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A Note from R. Ransom,

‘The image sequence printed here pertains to my life long relationship to
the state I credit with being my primary artistic influence, and my efforts
to leave it. The state of Idaho, is for me, a force of conservative consensus
that compresses subjectivity through the point of a pen — an ordinary

office pen.

On average, an image will take four months to complete, at which time,
I turn the page and begin again on the reverse side, with the opposite
hand. Although I posses two graduate degrees relating to art, technique
and process were arrived at on my own. The difficulty of image-making is
nevertheless meaningful, and it is the pursuit of meaning that underlies

my approach to working with others.

My sketchbook has become a visual diary, that I've not missed a morning
of work in for nearly twenty-three years. Its imagery is viewable to the
individuals who approach in cafes, bars, and coffee shops as I sit working.
‘The image, “Yes,” was my response to the people of the Big Island, who's
encouragement reached me at a time when the pressure to stop creating
art was great. I am still struggling in Idaho, but you can view more of my

work on Facebook.

My thanks to Hawai‘i Review.
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A Single Perfect Soul
by William Torrey

Javi Pefia’s father was on the run. From what, the little boy was
not sure. But as he sat beside his father in the Ford Ranger, roaring south
on I-37, its engine shaking through his bones, Javi knew that it must
have been for something serious and heroic and real.

Whenever he could do so without being noticed, the boy glared
sideways in his father’s direction, watching the sharp angles of his jaw-line
tighten as the man took slow pulls on another Marlboro. Its tip glowed
a brilliant orange, like his bedroom’s nightlight. A canvas rucksack sat
nestled between the two generations of—one mussy-haired, skin the
color of tobacco, the other, just a boy of eight, small ears and baby teeth.
Other than the rucksack and the Pefias, the truck was empty.

In the past three years Javi had not seen his father, nor even
heard much mention of him. He understood only that when he was
young—too young to remember—his mother had fallen ill, and to pay
for her sickness, his father made a living in some unnamed type of sales.
It was the sort of job, Javid been told, that kept a man on the road for the
better part of his life. He considered asking his father where they were
headed, why he had so hurriedly and without reason taken him from
his nana’s apartment in the night, but each time he tried, he was struck
with the impression that none of this was real. As if the endless chain
of streetlamps dotting the highway could at any time fade and blur into
nothing. The road itself would bend into a loop, leading straight back to
San Antonio, where an hour before they'd begun their journey. And so,

for fear of nothing and everything all at once, with the sensation of
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teetering between a life of unlimited thrills and certain regret, the boy
kept quiet.

When the telephone rang, Jorge de la Verdad was asleep with
his wife. He nearly dropped the receiver twice while feeling around
his bedside table for paper and pen. After scribbling down the details
coming from the other end of the line, he put on a pot of coffee, took a
hot shower and began to pack his suitcase. Three days, he told himself,
carefully laying another pressed shirt into the bag. As was always his
habit before he left home on a job, Jorge went over a mental checklist
while finishing his coffee in the kitchen. He patted his pockets—keys,
wallet, cigarettes—and checked that the time on his watch matched the
microwave’s soft blue display. Bent down on a knee beside their bed, he
kissed his wife on the mouth, and then made sure that his 38-caliber
pistol was loaded before he slid it back into its holster, custom-sewn in
the shaft of an ostrich-skin boot.

“Carlos Pefia,” he whispered as he merged onto the interstate.

Though hed never met the man face-to-face, Jorge knew he
wouldn't be hard to find. People loved to run, but that didn't matter
much. The world was too small a place for a man to get away with
anything. And whenever someone tried, Jorge always had a knack for
knowing exactly where they'd go. That was why, he supposed, he did what
he did. It wasn't that he loved his work—the hunt, the games, bouncing
all over the state. But life was life, and just as unmistakably as he could
see the highway itself, pouring out before his headlights in an unbending
line, Jorge understood this single truth: a man could accept his path and

stick to it, or he could pretend that somewhere in this world
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a more perfect one could be found. In the end, though, no matter how
hard someone wished it was a lie, all the running amounted only to a
heap of dreams, wayward and temporary. A needless detour. Hands
locked on the steering wheel, Jorge hoped that Pefia would somehow see
this for himself. He wished he could grab him and everybody else by the
scruffs of their necks and heave them back into the gulf of reality.

But it’s not for me to decide, he thought.

Feeling the butt of the pistol pressed tight against his shin, he
glanced up at the rearview mirror. The road behind him was just that—
behind him—faint and empty and black. It was all so plain and simple.

Alone in the all-night diner, Javi was too nervous to touch his
slice of yellow cake. He stared out into the parking lot, barely able to
make out his father’s vague contours. In a pocket of worn-out light, he
shifted from one foot to the other, rucksack clenched to his chest.

While still rumbling down the highway, Javi had fallen asleep.
Despite everything, he'd felt safe and at home alongside his father, whose
chocolate-brown eyes never left the road ahead. Javi had never witnessed
such focus. A stream of cool air roared into the cracked driver’s side
window and whirled in the space between father and son. Excitement
buzzed in the boy’s chest, overwhelmed him. Free from the years spent
alone in his nana’s apartment, the boredom of a set-in routine, Javi shut
his eyes.

“Not hungry?” the waitress asked. She was long-legged and
bent down over the boy at a harsh angle. He shook his head. “Well, at
least drink the milk. Makes strong bones.” Javi raised the glass with two

hands and took a careful sip. As if expecting a spill, the woman
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watched him close. Satisfied, she said, “I'll getcha a box for the cake,”
and marched out of sight.

From the parking lot, two streaks of light poured into the
restaurant. The boy watched his father run toward the idling car.
Elbows propped on the opened window’s edge, he bent and began
talking with the driver. The lights cut out just as the waitress returned.

“That your daddy out there?”

Javi stared into the darkness a moment longer before
answering. “Yeah. Me and my dad are goin to the beach. We're on
a big trip.” Proud of himself and of his father, Javi strained again to
see what was happening outside. Save the florescent embers of a lone
cigarette, scuttling like a firefly with every flick of his father’s hand, all
was obscured by the night. The waitress set the boy’s yellow cake into
a Styrofoam container and asked if he'd ever been to the beach before.
“Of course,” Javi lied. “Me and him go all the time. He taught me how
to float and swim and once we saw a shark.”

“An old pro,” the woman said and grinned in the way a mother
must when listening to a child’s stories. “You’ll have to get in as much
swimmin' as you can, though—before that red tide comes.” She edged
over to the next table and began wiping it down with a grease-stained
rag. Her hands spun round like a fast-motion clock. “Isn’t nothin’ too
serious. Just sometimes the chemicals build up, kil all the fish. It’ll be
fine for swimmin’in a few days though. Everything’ll be okay.”

Javi did not understand. He pictured a shoreline full of lifeless
fish, choking for air. What could they do if the water, their whole

world, just suddenly became poisonous? They'd have nowhere to go,
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wouldn't stand a chance. He looked up, but the waitress was gone.

Javi’s father plopped down on the other side of the booth and
picked up the Styrofoam box. “We almost there, almost home,” he told
his son. His father spoke in a child-like way that excited Javi. The little
boy didn’t know what to say or think, but it seemed unimportant, as if
worrying too much over the details of their trip would ruin its surprise.
“We get there tonight,” he began. “We get some sleep, and tomorrow we
can go to the beach.” With the curve of his thumbnail, Javi's father began
to carve the boy’s name into the Styrofoam.

