted forty-year-olds keep gin-and-tonicking in 
your face.
	 “Call one of us for help. Talk to someone.” 
	 “Fuck that,” Allin says again. “All Chuck did wrong was refuse 
to take his beating like a man. Same as ever. Don’t puss ass and run 
away? Don’t get impaled through the neck trying to jump a fence. 
You end up with some bruises and a better biography, if you’re lucky. 
Chuck just ended up a dipshit with a half inch hole in his neck.” 
	 You heard it was two inches and say so. The stupidest thing to 
do. 
	 Allin’s tall like Grandad, but skinny enough to keep growing 
resentment. Six foot seven inches and only 170 pounds. Chuck got up 
the balls to call him “tall as a queer” once and ended up with his head 
under the recliner’s retractable footrest and the skinflap between his 
left thumb and forefinger unwebbed with a toenail clipper that hap-
pened to be propped in the cupholder. 
	 “It was a stupid thing to say,” Chuck said when his father 
picked him up from the hospital roundabout. 
	 “Good God damn man,” Uncle Chip was reported to have 
said though you never did hear him string that many words together 

until he told you, “Go call someone, Bo,” last summer. 
	 Uncle Chip’s gone now. And Chuck’s not coming. You know 
he’d love to teach you how to handle these God Knows girls. 
	 Itchy Bathingsuit and her mother live the rest of the year way 
the hell off in Bermuda. That’s neither the tropical island nor the mys-
terious vengeful triangle everyone knows but the name of a town in 
some possibly Canadian province that maybe doesn’t even deserve to 
be believed in. 
	 The Bathingsuit family comes to Icy Resort & Etc twice a year 
to visit cousin/sister Flippy, auntie/sister/step-mama and ex-lover/
papa/uncle/waterslide weiner wagger. 
	 “His name’s Shep but he makes everyone him Daddy.” 
	 “Even your mom? Your moms?” 
	 “Especially them.” 
	 “Why not stay at their house?” 
	 “It’s a cabin. And Shep says that sort of cohabitation is how all 
this sister/cousin confusion started in the first place and a few extra 
bucks for a rental is worth it to keep the family branches from rubbing 
each other right off the tree,” Itchy Bathingsuit recites her lines a little 
too Eager Robot. All Allin hears is “rubbing.” 
	 “Maybe I’ll get your pops a room at the Totem Pole Motel 
then slip over your place to babysit all four you mama pajamas.” 
	 “Our stupid moms are only half-sisters anyway,” Flippy Bangs 
deadpans, drags flip-flop toe-tip over puddle of spit on the dock. “So 
that makes us only half-quarter-sisters.” 
	 “My fuzzy mathematician,” Allin coos and drapes an arm 
around her, all proud conqueror/stranger. She gives him a look you 
interpret as Get Away but she leans into Allin’s scraggly bulk, grabs 
Itchy by the elbow and shoves the skinny coaster in your direction like 
you got something wet you need to put down. Freezes you with Mama 
Tiger eyes so fierce you dunno know if you’re supposed to be playing 
cub, prey, or what. 
	 Itchy stumbles to a halt and the stink of hairspray and a sour 
Something Else makes you think Farmer’s Market. Off-brand name: 

“Technical-College Woman-in-Training.” Maybe just a freshman. Itch-
ing to drop out. She flicks gunk at the water. Nylon nail tumbles to the 
dock. Allin leans back to get a Future Reference view of the knot hold-
ing up Flippy’s bikini top. You watch his fingers twitching out their 
hopeful houdini against his own chest. Date rape morse code. No one 
notices anyone else, you notice, but don’t mention. 
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	 Flippy’s all mouth now, layering the Legend of the Bangs-
Bathingsuit Clan with spanking new stale tales like how Shep’s own 
great-grand-whatever founded God Knows with a ski-pole and a 
peeled-off bear face. Turns out Allin “don’t give two rats asses in a 
thunderstorm.” 
	 “Your hair notwithholding,” he tells Flippy Bangs, “you ain’t 
exactly Mount Einstein up there.” 
	 “And you ain’t exactly Mr. Right or even Mr. Right-Now but 
maybe you’re Mr. You’ll-Do.” 
	 Allin’s eyes go big like when he shattered Chuck’s mandible 
with the cue ball. “Did your mom teach you that line?” 
	 “No, hers.” 
	 “Whats?” from Itchy, almost fitting that knuckle in her ear. 
	 “More French,” Flippy Bangs smiles toward her coaster, leans 
into Allin’s skeletor cheek, “When daddy banged Aunt Lisa they was 
still in the pharmaceutical days.” 
	 “She must not be pretty like your mom must be.” 
	 “They’re twins,” Flippy, serious as everything important. 