“The lady said we gotta hurry if we wanna swim.”

“What lady?” he asked, underscoring his son’s name with a quick
slice across the lid.

Javi pointed at the waitress. “She said the water’s poison. The
water’ll kill all the fish.”

“You a fish, Javi?”

Javi dropped his head in embarrassment. His cheeks grew hot.

“Then why you worried?” his father smiled, a single gold tooth
gleaming. He reached across the table and patted the boy’s hair into a
clean part. “You don't gotta worry no more, Javi. You and me, we gonna
be just fine.”

Javi smiled. He glimpsed once more into the parking lot and saw
that the unknown man was gone. He felt warm and free and protected.
Still, the thought of the fish bothered him—drowned by the very world
in which they lived. “Why do people put bad stuff in the water?” he
asked. “Why don't they stop if it kills all the fish?”

Javi’s father stood and motioned for his son to do the same.
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From below the table, he hoisted up the rucksack and rested the

boy’s yellow cake inside. “The world is a crazy place,” he said. “Don'’t go
crazy trying to figure out why.” He flared his cracked lips, gold tooth and
all. Pressed close to one another as they crossed into the empty lot, Javi

drew in a deep breath. He could already taste the salt air.

From the Mariposa’s balcony, Lorena gazed into the swimming
pool’s sunken green glow. As if born from nothing, snakelike ripples
gently bubbled to the surface, spreading out in concentric circles as they
dissolved against its concrete edges. She watched the fluid halos of water,
followed their paths again and again.

In the nineteen years she'd called the utility apartment on East
Zarzamora Parkway her home, Lorena had never once been the victim of
any crime—Tlet alone a break-in and a kidnapping on the same night. But
tonight, she'd seen the parking lot’s darkness come to life in alternating
flashes of blue and red, and lowered her face in shame at the sight of
her neighbors milling about the courtyard, busy with their guesses as
to the nature of the crime, silently glad that the squad cars hadn’t been
summoned to their apartments. She felt like she'd failed her grandson,
just as she'd failed the boy’s mother before him.

Her daughter had been gone nearly five years, a wreck of a girl
whod let her veins run deep with the garbage sold by the company she'd
kept. It was how she'd met Carlos Pefa in the first place, and the doctors
told Lorena that Javi’s birth, free from complications, had been nothing
short of a miracle. She knew it was true. Once she'd seen and cradled

that little boy against her breast, the rigid ache that love had for years
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forced her to endure softened into a new hope, as if warmed by the tender
touch of God.

She'd promised herself then and there that he would be forever
safe with his grandmother. And even on the morning when her daughter
suddenly left them both for good, it was this promise that gave her
strength enough to keep counting herself among the blessed. But now,
as she watched the light glimmer and dance atop the swimming pool,
Lorena worried that Javi too would be lost, and the thought that not
even a single perfect soul was left in the world crept into her mind like
disbelief and became real.

From the pocket of her time-yellowed nightgown, she withdrew
a strand of rosary beads and began a whispered prayer. Her voice was
raspy and low pitched as a man’s. It shuddered terribly, just as it had
when shed spoken to the police. Sitting in a heap at her kitchen table,
Lorena had done her best to help the officers with their search. For as
long as he'd been a part of her life, Carlos had been like a mirage, always
visible, but never truly present. She could only tell the detective what
little she knew. He had family in Matamoras and friends all over south
Texas, she'd told the man, whose eyes rolled back at the headache of their
suspect crossing into Mexico. With a click of his pen and a sudden shut
of his notepad, he stood and told Lorena to call if she heard anything
from anyone. Until then, he said, they'd do the best they could.

Lorena’s arms drooped over the balcony’s iron rails. She tried
to picture her grandson, wondered how far away he'd already been taken,
but in its efforts to conjure his image her mind’s eye faltered. The world,

she thought, is too harsh a place for anyone, let alone a little boy.
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What if she never got him back? Below her in the courtyard, the

swimming pool’s light began to fade. Lorena eyed its glow as it crackled
and flashed and then at once cut out entirely. Alone in the darkness, she
labored a sigh.

The unknown man the boy had seen speaking with his father
in the parking lot was a seasoned drug runner from the Valley named
Gabriel Martinez. For his seriousness in the trade, he had long since been
known only by his nickname, El Popa. He'd worked with Carlos Pefia
on four or five jobs in the late ‘80s, moving Suburban-loads of black tar
heroin between Brownsville and Houston. And although at seventeen,
Carlos had been a bit of a dreamer—his constant chitchat and failure to
keep his grand ideas to himself had earned him the title of “Peia in the
ass”—El Popa knew better.

While making a routine stopover at a checkpoint in Del Rio,
the two men had been ambushed by a defected cheat who demanded
they turn over their load. Armed with a nightstick, the cop killer’s token,
the desperate, hollow-cheeked man yowled and flailed his arms, cracking
his weapon against a nearby table.

El Popa walked toward him and was met with a full-on strike
to the forehead. His brow split an inch in both directions, opening up a
gash all purple and cherry-red. He collapsed to the ground and gurgled
out a few short breaths. Carlos could’ve run. But, overcome with panic
and hopelessness, he'd yanked a triple-beam balance and flung it at the
crazed man, stunning him. Carlos surged forward, dragged the man to
the ground. Through a half-blind eye, swollen and stained pink from

blood, El Popa had watched them reel about the floor, wrestling
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like pit bulls. Before he was choked out of consciousness, the crazed
man drove his nightstick up quickly, breaking one of Carlos’ teeth in half.
Carlos lifted his partner and carried him to their Suburban, and the two
men had fled north to safety.

So when Carlos had called a day prior to their meeting, his
voice shaking over the static-ridden line, nervous, too nervous to talk,
saying that he was in trouble and asking for a favor—a place to stay,
anything—El Popa had offered help without a moment’s pause.

“I gotta a boat in the Padre pier,” he'd told Carlos. “It’s not big
or nothing, but you can stay there for a night or two. No one’s gonna
bother you.”

Carlos thanked him, saying he had one last stop to make in San
Antonio.

When he pulled his burgundy Cadillac into the diner’s parking
lot, El Popa had hardly recognized Carlos. His face was sun-beaten, and
his hair, though windswept, was cut clean and short as a businessman's.
But Carlos was still as thin as ever, still had those dreamer’s eyes, and
through the car’s opened window, the two men shared a fixed embrace,
as if magnetized at the heart.

“Gracias por todo, Popa,” he said as they parted. “You saved

“Nada, nada,” El Popa replied and handed over a set of keys.
“You know I can’t say no to a Pefia in the ass like you.” His lips almost
curled upward in a smile. Whatever happened, he hoped Carlos would
make it out all right. Adios, chico, y bueno suerte, he thought, watching

his ex-partner vanish inside the diner.
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After resting Javi down in the houseboat’s only bed—a trundle

that pulled out from the portside wall like a dresser drawer—Carlos
rummaged through the fridge and grabbed a can of Lone Star. The first
gulp’s buzz still tingling in his fingertips, he sat down at the kitchen table.
He listened to the boy’s light, rhythmic breaths as they buoyed up and
down with the tide alongside the Padre pier.

Almost home, he said to himself after another sip of beer. He
stood to go outside for a smoke and paused beside his son on the way.
You don't got nothing to worry over. Nothing at all, he thought. Through
the hush of sleep Carlos hoped Javi could somehow hear him.

Tomorrow they'd go to the beach and lay together on the shore,
Carlos imagined as he strolled down the pier’s salt-worn laths. The pale
light of the moon electrified his path in a beaming column that stretched
beyond the Gulf’s black waves, vanishing beyond the wooden jetty where
sky met surf. Carlos sat on the edge and let his legs dangle. He lit a
cigarette, shielding the gold-plated Zippo against the coastal gusts with
the palm of his hand.

To the south, wrapped in a halo of soft, city lights, he could
see the Matamoras skyline, so near he was sure that he could swim the
distance. He pictured himself beneath the waves, Javi wrapped warm
in his arms, floating out with the tides toward freedom and happiness
and everything he dreamed for in their life anew. No more running, no
more worries. Father and son, man and boy. He brought his eyelids up
slowly, letting the image of it linger in his mind. He was thankful for El
Popa, thankful that he and Javi had made it this far. A day from now, his

contact at the border would sign a one-day shopping pass for them.
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Theyd cross into Mexico, never come back.

Not wanting to disturb his son when he returned to the
houseboat, Carlos spread a thick blue quilt on the floor and lay down. As
he began to fall asleep, he remembered the rucksack and walked to the
kitchen to retrieve it. Beside it, he found stationary and a pen. Carlos
scribbled a quick note. He folded the paper in half, tucking it into his
jeans as he returned to his pallet on the ground. Javi stirred.

“It’s okay,” Carlos whispered. “It’s just your daddy.” He smiled

and shut his eyes, cradling the rucksack like an infant.

Walking across the ploughed-flat lengths of sand, his feet
sinking an inch with each step, the little boy spotted an abandoned pail
and plastic shovel.

He set out to build a castle, his fingers caked in sand as the sun
gently seared his bare shoulders. Trowel in hand, Javi carved the basin of
a moat. Desperate to fill it with sea water, he dashed back and forth from
ocean to castle, bucket in hand, eyes bright for one sweet moment as it
seemed to work, only to watch the fluid disappear within its own porous
walls. He could do it, Javi thought, if he had a larger pail.

Twenty yards away, the little boy saw his father wading in
the surf. A haze of grey—the faint, static light of dusk—swarmed the
afternoon sky. Javi sat up and watched his father move with grace among
the knee-high wavelets, dodging them as they split into heads of white
foam. It was as if he were dancing.

“Better come swim before it’s too dark, Javi,” he yelled through

the cupped palms of his hands.
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Scared by the ocean’s endless breadth, Javi took a gulp of air and

started for the water. Don't let the fear in, he told himself. This is the
new way, the new way of life. There’s no reason to be afraid.

Once Javi’s toe met the Gulf’s edge, Carlos scooped him up.
“See,” he said, softly splashing his son as he held him close. “It’s okay.
‘There’s nothing gonna hurt you when you're with your dad.” Javi rested
his head on Carlos’ chest. Beneath the cool, damp skin, he could hear his
father's heartbeat.

Rocking him in tune with the early evening waves, Carlos spoke
of their plans. There would be a new house beside the seashore, a new
mother to take care of them, a new school. Javi’s small hands traced the
curvature of his father’s tattooed and sun-beaten chest. In awe of his
muscles, taut and thick as a rope, he wondered if he'd ever grow to be so
strong.

Along Carlos’ribcage, Javi sketched a narrow line of raised white
skin. His index finger followed its notched path that strayed recklessly
toward his hip. He looked up at his father, eyes barely open against the
setting sun.

“It’s from an accident. From a long time ago. It’s not gonna
happen ever again.”

Javi again pressed his ear to the beating heart. He listened to
everything—his father’s slow and wispy voice as it retold the story of their
new lives, the gentle murmur of the waves, their whitecaps fizzing into
a delicate mist before fading out of sight. He listened to the heartbeat
as closely as he could, its constant pounding like the very force behind
their run toward freedom. He felt sure that he was the luckiest boy in

the world.
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El Popa’s daughter took a three-hour course every Tuesday
night at the South Padre College of Medical and Chiropractic assistants.
She was training to become a massage therapist, a goal that pleased her
father, as it afforded him the luxury of spending extra time with his only
granddaughter, Elena—not to mention the occasional backrub.

El Popa had done well for himself in the ‘80s and ‘90s, managing
to hold onto enough money to live comfortably without ever having spent
more than a few nights at a time in county lockup. Now, at fifty-two,
he could live at a more relaxed pace, budgeting his time between home,
his daughter’s apartment and his houseboat docked beside South Padre’s
fishing docks.

Before his daughter had left for class that night, she'd been
bothered by her father’s mood. It was, she'd said while gathering her
textbooks, very much unlike him. El Popa lied, saying that the recent
onset of another red tide had ruined a fishing trip for him and a few
buddies.

“Well,” his daughter began, “I know it’s disappointing, but it’ll
be over in a couple days.”

“You right, you right,” he said, voice quiet. “It’s no big deal. Lo
siento, hijita.”

“I know I'm right,” she said, opening the front door. “Plus, you
get to spend some time con tu pequefia querida.”

With a blank stare, E] Popa agreed, telling his daughter to take
good notes in class, and not to worry about a thing. He'd fed Elena bite-

sized slices of a hotdog and macaroni and cheese before giving her a bath.
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Though his daughter insisted that the little girl be in her crib by half-

past seven, El Popa always let her stay up and tinker with the blocks he'd
bought for her second birthday.

Slumped low in his usual spot on the plastic-wrapped loveseat,
El Popa looked on as his granddaughter stacked the green and yellow
pieces as high as she could before they went tumbling down in a mess all
around her. He struggled to smile with her as she looked at him,
clapping her hands and bobbing up and down on the carpet.

No matter what he did, El Popa couldn’t lose thought of the call
he'd received before, the sound of the wheezing man on the other end of
the line. Had it threatened him, had that terrible voice menaced E1 Popa
alone, the veteran drug runner would have kept silent, and never betrayed
Carlos’ safe house. But like El Popa himself, the man whod called was
a professional, and had undercut any spot of decency to find out what
he needed to know. As casually as a person might ask a passerby for
the time, the man had whispered the names of El Popa’s daughter and
granddaughter, their address, and asked with a calm flutter of laughter if
he was completely sure he hadn’t seen or heard from Carlos Pefia. “Think
hard, Viejo,” the man had said as he hung up.

At eight’ oclock, Elena began to fuss. El Popa rocked her
a moment before resting her in the crib. Fingers wrapped around its
smoothed bars, he knelt over his granddaughter, watching her tiny belly
rise and fall with each lungful of air. He gazed out of her bedroom
window. Near the end of a mile-long strip of city lights, El Popa could
make out the long, timber columns of the Padre Pier, jutting deep into

the Gulf’s quiet darkness.
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Inside, his chest ached. A tingling vacancy gnashed and tugged at the
walls of his stomach.

“Lo siento, Hijito,” EI Popa muttered, stroking the scarred
center of his brow. He reached for the telephone.

Javi awoke to the noise of a hushed panic. Alone in the trundle,
he struggled to see his father in the shadows. The bed creaked as Javi
shifted his weight. A pair of hands swept across him. The boy tried to
scream and bite and kick. He thrashed like a fish caught in an angler’s
net. He could hear a tinkering at the door. Javi trembled.