“Identical.” 
	 You break your second vow of silence today even before nego-
tiating the conditions, “Identical twin half-sisters?” 
	 “Can’t fool you,” from Flippy. “Our grandfathers were twins 
too.” 
	 “I’m not so good at arithmetic,” you admit. 
	 Allin dances his hand downm the small of Flippy’s back and 
she rolls her eyes like, Enough Already, but rakes his hand with hers 
and shoves it down the back of her bikini bottom like, Stop Playing 
Go Fish, Start Gambling Like A Man, looks you right in the chest like 
she’s got something important to tell the sticker someone put on your 
back, and says: “Genetics.” 
	 “Females of the species,” Allin waves the back of his hand at 
his invisible audience hovering over the lake. “Always surprising.” 
	 “Who are you talking about?” Itchy is scratching with both 
hands like she wishes she had another. Left foot tapping an impatient 
beat on the dock slats like she found her own sweet scratch spot. I’ll 
be your rope-chew, doggie, you wish you didn’t think. 
	 Flashing her bangles at the sun, Flippy Bangs nearly pokes 
herself in the eye making a show of excited she is at the site of the 
paddleboat. Pounds Allin on the chest and shouts, “let’s go make pad-
dle!” like some kind of ESL savage or a ‘70s game show host forced by 

Network to use excuse-words for sex. 
	 She heaves the place where boobs are supposed to be toward 
the bright yellow monstrosity lolling there at the end of the dock. Plas-
tic canker on a slatted wooden tongue, held to the rusting pole with a 
bunny-eared nylon rope like a joke gift on a shitty holiday that doesn’t 
even make the pre-printed calendar. 
	 Paddleboat. People-powered patron saint of bad summer 
ideas. Friend only to heat stroke and leg cramps, this model boast-
ing the middle mini-seat that screams “Three’s a crowd!” Bobbing up 
and down even when the water is calm, birth-defected seaworthy-by-
default bucket of late-night informercial flotsam. Someone paid good 
money for this thing back when money was worth something. 
	 Flippy Bangs and her 32-cubic-feet of jet fuel hair spray and 
her spittle flicking toes ask Allin’s Drakkar Noir pheromones and his 
knock-off Vuarnet sunglasses to go make paddle. She doesn’t ask your 
Jams shorts with the denim patch over the groin hole to do squat. No 
one asks you of the unpopped earlobe pimple to do anything. You who 
weren’t even given a name until you were four, two years after being 
given legal parents in the new country that promises only a perfect life. 
No one asks you. Not even Itchy Bathingsuit. She walks away toward 
the sprinklers to rinse herself off. 
	 Who are you supposed to be in a situation like this? Chuck 
would know. You could be the guy who sticks around camp on your 
own but when you’re the literal black sheep you grow tired of being 
alone long before you think of it as an option you can choose. But a 
girl like Itchy might surely let you stick around her part of camp. Let 
you rub pink liquid chalk on that poison ivy spot she can’t reach on 
that vertebrae that screams Incest Gene. She might offer you a warm 
cream soda from the cupboard with the screw hook for a handle, under 
where every new cabin resident keeps their potato chips and annouces 
some boring variation on “great spot for snacks!” the first time they see 
it. 
	 Or it could be you’ve been reading Itchy all wrong in the four 
minutes you’ve been fantasizing about her. She could forbid you entry 
to her mom’s empty cabin with an axe, a fire extinguisher, any old 
bludgeoning weapon found in a place full of things in need of destroy-
ing. You picture her shouting bloody murder from the creaking screen 
door or the wobbly kitchen crank window by the bathroom exhaust 
vent. With a folding chair in her hand. Or a 5HP boat motor. Or a 
telephone. She could call the resort manager. Probably call you Rapist 
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just for carving her name into the bark of the fallen beech tree. Her 
windowsill. Your chest. Rapist. Weirdo. Third world abortion wan-
nabe. Still, should be enough. Older you get, less anything is. 
 	 Allin starts talking fast again and kisses Flippy Bangs on the 
forehead and you see him take a little lick of her hair and can taste the 
AquaNet and muckwater from across the room and it’s just like a plug 
of artificial grape bubblegum cut with fresh nine-volt battery. 
	 You’d eat anything right now. 
	 “We can’t leave him alone,” you hear Flippy whisper to Allin. 