“Don’t worry,” his father sighed, breath hot on the boy’s ear. “It’s
just me. It’s just you daddy. We gonna have to hide you, okay? We gonna
have to keep you safe while you daddy talks to these guys here, okay?”
The boy nodded his head.

Someone kicked the door. The whole boat shook. “You gotta
lay down real flat on the bed, Javi. Yeah, just like that,” his father said and
ran to grab the rucksack. “Okay, okay,” he whispered. 1 gotta close you
up in the wall, Javi.” The boy began to cry, shaking his head and sniffling,
“I already told you, you don't need to be scared. I just gotta take care one
more thing and then we’ll be right back on track, okay?” He stroked his
son's head. “I'm not gonna close you up all the way, Javi. I'll leave it open
a crack.” Another kick to the door, a rapping of hands like gunshots on
the window. From the pocket of his jeans, Carlos pulled out a folded
sheet of paper and laid it on Javi’s chest. He closed the boy up into the
wall. “T'll be okay, you just meet me on the other side of the pier when the
sun comes up, okay? You hear me?” The boy wedged his fingers through
the crack in the wall.
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“And if you can’t find me, you just give that paper to somebody, okay?

They'll know what to do, okay?” Carlos squeezed the boy’s fingers,
and brought them to his lips. “En /a manana, Javi. En la mariana.”

The door broke open and smashed against the wall. Salt air
flooded the room. It stung Javi’s nostrils as he lay motionless, the tip of
his nose forced flat against the top of the drawer. Everyone was shouting.
He could not hear his father. A light flashed on, and then off as the door
slammed shut. He was alone, trembling in the sudden silence. Eyes
forced shut, tears beading at their corners, Javi whispered to himself, “En
la mariana. The new life, everything starts en /a masiana. 1 don't gotta be
scared of nothing anymore.”

Lorena’s days teemed with dread and idle prayer. Sitting cross-
legged on the carpet of Javi’s bedroom, she'd lined up a row of votive
candles and watched as the clean white wax softened and thinned into a
muddled grey against their wicks. Lorena begged God for some response.
But each time one was not received, the silence that had swallowed her
home became more apparent. It became unbearable. Though she'd tried
to keep the little boy safe, Lorena quietly accepted that she had failed
him. There’s no room in this life, she thought, for another miracle. She'd
been given hers on the day Javi was born pure from a polluted womb, and
now he'd been plunged back into the world from which she'd spent eight
years protecting him.

Lorena stood from the floor and walked onto her balcony. A
thundercloud crept across the evening sky like spilled ink. The summer

heat wafted up, enveloped her face in its dampness. As the first cool
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drops of rain dotted the courtyard, she felt old and alone, and within her
brewed a sense that in Javi’s absence she was useless. Lorena worried that
all of her answered prayers were impermanent. She had been so selfish to
believe that God’s gift of a more perfect life would last forever.

Maybe Javi was happier now, she thought, gazing into the
blackness of the unlit swimming pool. For fear that he might drown,
Lorena had never once allowed her grandson to feel the water’s cool
embrace. It was just another of her habits to keep him safe. But all of
that seemed pretty foolish now that he was gone.

As the tiny beads of rain grew larger, the sweat weighed on
Lorena like a shroud. Her heartbeat sped. As if taken by the hand, she
began to walk down the steps toward the gate that enclosed the swimming
pool. The water was motionless, and she let her threadbare nightgown
fall from her shoulders and onto the pavement before stepping in.

With a long, deep breath she spread out her arms and allowed
herself to fall backwards. She heard the muted crash of the shattered
waterline as she drifted to the bottom. Eyes closed, she became conscious
that in her mind she was praying for her grandson, for herself. Floating
upward, she felt humble and free and blessed. And at the instant the skin
of her face crested its surface, she saw a vision of Javi, smiling and safe.
‘The darkness of the water became alive in a tender sparkle of green light.

On the sand at the foot of the Padre Pier, Javi sat alone and
watched the first beams of sunlight crest the far reaches of the Gulf.
Tinted a thousand different shades of blue and red and grey, the swirling
sky chased away the loose ends of darkness. The night thawed into

formlessness with the sunrise like a dream.
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Closed tightwithin thewalls of the houseboat’s trundle, Javihad not slept.

He’d felt trapped and helpless and worried for his father. Terrified and
alone for the first time in his eight years, the boy had started to panic, to
believe that all the hope he’d known when imagining his new life had
dried up like the water in his castle’s moat.

As the sun broke over the waves, Javi thought that he might be
waiting in the wrong spot. His father, he was sure, must be on the other
side of the pier. They would meet and get breakfast together, the boy
thought. His stomach hurt for food. But each step toward the dock’s
opposite end only brought closer the same view of emptiness, the constant
blanket of soft white sand, stretching endlessly in either direction. He
reached into his bathing suit’s shallow pockets and withdrew the folded
sheet of paper his father had given him. It read:

Mynameisjavier Peria. Iamlost. Mynanaisveryscared. Shedon'tknow
wherelam. InSanAntoniolliveswithbher. Pleasehelpmetocall210-632-0307.

He slumped down into the sand and began to shudder, forcing
himself not to cry. The tide rolled up in a foamy thin sheet, kissing the
tips of his toes as he read the letter again and again. There was no more
reason to dream, no one to keep him safe. He was alone.

With the sun now high above the ocean, he marched along the
beach, kicking at the sand with each step. It scattered about his feet in
bursts of fine dust. Just before him, where the shore met the sea, he He
slumped down into the sand and began to shudder, forcing himself not to
cry. The tide rolled up in a foamy thin sheet, kissing the tips of his toes as
he read the letter again and again. There was no more reason to dream,

no one to keep him safe. He was alone.
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With the sun now high above the ocean, he marched along the
beach, kicking at the sand with each step. It scattered about his feet in
bursts of fine dust. Just before him, where the shore met the sea, he eyed
a line of glimmering silver. Seashells, the squinting boy thought.

But as he raced nearer, anxiously hovering over those tiny flashes
of perfect light, the boy saw the fish, their gills flaring helplessly, absent
eyes swollen and vacant and staring at nothing. He saw them by the
hundreds, barely floating in the glass-thin fizz of the tide, some wedged
in the shallows, knotted in briars of dried seaweed half-bleached by the
sun. All of them floating, lining the shore like an unfastened chain of
electric silver. Javi stepped back in the sand, afraid of the water, the way
it promised the fish life only to drown it away. The salt air blew hard
against him, mussing his hair. He remembered what his father had told
him, that it could not hurt him, that he need not be afraid, and he ran
back in, his tiny hands spearing the water’s surface, grabbing them one
by one. And there he stood, a little boy knee deep in the surf, casting fish

back into the sea.
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Birth of the Frog-Eyed Baby
by Viet Ngo
October 26, 1972. I was born, but not like the deformed
Agent Orange babies that come out with missing limbs, bones
sticking out of the wrong areas, elongated heads, or eyes that
protrude at the edge of their sockets like those of a frog about to

implode. I came out normal. My mother gave birth naturally.

January 30, 1972. My passage from a wispy consideration on
the periphery of God’s mind to conception was no doubt spurred by
a need to make amends for the preceding incident in Derry, Northern

Ireland, where an armed British regiment shot 27 protesters. Fourteen

died.

February 14, 1972. I was born in the Year of the Rat. I was
conceived sometime around Tet, the Vietnamese Lunar New Year, when
my parents may have been having too much fun for those times. Like the
Chinese calendar, twelve animals represent a year in one full cycle. The
rat is the start of each cycle. Tet coincided with America’s Valentine’s
Day. It was a special leap year, too. In addition to having an extra day in
February, the year required an extra second added at the end of June and
one at the end of December. “Leap seconds.” A moment more to pause

and reflect.

March 15, 1972. Gestation approximately 40 weeks, broken

into trimesters to gage development. Still in my first trimester, around
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my third or fourth week of gestation, when I was not yet called a baby
or even a fetus, “The Godfather” premiered in the US on March 15, with
those famous first lines of the movie, “I love America. America has made
my fortune.” Tell that to the frog-eyed baby. I was a blastocyst. I don't
know what they would have called him.

March 30, 1972. Two days before Easter, the People’s Army of
Vietnam (PAVN) launched the Nguyen Hue Offensive, targeting first
the city and province of Quang Tri. A major location for American bases,
it was also known as a place with a large population of Catholics. My
family lived there, and they were Catholic, so I would be Catholic. Due
to the fighting, they fled with my gestating self to Danang. Quang Tri
fell, but my family found safety in Danang, home to a large US air base,
which turned out to be a major mixing and distribution point for Agent
Orange, the chemical used to defoliate the Vietnamese countryside.
Dioxin, a chemical compound in Agent Orange, has been blamed for
a large number of cancers and health-related problems for Vietnam
War veterans and for Vietnamese nationals, including second and third

generation birth deformities.

I was born on this toxic soil that split the North and the South.
The frog-eyed baby came with me, and was as doomed as the earth. We
both weren't even past our first trimester when US scientists Stanley
Norman Cohen and Herbert Boyer met in Honolulu, Hawai‘i and made
plans to work together on recombinant DNA. This would change the

field of genetics and bioengineering forever.
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According to the Human Genome Project:

The terms “recombinant DNA technology,” 'DNA cloning,” ‘molecular
cloning,” and ‘gene cloning” all refer o the same process: the transfer of a DNA
fragment of interest from one organism to a self-replicating genetic element
such as a bacterial plasmid. The DNA of interest can then be propagated in a
Sforeign host cell.

Reproductive cloning is expensive and highly inefficient. More
than 90% of cloning attempts fail to produce viable offspring. More than 100
nuclear transfer procedures could be required to produce one viable clone. In
addition to low success rates, cloned animals tend to have more compromised
immune function and higher rates of infection, tumor growth, and other
disorders. Japanese studies have shown that cloned mice live in poor health

and die early.

April 10, 1972. The US signed the Biological Weapons
Convention, an agreement to ban biological warfare. By the eighth week,
I have webbed fingers and toes that start to develop, and facial features

become more defined.

May 21, 1972. In Rome, Laszlo Toth took a sledgehammer to
Michelangelo’s “Pieta,” and shattered the Holy Mother’s comfort to her
child into thousands of fragments so miniscule that they could not be
retrieved, like simple transgressions too dated to recall for forgiveness. 1

was in my second trimester.
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June 17, 1972. Five men were caught attempting to bug
Democratic National Committee headquarters in DC’s Watergate

complex.

June 28,1972, The Army of the Republic of Vietnam, backed
by the US Army, tried to take back Quang Tri. More than 80,000 tons of
ordnance was dropped on Quang Tri. They got the city back. June 29,
1972. The US Supreme Court ruled the death penalty unconstitutional.

September 1, 1972. Bobby Fischer defeated Boris Spassky in
a chess match in Reykjavik, Iceland, becoming the first American chess

champion. This came to be known as the “Match of the Century.”

September 5, 1972. In my last trimester, at the Summer
Olympics in Munich, a Palestinian group called Black September killed
11 Israeli athletes.

October 13,1972. Uruguayan Air Force Flight 571, carrying 45
people, crashed in the Andes. Eight days later, the search for the plane
was called off.

October 26, 1972. Henry Kissinger, then Secretary of State,
said of the Vietnam War: “We believe that peace is at hand.” A Nobel
Prize for Peace was not awarded in 1972. I was born. My birth was

celebrated by newly re-elected President Nixon’s “Christmas Bombing”

of North Vietnam, which commenced on December 18.
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Two days later, sixteen survivors of Flight 571 would be found
and rescued. In order to survive, they admitted to having eaten the flesh
of their dead. They were Catholic. I was born normal. I had never
noticed my difference, my two heads, four arms and four legs, until my
family prepared to leave Vietnam in 1975. They took a worn machete
my father used while fighting in the jungle, and without warning like
they did whenever they wanted to pull out one of my baby teeth, cut off
a head, two arms and two legs, because they knew that Americans would
not be able to look at me that way. I laid my severed parts next to the
frog-eyed baby, hoping he could find use for them. The frog-eyed baby
didn'’t see me leaving, too busy feeling for eyelids that were not there with

fingers that never formed.

February 22,2008. The Year of the Rat. Three cycles later. The
US Second Court of Appeals upheld a lower court decision to dismiss 16
lawsuits by Vietnam veterans, their families, and Vietnamese nationals
against US chemical manufacturers of Agent Orange. Furthermore, the
court ruled that use of Agent Orange was not in violation of international
law, as it was not used as a weapon against people. The frog-eyed
baby—now an adult but with a growth-stunted body and mind—did
not understand, but still thought to cry despite the lack of tear ducts. I
met the frog-eyed baby again, and he gave me back my head, and, in a

moment’s pause, he disappeared, leaving me with my head in my hands.
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I n s om n i a

by Russ Franklin

The doctors drop confetti out of the airplane to show me
I'm being discharged. Counselors and patients clap, a little good-for-
you celebration until I see that the confetti is pages and pages of the
Report on Personality. I run around to gather up my personality before
the others can see, and I notice that the word “insomniais in bold

everywhere it appears.

Discharged home is the acre you get to roam in the middle of the night,
the place to wear your new white pajamas on the doorsteps. I stretch
my arms to the moonlight and flap, fly over the dark yard where the
obedient dog sleeps in her bowl of dirt.

My pajamas fill with night air, and I cross the creamy highway and fly
into the cypress crowns and over the kneed swamp with water snakes
wiggling through stars. This is the first part of insomnia.

The second part is daylight, and wearing my daylight clothes, and losing
my balance around people, and stumbling against the mechanic. I try
to think of something to say, but what comes out is, “Did you know that

if you flap your arms you can fly?”

He’s doing something under the hood now, and he asks me if I'm crazy.
“How do you know,”I say, “when’s the last time you've actually tried

flapping your arms?”

The sound of his ratchet dawns on me like something I would like to be
able to do, I hear it speak in the middle of the day—insomnia, insomnia,

insomnia.
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Father’s Day
by  Simeon  Mills
The pup lay for dead on my brother’s lap, and other than the sad

howling coming from deep in its throat, it hardly gave a sign of life. The
thing wasn't even moving its eyes, and its chin was just set there pitifully
between its big front paws. My brother Jim held tight to the pup’s black
body, one hand on its ribs and the other patting its skull. I was at the
wheel, keeping steady my mother’s brand new Cutlass Supreme. I'd put
the seat all the way back and let my whole body sink down into it—but
there was no getting comfortable. Not only did the thing carry on like all
pups do when they’re fresh away from their mothers and thinking you're
delivering them to their deaths; the pup was really sick. The howling was
the easy part. Because when that pup finally did hush itself a minute, Jim
and I just sat there in silence and waited for air to pass in the pup’s throat,
whistling through a thick wall of phlegm.