“He looks so sad.” 
	 She looks at you and pats the middle seat. 
	 Mission accomplished? 
	 Halfway across Lake Footsinuzzel Allin leans over you, looks 
Flippy Bangs in the face, whinnies his standard Bedding Lie: 
	 “I started praying when my mom was dying from a malicious 
stomach clot. I prayed every night. I prayed to God and to Allah and 
to Moses and to everyone else in the history of eternity. And you 
know what? Mom lived. So I kept praying. Then my daughter was 
born and I stopped praying. No reason for it, just stopped. Realized 
life wasn’t about being superstitious. What happened? Nada. My little 
girl’s in the top sixty percentile of her class, mom’s still alive, I didn’t 
lose my job or get a promotion. Just nothing. And I haven’t prayed in 
four years. But I still believe, and I think that’s what matters.” 
	 Flippy Bangs doesn’t melt exactly but her eyelashes give a 
little, goopy blacktop bending in the summer heat. 

Stomach clot. What you wouldn’t give for one to strike right now. 
You, paddleboat, Allin’s imaginary daughter, wherever. 
	 You watch Flippy dream past Allin’s deformities to fantasies 
of step-mothering his fake child and real-mothering kids of their 
own. If I Get Pregs Now I Can Probably Smoke Until Thanksgiving 
or Maybe Christmas or New Year’s at the Latest. Then think But I 
Could Live To Be Seventy And Can Start Up Smoking Again When 
I’m Fifty-Five or Just Fifty Even, and there goes Allin giving that look 
that clearly means Fuck It, or Fine, or at least Whatever. She casts him 
a Can We Do It On This Contraption With Whatsisname Here Or 
Should We Go Back To Shore gaze and he responds with a We Could 
Just Kick Him Overboard eyebrow ski-jump. 
	 Chuck would never have let me come out here alone. He’d 
have me ruining the interior of something rented — cabin, car, tux-

edo — with the piled contents of emptied smoke bombs. Or have me 
taking the blame for him doing it. But have me laughing about taking 
the blame. Mostly. 
	 Flippy Bangs might be the worst girl in all of God Knows but 
she’s the best one on the paddleboat. Before I fall over the side she says 
to Allin, “Let’s go swimming and give your friend some room.” 
	 “Cousin,” I offer. 
	 “Stay in your place,” Allin says and you can think of four ways 
to interpret that. 
	 I hope Granddad secretly fathered the whole Bangs-Bathing-
suit Clan so Allin has been kissing his cousin, my aunt, Chuck’s Best 
Friend Forever. My heel bleeds a little into a puddle of lake on the 
footrest. 
	 Allin pretends to drown Flippy Bangs, pushes her down 
enough to get a little water in her nose. She laughs in a way that says 

“This will be funny only once. Twice and my top stays on.” Allin grabs 
her hand and dunks himself with it and disappears for a long time. 
	 Granddad always begins stories about Chuck with “He’s smart 
enough to know better” which isn’t anywhere near true or he wouldn’t 
be the protagonist of so many of Granddad’s cautionary tales. When 
Granddad starts talking about “smart enough” it means two things: 
he’s gone digging under the bathroom sink for a swig of whatever’s left 
of the Listerine and Chuck didn’t know better. 

Thinking about Chuck when he’s not there never works. You tried 
telling your friends in school about him once. You guffawing over the 
retelling of Chuck’s antics, no one else cracking a smile. That was rude, 
making you laugh at your own stories like that. One guy even said, 

“Dude sounds like a dick.” 
	 But he’s wrong. And you don’t talk to him anymore. 
	 Allin and Flippy. Allppy. Flippin. Bad cousins devise underwa-
ter games. First it’s Touch The Bottom, then Bring Something Up From 
Below, then Bring The Grossest Thing Up, then Who Can Hold Their 
Breath the Longest. 
	 They’ve been playing these games for an hour. You wish they’d 
play Get Closest To The Oncoming Boat Traffic. Just your luck: think 
a bad thought and it happens. Flippy Bangs takes her breath and her 
lungs and goes home, or at least to the bottom of Lake Gimmiesom-
mucktosuck. 
	 You and Allin spend a few minutes acting out the high-school 
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play “Cuzzins In Alarum”: 

YOU: Maybe she’s tangled in the weeds. 
ALLIN: This isn’t a horror movie. 
YOU: It feels like one. 
ALLIN: It’s only been two minutes. 
YOU: And twenty four seconds… 
ALLIN: She said she can hold her breath for five. 
YOU: …twenty-nine, thirty. Nobody can hold it that long. 
ALLIN: You can hold it forever if you don’t shit yourself over the con-
sequences. 
YOU: No philosophy. Please, no f-word-ing philosophy now. 
ALLIN: You coward. Lightning’s not going to strike you if you say the 
fucking “f-word.” 
YOU: You need to go in there and get her. 

	 He admits they’d really been playing Touch The Sea Crea-
ture and Noodle The Catfish there under the boat with you playing 
Get Cancer From Mother Sun all alone on Stolen Torture Raft. You 
burning out the solenoids in your calves and the gaskets in your knees 
trying to stay in one place against the waves. 

	 Allin plays at being rational: 
	 “What’s the worst that could happen? If she passes out she’ll 
float back up and I’ll mouth-to-mouth her. God, I hope she still tastes 
like that green apple gum she spat out on the last cannonball.” 
	 His faith is impressive, but logic is with you. Your flaming 
sword: “What if she doesn’t float?” 
	 “Everybody floats, you ass.” He tries to light a bent, water-
darkened cigarette with a lighter pinched from the puddle under the 
seat. “Besides, full lungs are the devil’s basket.” 
	 “What?” 
	 “I just made it up. Sounds cool, right?” 
	 “I don’t know how it sounds,” you tell him. “But she won’t 
have full lungs, if this is a real conversation we’re having. She’ll have 
empty lungs and no breath and be passed the — well! — passed the 
fuck out! Won’t swim! Won’t float! That’s how people drown, you 
know? That’s exactly how that happens and you need to go in there 
and get her, jesus, Allin! Jesus, man.” 
	 “Alright, Obu. Christ.” As if to see your Jesus and raise you 

one. Maybe two. First time he’s ever said your real name to your face. 
If Chuck was here to hear it…. Probably never would have happened. 
Chuck always calls you “Bo” just like everybody else. You’ve been wait-
ing all these years for someone other than the year’s new teacher to call 
you by your name and it turns out Allin’s the one. 
	 Bad Cuz The Elder dives in after Soppy Bangs, tossing his 
sunglasses off like we’re in the opening credits. You try to take this as a 
sign that everything is under control but Allin disappears himself and 
the world goes full horror movie for about five minutes until you hear 
laughing from under the hull. 
	 Back at camp, Allin and Flippy slip off to a butt-littered cabin 
floor or some patch of poison oak under a fallen beech tree to rut 
around like congested, snorfing water hogs. Behind the generator shed 
on the El Cheapo Cabin side of camp, the Druncles is fire breathing 
vodka onto a dying pit of embers. Spending the moments between con-
flagration mulling over the responsibilities of running a household. 

“Slap a dog, bitch frights right off. Slap a kid and watch ‘em right that 
moment start figuring ways to burn up the couch.” 

	 “While you’re sleeping on it.” 
	 “That’s what I just said, dipshit.” 
	 When the vodka gets low enough that no one spits it on the 
fire, the last light comes from an unmanned grill and the coals of three 
cigarettes and one cigar all bobbing in unison. You can’t detective 
which ember speaks when. Don’t bother. Resist the urge to move closer. 
They might not even belong to you. One of the prime risks of summer: 
the paneled woodwork bursts with uncles. 
	 “And when a lady shouts in yer face ‘nothing’s wrong, you 
asshole, I’m just tired!’ what she really means is ‘I’m gettin a goddamn 
divorce once my lawyer works up the papers between bouts of boning 
me in his mind or maybe real life too.’” 
	 “Truer words…” a fading ember nods before flipping off into 
the pit. 
	 Half moon yawns out from behind slow clouds, reveals the 
scene. At least three of the Druncles do belong to you. The other how-
ever-many are probably honorary family by now if not blood-sworn. 
	 One pulls t-shirt over head with one hand and fills the cupped 
palm of the other with sunblock squeezed from a tube between 
chipped teeth. Even in DT-shaky campfirelight, his chest hair is a 
schizophrenic spider’s web. 
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	 “Not gonna work, hoss,” from across the fire. “You’re gonna 
get tangled and hateful.” 
	 “Hot as shit out here,” from Uncle Sunblock, as though that 
settles it. 
	 Another druncle returns to the fire with a plastic messiah of 
lighter fluid pilfered from an unlocked cabin and a dried bush pulled 
from the woods dragging behind him from over his shoulder on a 
fish stringer and the whole crew shouts praises to the squeezable god 
while Uncle Moses stokes their spittoon fire into a red dwarf. Mous-
taches willingly burnt clean. Sacrifices must be made. 
	 You pass them like a ghost and lay in the middle of the road 
and wait for a car to flatten you out. Mom’s, Granddad’s, you’d settle 
for a Shep weaving home One of his wives. His siamese-twin grand-
mamas. 
	 You run through your mental book of personal slights in 
order to be thinking just the right one at the moment of death. 