“Be sure you're not choking it with your hand there,”I told Jim
after hearing the pup’s air cutting off in mid-breath, and because my little
brother, with all his loving intentions, needed to be told what he was
doing half the time. “L.ook where the hell you got your hand, Jim. You're
about strangling it yourself.”

Jim didn't say a word. But I knew he’'d heard me by the way he
just stared out his window like some woman would do.I had the windows
down despite the car’s air conditioning and the wind was blowing his
long hair all over his side of the car. I just shook my head and got out
a cigarette. And searching for the car’s lighter, I barely heard the kid
whisper back: “What'cha gonna do, smoke? He don't need smoke either,

does he?”
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With that I just kept driving, keeping my cigarette right there
in my mouth but finally deciding not to light it on account of this being
our mother’s first ever new car. That Jim. After three years youd think
he'd have grown up enough to look his own brother in the eye. It’s not
like I was still twice his size and whooping him. There were four years
separating us but you wouldn’t know it anymore seeing us shoulder to
shoulder. The kid had had grown to an inch of my height and put an extra
few inches of muscle around his arms. He'd also gotten rid of the damn
buzz cut he'd always had as a kid, and grown his hair clear down his neck.
Our mother had also told me he was something of an athlete—league
champ last year throwing discus—and that this girl had been calling
on the phone for him all spring. But you could still only speculate on
the reality of all that, because the kid wouldn't tell our mother anything
about this girl, or bring her to the house for dinner, which sounded like it
about broke my mother’s heart by the way she told it. But it made good
sense to me. Before I'd left I'd seen the kid a time or two dealing with the
opposite sex, and never did I see him look so dumb and helpless. Having
two of them staring him down from across the table for an entire meal
and trying to get him to talk intelligently would probably disable him for
a month.

Not that he'd mentioned the girl to me either, or even her name,
or anything else about himself. For my whole visit home so far he'd
mostly just stood there like some big Indian with his long hair, eyeing
me, keeping his thoughts, if there were any, clear off his face. Thinking
back though, I couldn’t complain about the kid as far as little brothers go.
He always had a way of watching the things I did while staying clear of
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me at the same time so I didn’t have to whoop him.

But seeing him now, it was as though the kid’s skin had gotten
even thicker without me around. Like he was the one whod been gone
for three years without a word to anybody. And after a whole two
weeks of sharing a house again with the kid, it made me think, three
years ... I looked at my brother, trying to think of something reassuring
to say about the dying pup in his arms.

But Jim—that kid!-—he had his chin tucked to his chest and his
lips pointing out like he was trying to stretch them a full foot and kiss the
pup on the nose. I nearly laughed at the sight, but stopped quick when
I saw my brother’s eyes were closed and that he was hurting. His lips, I
saw then, were just blowing lightly on the pup’s face to calm it, taking me
back to how he would just walk off and sit on the ground without saying
a word, and with his back to me, blowing on a bleeding wound I'd just
given him.

I could only get back to the wheel and keep driving. That damn
pup! It was all Jim’s idea anyhow, and like it was his own new-born
purpose in life Jim hadn't taken his eyes off it since he woke up this
morning and found it lying on its belly, hacking and coughing up spit.
I needed to talk to Jim. To tell him that that pup'd be all right, that
everybody knows pups get sick when they’re young, and that if he'd quit
his worrying about it maybe we could look each other in the face and talk
about what the hell happened to our family after I left home.

“Jim,” I said, “T’ll tell you what about that pup ...” but turning
toward the kid I caught a sight out his window: nothing but god damn

corn all the way back to the sun, which was set low and touching the
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of those young stalks a hundred miles away. “Yeah, I'll tell you, Jim. . .”
and the pup suddenly let out such a long and sickly sound that I felt my
own throat closing on me, “That pup . ..” and my brother, hearing it too,

grabbed the thing tighter with his big new arms, squeezing what air was

left right out its mouth in a single huff, “Jim ...”

I swung my head forward, seeing nothing but that overgrown
countryside with a sliver of dirt down the middle. I tossed the cigarette
out the window and put the gas to an inch of the floor, rattling us in our
seats with gravel spitting out behind, hoping like hell it'd get that pup

howling again.

T'd arrived at my mother’s big new house just before midnight
two weeks ago, and in five minutes of stepping on her big new porch
she and I'd hugged no fewer than ten separate times, said more than our
share of my-God’s and I-can't-believe-it's, both had a strong drink in
hand and were comfortably sitting down across from each other at her
new antique dining room table, the drinks nearly finished.

Trying to relax in the hard, high-backed chair, I admired the
spacious room, while my mother just couldn’t stop smiling about all of it.
She put her hand to her lips and started laughing silently until her eyes
were shut and it was like she was crying. I stopped looking at the things
around me then and just watched her, and felt an uneasiness about her
looking just how she always used to: how she'd sit in her favorite chair in
the old living room—the one that looked out the big window, out over

the fields—and how I'd stand in the other room and watch:
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how really slowly and easily her mouth'd make a smile, one youd want
to photograph if you didn't know better. And that smileld stay there
for minutes, getting harder and harder, until the muscles in her cheeks
were stained red, and her whole face looked as shiny as polished stones.
Sometimes I'd even stay for the crying itself. But this here, I realized,
even with that same smiling and then something like crying following it,
this was different to watch. I couldn’t stop smiling myself.

“Travis, honey. Don't mind this,” she said, and it was really
something, how happy she could look while crying. “Tell me, what do
you think of the house here?”

“WEell this house is sure something.”

“Yes, isn’t it?” She laughed and cried some more. “I'll give you the
official tour tomorrow when the sun’s up. How the sun comes in through
these bay windows is something else, Travis. Different and special every
hour of the day. But would you just look at this house! It’s so much more

4

than I could ever use. Well, with just me and Jim. It has five bedrooms.”

I looked around the dining room as if I could count them all

right from my seat. She just watched me and nodded.

“And I have this idea, Travis, of remodeling the second story
and making a bed and breakfast. Just for the weekends, I was thinking.
This town is so old and, well, historical I guess. And I got this place right
in the center of it. Don’t you think so, Travis? With the old church down
the street and all?”

“I suppose I can take a better look tomorrow.”
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“That’s what I'm imagining. A bed and breakfast. You never
know who you'll see from one week to the next. Could be anyone, really.”
Her eyes got even wider. “And I still haven't had a house-warming. Can
you believe it? I'm imagining in two or three weeks. I'll have to tell
everyone that they will be coming soon. I've hardly even spoken with
anybody since the ... or my sisters, or my parents even. But,” she shook a
finger in the air, “everyone will be here.” My mother picked up her glass
and sipped down the last of it. “They must be curious. About things.
About this house. And if you could be here for it, Travis, seeing how it’s
been so long. In two or three weeks, I'm imagining.”

I opened up my hands. “Well—"

“Oh—"

“T’'ll need to send for—"

“Travis,” she said, and her smile was upon me again. “Dear,
I must apologize. I was so happy to see you I forgot all about what’s
happened. You and Marie, Travis. You were so . . .” She bit her lip. “You
were still so upset when you phoned.” She leaned forward, turning her
head, inviting me to tell her about it.