Wake up alive. As usual. Walk back to camp. 
	 The young buck cousins Macki and Liam stalk the game 
room of the lodge, negotiating a match of Pool Ball Gladiator with 
Nikki and LaQuinta, their cousins-by-marriage, unrelated to anyone. 
When you curl it, your right big toe goes jangly electric over the bone 
you chipped refereeing one of Chuck and Allin’s Pool Ball Gladiator 
matches from Back When. Doctor said surgery could make the bend-
ing worse. Curl the toe and feel tendon pop. Compare it to the other 
toe and look away. Don’t straghten it because that makes you feel old. 
Back out of the game room in reverse, patting empty cargo pockets 
like you’re supposed to have forgotten something. Quarters maybe. 
Courage. Family history. 
	 Eyes on Liam. He’s got a Solid in each hand. “One Eight, one 
purple,” he says, “two chances to knock you so far into next week that 
when next week comes around you’ll be living in next year.” 
Pudgy little drill sergeant shouting, “Rules! First person to get hit in 
the face with a pool ball or squeal ‘I give up like a pussy!’ loses.” 
	 “I’m only nine,” LaQuinta says, like that’s supposed to dis-
qualify her from this rotten family. 
	 “Last time I was nine I broke a record for breaking records,” 
Macki screeches. “With my breath!” 
	 Chuck calls this group the Prepubes but Macki and Liam 
have grown a combined 42 inches since the last time Chuck com-

manded a Family Summer. 
	 You slam the screen door but the hydraulics catch an inch 
before contact and the bar hisses the rest of the way, as if to say, “no 
dicccccccccccccccccccccce.” 
	 Back on the road, eyes closed and ears plugged, you can hear 
everything, see more. Macki gets hit in the left biceps, Liam loses 
motion in left wrist for a month, someone takes a fearful but undebili-
tating eye-socket rebound off the bumper. Then it gets heavy. Bones 
crumple like machines built on the cheap. An elbow. Five knuckles, 
three at once. A hard hit Kneeside. Cracked. Crash to the floor. Solids 
to the neck, a choking sound, and a bellyful of Stripes on the concrete 
floor. Right temple meets hoisted aluminum bar-stool to ring the bell 
on the final round. 

	 The ambulance tears up the road past God Knows, turns into 
the compound. 
	 Pool Ball gladiator will never be played again. So decree the 
Druncles. Third permanent moratorium this decade. 
	 They wobble in convention around a car tire sputtering with 
fresh flames and announce their plan to kill an animal in honor of 
Macki’s non-fatal injuries. 
	 “If fucker’d died, I’d burn my eyelids off with a cigar,” someone 
no one knows swears. 
	 In the end they can’t find a proper weapon for the sacrifice, 
take the lead from Uncle No One, and end up dropping a horseshoe in 
the fire and branding its form on their backs. Palms too. One Druncle 
tries to outdo, goes for a Face Brand, forgetting his canvas is crag-
gier than most. Ends up with a crispy frown on his forehead and one 
charred, dotted line per cheek. He’d be called Uncle Burney Face from 
now on if he wasn’t already known as Uncle Three Thumbs, which is 
forever better than anything. 
	 “My bet, Macki won’t ever say his Bs properly again,” one lit-up 
Druncle intones. “Head injury. Bs are the first thing to go.” The high 
priest half-fallen off his moldy log. He can say his Bs but his shoes are 
on the wrong feet. Chuck would have a field day. 
	 “I’ll take that bet. But add on he gets an A in some class he 
never gave a shit for before. Math? Is he any good in math?” 
	 No one knows. 
	 “Math, fine. He can’t be no good in those shits. I bet he gets 
one grade letter better than last year.” 
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	 “I’ll take that double,” a thirdruncle says. 
	 “Deal.” Pause. “Shit. Is the kid still in school?” 
	 “I don’t know! But if he don’t get no report card, I win!” 
	 Laughter and spitting and backslapping. 
	 “You didn’t say what we were betting, dumbass.” 
	 More backslapping. A chuckle. A headshake, probably. Who 
can tell in this light? 
	 “I bet negative four hundred dollars.” 
	 “You can’t do that.” 
	 “Says who?” 
	 Calculations go crazy across the fire, only most of them 
involving actual numbers. Someone says “divisiply.” Radio waves in 
a Gamma Ray Storm. It’s all colliding galaxies in the camp tonight. 
Someone curses “Ice hole physics cysts.” Someone else, Jews. No one 
says “darkie” but you can feel it closing in. They know you’re there, 
lurking, like Technically Family. 
	 "Shut every trap!" Old Auntie Liquor Wings shrieks from the 
bondo gray Dodge conversion van she and Uncle Hat Hands sleep, 
cook, and do every other good thing in.
	 You lay back down on the blacktop, spread-out, bald-eagled 
and perpendicular to traffic on the cold King’s Highway two yards 
to the west of the resort driveway. If anyone comes hurtling in any 
direction, from the casinos or the hospital, or on the way out to either 
one, you’re all over. The road remains unridden all night. First time in 
summer history. 
	 Chuck stole a How To Lucid Dream book-on-tape from the 
library a few years ago after his first wet one. You copied it because 
you've been eager to dream about Africa since you found out that’s 
where you’re from but everyone comes out looking Indian in your 
sleep. Closing your eyes isn’t a cure for everything going wrong when 
you’ve got them open. 

	 Day Two. 

	 Wake up with that black eye. Take a minute to remember how 
that happened. Count your teeth with your tongue. Begin to under-
stand how the uncles feel All The Time. Discover every tooth intact. 
Allow yourself to feel better than your uncles have in twenty big ones 
and then stop thinking on it, just like they’ve done for their Whole 
Ever. The world moves when you get older, old people always say. And 

they’re right. Dying people know how to think on life. The end might 
even be closer for everyone. Your math is still bad but you think that’s 
right. 
	 Camp reverberates with the last chord of an early morning 
battle. You can feel it in the way the spruce needles quiver a little off 
rhythm.
	 Scent the onions cooking across camp. Is this a civil war? 
Breathe in the heel-crushed mint and hope Itchy didn’t pick it from 
the patch of poison sumac by the horseshoe pit. The spot every thread-
bare soldier waking in the day’s early hour goes to make First Piss. 
Where are the horses? Where are my boots? Are they blue or gray? 
Who are we and we do what now? Who issues the uniforms in this 
tribe? Does anyone fight for a cause anymore or is it all one exercise in 
color-matching after another? 
	 Huzzah! 
	 Plus the door to the cabin is swinging on one hinge and the 
battery from the smoke alarm is on the floor. Someone’s had a bad 
idea and someone else countered it with a worse one. The Druncles are 
nowhere to be seen but the fire-pit is blazing against the already hot 
morning sun. You try to go back to sleep. No dice. your face touches 
the pillow it’s all Hellfire on Cheap Wool and the bruise on your rib-
cage says “better check your shorts, champ!” 
	 Granddad storms past the window, followed by Allin. Each of 
them pounds the frame with a half-hearted fist. Old Man Rule Breaker 
won’t let Young Stud pilot the Tuffy alone because of some absurd 
boating law he just made up so Liar The Younger claims he’s following 
up on a promise to take me fishing. Pilots you to the Marina. Drops 
you at the dock furthest from the video game room. Passes you a shal-
low handful of quarters. 
	 “I’ll be back in an hour or longer.” 
	 “Where you goin?” 
	 “You don’t need to know.” 
	 “I do if you don’t want me to use these quarters to call Grand-
dad.” 
	 “My grown up little cuz,” Allin sounds just like mom but sober 
and more like a girl. 
	 You say nothing and feel older for it. 
	 “Her parents are gone today,” he says without naming Flippy 
Bangs, like everyone automatically knows who he’s talking about. 
	 “Can I come?” 
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	 “Chuck always said you ask stupid questions,” Allin tells you 
for the tenth time in 24 hours. “Let’s pretend you didn’t just prove 
him right.” 
	 “Are you going to have sex with her?” 
	 “With who?” he asks like a dare: Say Beetlejuice three times, 
virgin. 
	 “Who do you think?” 

	 “Depends on her, I suppose.” 
	 “So you’re not going to make her do it if she says No,” you say, 
thinking it’ll come off all Edgy Joke, perfect for Older Cousin. 
	 “Jesus, man.” 
	 “What does it feel like?” Step away from the embarrassment. 
	 “What does what feel like? Raping someone? I have no idea. 
Wrong cousin, bro.” 
	 “No. Sex. Just regular sex.” 
	 “Jesus.” 
	 “Does it feel like a tickle?” 
	 Silence. 
	 “Is it like tickling your…dick?” 
	 “What isn’t wrong with you?” 
	 “Stop being such a dickhead face, you fat f—… fathead.” 
	 Allin laughs so that his eyes go down-and-to-the-left like how 
you learned about in the book on How To Tell If People are Lying. 
	 “You need to get out from those books and learn some real 
fucking words.” Allin revs the boat off through the No Wake Zone.
	 “Chuck’s never coming back to summer, is he?” you ask at 
normal volume to the blasting motor. 

	 Day Three. 

	 You find a postcard from Chuck on the table. It starts “Yo, 
Cuz!” and continues in a jerky hand and green ink: 
	 Don’t believe squat that Allin says, whatever it is. I’m at Space 
Camp, training for the USA’s first Mars Mission. They gotta start real 
early on these Mars trips since the technology isn’t around yet. By the 
time I’m ready the spaceship will be too. I can’t believe you’re still do-
ing summers up on the lakes. Space is cooler. 
	 Two of the card’s corners are bent and worn. One is missing. 
There’s no postmark, no stamp even. Chuck would never say “squat.” 