“Well, mom, it’s like this,” and she was right about one thing:
I had been upset. But also, I'd been doing everything I could not to
remember it since it happened, so I didn't even have a good thought or
even a story at hand I could think to tell her. “T guess I just needed to
leave that place. Just needed to get out of there, you know?” My mother
watched me closely and kept giving me that smile, looking both happy
and sad at the same time. But then, as little things started coming back to

me as if from nothing but her asking, she started nodding her head and
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whispering “dear dear” and I saw that her look wasn't happy or sad, but that it
something much more. Her cheeks were like those stones again.
“You know what I'm getting at here, mom?”

“Travis.” The smile suddenly left her face, but returned just as quickly.
“If you only knew what’s happened here. There were times I would have called
you. When I really ought to have.” She looked up at the ceiling, only for a
moment, though. “But why don't you tell me about you and Marie? Will you,
Travis?”

“I...” and I watched her eyes close again, “I can't say for sure.1 just
knew I had to go. That was it.”

“Dear...”

“She didn’t want me to go. I mean, it wasn’t she throwing me out
or like that. She just wasn't hearing what I was saying. The woman just shut
off when I told her.” She had her eyes dead on mine, shaking her head like
disbelief, grinning. Then she stopped, shut her eyes again and nodded the
whole top half of her body in agreement. “You know, mom, after all that time
with her ... T can't even explain it, but I started getting this feeling. It was a
teeling I got.” She leaned in close. “This feeling. Yeah, and I couldn’t shake it.
I thought maybe it was the kind of thing you could just shake with time, but
it wasn't. And after a while, that’s when I just knew.”

“Honey, I know. That’s all you have to say. I know exactly what you
mean. It's very hard. It’s very hard to do.”

“I remember the moment I did know. I just woke up, and I had this
terrible dream. But the dream was good, actually. It was actually a wonderful
dream. And the terribleness was only from waking up from it.”

I had to stop then and recall just how it was.
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“Remember that girl? Named Alison Locke? One year younger than me
in high school?”

My mother leaned closer.

“Alison Locke. She was married to some guy in this dream. And
I heard she got married in real life last summer—that’s probably what
made me dream it because I haven't seen Alison since high school or even
thought about her. Honest. She was . . . she was an all right girl back then.
But in the dream, I saw her and she saw me. She was just staring at me,
and that was enough by itself. But when she started talking she started
saying shed been waiting for me ever since high school. Saying things
like she kept loving me all this time, and things about loving me forever.
I was dreaming, and it was like nothing really existed. Then I had to wake
up. And of course Marie was lying there. This was a Saturday morning,
and that’s supposed to be the best morning of the week. And all I could
see of her was the backs of her shoulders. And then I saw her cheek. She
wasn't moving. I didn't see her breathing either, and that was the thing.
The side of her cheek. Mom, she could’ve been dead.”

“No. Oh, no.” My mother’s head shook in protest. “You don't
need to say anything else. I know, honey. I know.” But her grin came back
and I took a big breath. She stood up and walked over and wrapped her
arms around my neck. It'd been four days since all of it with Marie, and
the touch of a woman—my own mother, at that—was the finest thing I
could imagine. “You don't need to say anything else, dear. I understand
you. We understand each other.”

Her grip loosened so I just squeezed my arm tighter around her

waist. Her cheek was touching the top of my head and and I heard her
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whisper, “Oh, it’s all right, Travis.” I waited for her to stop crying, but I

wasn't hurrying it either. I just watched us holding each other in the big
bay window reflection and knew that anyone driving through town right
thend be able to see everything. But I wasn't thinking about that. I held
my mother even tighter and felt nothing but proud of her. Proud of her
big new house and of the kind of woman she was.

“Mom, this house is sure something, you know that?”

“Honey, that’s just—"

She pushed herself off me.

“Well!” she said. “Well.” And what she was saying wasn’t aimed
at me anymore. “Would you believe who just got home?”

And turning, looking down a hallway, there stood Jim, the
stillness of his body giving no sign of how long he'd been there watching.

1 stood up.

“Jim,” I said, taking a step toward him. “Good to see you, kid..”

We kept on a straight line through the corn field, which ending
up shooting us into the side of a woods. The pup gave a long, pathetic
howl in the sudden darkness of the trees. Jim had twisted his entire
body in his seat and held the pup away from me and I could hear him
whispering stupidly in its ear to calm it. I felt over the dashboard to find
the headlights and got them on just in time to see an unmarked turn not
thirty yards up.

“Christ, Jim!”

I skidded down to twenty-five and took the corner, only to see

another one ready to curve us back the other way.
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“What kind’a bullshit—" and just then it came to me: I was
driving Joseph Trail, the old Indian trail I hadn't been on since early
boyhood, not since the days my dad'd take me riding with him in his
brand new Chevy work truck, driving it loosely, happily, with a can rested
in his crotch and five more rocking against his work boot; and me, just
this kid, wearing an extra orange hunting hat of my dad’s, looking out the
window at the pines, listening: “Boy, look around at this here road. You
know what this is? This is the country ... Look at that house up there,
the only fool house for fifteen miles. Can you see it up there? Up through
those pines? Look far.”

Hed slow down the truck for me and lean across the cab and
point it out. “It’s got maples coming out the bedroom windows and a
full-grown pine a foot out the front door! He! He! You couldn’t get to it
with a bulldozer! Old Indian lived there, your Grandpa told me, one of
them bad-drinking Indians, he said. One of them silent ones who never
did nothing but open and close his eyes for you. But that Indian'd have to
get to town every week or so to refill his jug, so folks there knew the sight
of him. Called him Dexter. And then one day just out’a the sheer blue,
some fool realized that old Dexter ain't been down with his jug in more
than two years! Well, shit . .. What do you think?”

Hed give me a glance. “He still up in that house? He, he,
he...”

My dad'd take a long drink from the can and leave me grinning.
“Old Indians owned all this out here, til they died, or sold their land for
nothing, or just plain left it for the state to take hold of. And once the

state got enough of it they just threw some gravel down on this here
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trail and called it a road. Don’t know where they figured it'd take anybody.

Or if anybody'd want to go there if it did. Might see some hunters now
and then. Nobody worth a damn as far as I know ... But you see the way
she bends and twists all over the county? You know why that is? Well,
them Indians, they used to walk this trail to the next settlement. And
them Indians, they respected every single thing out here they could see.
They'd bend if the riverd bend, and they'd move aside for that big son-
of-a-bitch tree right there . .. over there could’ve been a rabbit’s nest they
decided to let be a few hundred years back. Look at it . . . probably still
got some rabbits in it now.”

But somewhere going along, when the treesd start getting
blacker, my dad'd get quieter, and his truckd slow to an idle and he'd
say, softly, “Now there’s one sorry son of a bitch.” The truckd stop in the
middle of the road, the engine still working, and we'd sit there, my dad
just leaning with his forearms on the steering wheel, reaching down at
moments for his can, but the whole time just staring at those woods.

“That’s one sorry son of a bitch.”

“What is it, dad?” I'd say, trying to look over the dashboard
myself, but only seeing the black pines.

And hed turn to me, with a suddenness that’d make me turn to
him, and there he'd smile, showing me the hugeness and whiteness of his
teeth. I could just stare at my dad then. “Nothing. That’s nothing, Travis.
Nothing we need to worry about, is it?” And I'd just nod back, believing
him. And right there hed turn the truck around and we'd ride home,
silently thinking about the dinner my mother'd have waiting.