It could have been written by anyone. It come have been written last 
year. 
	 You spot Itchy Bathingsuit at the volleyball pit playing horse-
shoes with the kid who cleans the cabins. You imagine flipping my 
eyelids inside-out the way Chuck taught you in third grade, screaming 
into Itchy’s face like a zombie until she hugs you to make it stop.

Allin drop you at the Marina again but doesn’t even give you quarters. 
Just ties the boat up long enough to piss off the dock.
	 “Go do whatever you and Chuck would otherwise,” he says, 
popping the boat’s bunny-ear loop like a training bra. 
	 What would Chuck do? 
	 The mini-golf course behind the A&P. A six-hole, twenty-by-
twenty money-laundering slab of abandonded parking lot. No wob-
bling windmill, no maniacal clown’s face, no four foot waterfall. Five 
of six holes just flat black baby-fist-sized circles painted over the glossy 
green, itself painted over the blacktop, the whole place looking like 
the rap CD you pick up and put right back down in the flea market 
bargain bin because all the dollar signs on the cover feel like a joke 
and a personal insult at the same time. The sixth hole a dustpan with 
hole scissor-snipped through the handle. Make the ball stay in the 
squared-circle half its size and win a free game. No one bothers. Who 
wants another game? You the only person, maybe ever, trying to get 
his ball to land on the painted spots. Chuck always losing his patience 
by the third hole and slamming his ball over the fence, blowing steam 
out the ears of the attendant whose job duties clearly consist of “Keep 
Low Profile,” fuming up his booth with bloodlust boredom. 
	 But mini-golf is major-depressive when played alone. Plus 
Pirates Cove Money Laundry is too far to walk. The only other things 
to do with Chuck are smoke cigarettes and harass Allin. Chuck’s the 
one who always steals the smokes. 

	 Day Four. Or is it Five? Or is this when it stops mattering? 
A good summer requires at least one completely forgettable day. A 
single useless cycle of eyes-open/day wasted/eyes-shut in order that 
Summer be Great. If only this were the only requirement. 

	 Day The Next. You know how it goes from here. Vacations 
last forever until one day they suddenly last no longer. A week usually. 
Maybe two if your family spends the year sensibly. By the time you 
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know what to do, it’s time to pack up and say goodbye to friends you 
failed to make. Sometimes sooner, depending on who broke what in 
which cabin. 
	 Parents need to crawl to jobs eventually. Even Itchy’s mom. 
Even yours. Then comes a special year like this one. But special isn’t 
always Good. Summers only last forever when you don’t want them 
to, when you’re itching for the Fall. Like relationships, Allin says, then 
slips off across the lake of our life, the bad part of you hopes forever. 
	 Six days. Seven. Eight. Ten. Fifteen. Who can tell why? 
Maybe tickets get lost, cars break down, picture IDs get run through 
three wash cycles by accident so the faces on them could be anyone’s, 
alarm clocks forget the difference between AM and PM, AM and 
FM. Sometimes anything can happen. Maybe moms get fired. Maybe 
anonymous terrorists threaten their office buildings day after day and 
don’t ever blow anything up or kill anyone but just keep promising to 
do it and maybe the cops say “no work again today” so often that no 
one ever comes back from summer. 
	 Maybe they trace all these F-words and Bomb-works back 
to the personal pay phone in that dark alley between your ears. Or 
worse, to the receiver next to the Totem Pole Gift Shop up in Nisswa 
with your actual fingerprints all over it. And maybe it turns out you 
don’t mean to stay that long on the lakes but now you have to, be-
cause suddenly you’re in charge. Maybe you see the earbuds watching 
that particular phone from the benches everyone knows only the 
cops use. But maybe Fuck Them. Maybe you know every pay phone 
within kid running distance, including the one behind the other mini-
golf course over in Lake…Nevermindum. Your private course. The 
Lost Putt-Putt of the Lost Tribe of The Lost Cousin. The one with 
Chuck’s Bubblicious still stuck between the earpiece and the handle 
so you both always know that no one else ever uses it. Chew it. There’s 
always just enough taste to remember. ABC childhood. Already Been 
Chewed Life. 
	 So every day remains exactly what it’s supposed to be. Like 
the last day. So you let your mind run like you’ll never get another 
chance. Last chance for a slow dance. Tell Itchy that her new boy-
friend’s an asshole. She’ll tell you it’s not her boyfriend. You’ll get to 
die of embarrassment but also get to ask, “You mean you guys weren’t 
dating or just that you’re not dating anymore?” and she’ll get to say, 

“Something like that,” and maybe you’ll hug or something better. 
	 Because this is happening. Because you’re happy. What a ri-

diculous thing to say. Maybe you’re supposed to grow something more 
than happy. Maybe everything. Definitely so. Definitely everything. 
If ever, now. Everything is finally just as it should be. Summertime, 
mothers. Every bite of life is a positive feedback loop of satisfaction 
and fear. So of course you just want summer to end. Because if this 
turns out to be the end of summer and this summer turns out to be 
your last one…God damn, what a waste. 

  •
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Artists’ Statements
Olive Nakayama - 

	 I was born at Queen’s and grew up in Oahu private schools. 
During small kid time we moved house a lot, like three or four differ-
ent times before I was ten. The only one I can really remember vividly 
is the Palolo house, the one my great-grandparents Yo and Komataro 
bought with their own money when they came here from Japan four 
generations ago.
	 In elementary, after school was spent under the casual super-
vision of my grandparents. I snuck MTV in my mom’s old room and 
used the landline to call the radio station to make requests. I ditched 
Japanese school to go trespassing or to the crack seed store; that is 
until one day my grandfather caught me and got pissed.
	 My mom used to tell me how she was the only one who still 
went school on Kill Jap Day because she was best friends with some 
little Filipino girl who would mouth off to all the bullies. Even the 
boys was chicken and played hooky. My mother is fearless compared 
to me. Accepting that I am an artist has been scary. We are hard on 
ourselves, and our inherent selfishness is hard on those closest to us. 
Life moves too fast. I know that the beautiful things I see everyday are 
impermanent and not mine to keep, but photography is the reason I 
try anyway. There are too many moments I want to remember forever.

Margo Vitarelli - 

	 The process of making art has always been pleasurable to 
me.  It has been a form of fun, experimentation, expression and even 
entertainment. I grew up in a talented family that made all kinds of 
art, whether it be making furniture, weavings, sculpture, pottery, or 
quilts. It was just a part of daily life.  Today, I work mostly in screen 
printing, choosing simple bold designs of plants, sea life and people.  
Having lived in the islands of Micronesia my art is influenced by the 
style of the local carvings, the ancient design motifs and the tradi-
tional legends.  I have done T-shirt designs, book illustrations, logos 
and greeting cards because I prefer my art to be accessible, useful and 
something everyone can understand and enjoy.

Pau
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A Talent for Destruction
Charlie Bondhus

I

This is what it comes down to: the flowers 
				    dead, 
even the hardy geraniums, 
the unflappable monkshood. 

Don’t tell me it was winter that did this
and not my native frost, my touch 
as cold as salt.

II

When I was a kid I was always first
to suggest we dissect
the frog we’d caught in the backyard,
always distracted from the beauty 
of the forest by an anthill I wanted to grind
beneath my sneaker’s heel. My favorite 
fairytale was the one where the witch 
gets stuffed in a spiked barrel 
of boiling oil and venomous serpents, 
then pushed downhill.

III

Three klicks west of Kandalik 
we hit an ambush. Nothing serious; 
kids with frayed moustaches 

ERRATUM
The following poem was misprinted in HR 78. We are reprinting it here accurately with the 
author’s permission and our deepest apologies.
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and secondhand assault rifles. Mendoza got 
spun around; Patel caught a stray 
one in his IBA; a bullet hit 
the dirt at my feet. 

The only decisions were tactical ones.

War is easy. 
You get up.
You stay alive.
You go to bed.

IV

I visit you after three months of separation.
This is when I notice the flowers
dry and flat, faces pressed to the ground
like the Afghan woman when she heard that her son, 
had caught a piece of shrapnel in his liver.

I know you
so I know that you expect reconciliation,
unconditional forgiveness burbling behind
your chatterbox syllables as you pour the coffee
and futz with the table settings.

How do I tell you I still love you
but feel most at home
among the dead?

A jet passes over the house
and we are silent.

V

Don’t think that 
I’m going back for the U.S.A.
I love America, but nobody’s died for it
since 1945. These days we’re dying
for the benefits; we’re dying for the adventure;
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we’re dying for the chance 
to make someone else die; 
we’re dying because we’re no longer moved 
by movies and video games; we’re dying because our parents
said work, school, or the military; we’re dying
because we don’t know who we are so,
like the prophets of the Old Testament, 
we go to the desert to hear a voice;
we’re dying to prove that we can die better 
than anyone else; we’re dying to be told 
that we are good; most of all, we’re dying 
because we’re not sure
what else to do with ourselves.

VI.

I command my own fire team,
three men under me.
We barely know each other
but we’ve all been here before,
and tell variations on the same story,
the military’s version of the collective unconscious
knitting us in shared language.

Shortly after our first firefight, Delancey, the assist,
gets his tattoo gun through the mail and marks us all
with                     , the Pashto word
for “destroyer.”

When it’s my turn, the needle enters
too deep. The blood comes
quick, sharp, and easy.
It gives color to a pain
that is sweeter than thorns.