“Hey, Jim. We going the right way, here? You got to tell me, kid.”
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We were deep on the trail, and if there were houses back in
these woods I surely couldn'’t see them. Jim was holding the pup near his
belly and watching it close. The pup was moving more now, digging into
my brother’s legs with its over-sized paws.

“We're almost there, right?” I asked. “That pup needs to get out
of this car.”

“He’s hungry. We need to feed him.”

“You brought the food, didn’t you?”

He gave me a look that said he'd been at least that smart, but
then kept the look on me.

“What?”

“He’s hungry.”

“What do you want me to do, Jim? I'm driving. With no help
from you, either. If Mom'd let you drive this thing I'd hold that pup and
let you go down this . . . road.”

He curled the pup to his chest while it squirmed, kicking
everywhere, landing a front paw square on his cheek. Jim just squeezed it
tighter.

“If that pup pisses in here, Jim—Watch the thing!”

“We gotta stop. I gotta feed him.”

I let the kid have his way. With the headlights still going in
front Jim took the pup out on the road. I ran a hand over Jim’s seat,
finding no wetness, and then got out myself.

Looking back from where weld come I saw the real country
darkness of trees coming together overhead, so thick and dark that if you

threw a rock upward it might just thud against another layer of the
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earth. There was also that real country silence that caused me to wish I
was warm and drunk, and somewhere with a person I could just sit down
and not say anything to, but still be fine with that way, like people are
supposed to be together.

I'looked through the headlights for Jim, but instead of finding
the kid and the pup I got something curious up ahead where the road
turned, up where a steady row of pines ought to have been, but where
there was a black hollow in the woods. What foold have a driveway in
this dense forest? I walked up, and at ten feet away I stopped cold. There
stood one giant maple; all around it was just stumps, everything burned
black. The maple had a cavity in it, about waist-high, with burned-over
bark reaching ten feet up. The dirt in front of the tree was blackened
and raked clean except for the thousands of pieces of broken glass that
would have been too small to pick up quickly, and that from a distance
could've been mistaken for tiny valuables if it weren't for how burned-up
everything was around them, even the gravel road having been burned
black, out to where the tire tracks heading right into it still were, leaving
no evidence of panic or a second thought.

My own shadow was leaning against that maple, and if someone
would've killed my headlights right then I'd have been frozen on that
road until morning. But the coldness eventually eased off, letting me
turn around, and I didn’t look back again until I had both hands on the
steering wheel.

Jim was waiting in the passenger seat with the pup on his lap.

“He was just hungry. He didn't need to go to the bathroom. He

just needed food.”
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The pup was lying peacefully and breathing without a sound.

As we got going Jim turned to the hole in the wood, his eyes
gliding by like it was just any old trees. Neither of us said a word.

After another five minutes of slow steering the woods receded a
half-mile on both sides, becoming a field of tall grass. The sky opened up
too, a thick, low darkness without anything above it. The field was treeless
other than those on its distant edges, and somewhere on that horizon a
grey square appeared and became the side of a small, grey house. Out my
window a wind rolled and the grass-tops all bowed at once further back
than I could see. Jim spoke then: “There.”

'The house stood back from the road. There was no front yard,
just the tall grass. With its evenly pitched roof and glassed-in windows it
was the first thing built on Joseph Trail in memory. Wed finally gotten to

our dad’s brand new house.

The pup was first to reach the back deck, scrambling up the
two steps, and then first to greet my dad. He was sitting in a lawn chair,
the only furniture on the whole deck, and staring at the fields behind
his house. He didn’t move until the pup rammed head-first into his leg,
causing the pup to bounce sideways off the deck, and my dad to finally
look toward the driveway. My brother jogged over. The pup sprinted back
around, up the steps, and right over to my dad again; then it started
licking his bare feet. I just stood next to the car, watching. Then I went up
there too.

“What's this here?”

My brother didn't say a thing, but just stood back smiling,
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glancing up and down from the pup to my dad.

“Huh,” my dad said under a breath, and returned his look to
the fields. He reached down beside his chair for his can of beer. The pup
lay down and started licking something off the deck. Jim squatted and
picked the thing up by its ribs, making it squeal until he had to drop it
again. Then the pup tried to bite his shoes. I watched my dad tilt his head
back and finish the can.

“Happy Father’s Day,” I said.

“Oh yeah?” My dad looked at me. His face was blank. “Yeah,
Travis?”

“Yeah Dad, it’s good to see you. Ah—"1 offered my hand down
to where he was sitting. “It’s sure good to see you.”

“Oh yeah, Travis?” Now he had something like a smile going at
the corners of his mouth. “Huh.” He glanced at the fields. “Good to see
you, Travis.” He grabbed my hand, hard, and let go of it.

Then he stared at the pup. The thing barked at Jim—the first
time I'd heard it speak other than its howling. It was jumping with his
front paws kicking at the air. Jim laughed and rubbed the pup’s back.

“What you got there, Jim?”

Jim could barely open his eyes on account of his grinning.
“Happy Father’s Day.”

“This here dog? Huh.” My dad leaned forward and squinted at
the pup. “He got fleas?”

Jim laughed and shook his head and slapped his knee. It was a
sight, the kid smiling like he was and the pup acting so lively. My dad

leaned down in his chair, a foot from the pup’s head, and stared
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blankly into its eyes. At that point the pup was resting, it’s long pup-
tongue hanging out its mouth. My dad stayed that way for more than a
full minute without moving. I listened closely, and there wasn’t anything
sick-sounding that I could hear. I looked back at Jim. He was just staring
blankly at the pup then too.

“Whered ya get it?”

Jim blinked, then opened his mouth: “I got him last week. I
looked all over. I got him at the Humane Society. The lady there said
he just come in that day, and that he was the best one they had.” He got
down on the deck, getting his head level with my dad’s. “Mostly black lab
retriever, she said.”

“Lab retriever? That what she told you?” He picked up one of
the pup’s ears with the tips of his fingers, then dropped it. “Those ears.
Those ain't lab ears. Looks like it’s half beagle, anyway.” He leaned back
in his chair.

“She said he was mostly lab, so I thought . ..I don’t know.” Jim
got right down and grabbed the pup’s head, examining its ears. “He could
be lab . .. or mostly.” My dad didn’t seem to hear him though, and just
reached into a sack down by his chair and pulled out a new dripping can.
He cracked it and took a long drink before staring back at the fields.

The deck had no lights, so we were just standing there in the
shadows. I looked off at the surrounding fields and blew all the air from
my chest and held it, empty, until I couldn’t hear anything, not cars or a
single thing except that grass blowing. Everything got a shade darker. I
let the air in with one big rush and then turned toward a window looking

into the house. The lights were off in there too but I could see in
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enough to know it was my dad’s kitchen. The table was cleared clean except
for some weird thing that might've been an ashtray made by a two-year-
old. The kitchen counters were cleared off too. The walls, counter-tops,
ceiling and the refrigerator—all white, looking like they came straight
from the showroom. The whole setup looked like a showroom. All except
for that ashtray on the kitchen table.

“Shit, Jim, it don't matter what that dog is.”

Jim kept handling the pup’s head and paws.

“I mean, that dog. Isit,ah ..?"

“He’s your father’s day present. And we got food out there in
the car for him, too. We got bowls for his food and water. We got a leash
if you want to walk him down the road ever. And I bet you could teach
him to hunt all right. We brought the papers saying he got his shots. He
got all his shots. The lady there said they give all the dogs their shots.”
By now Jim had the pup pinned against his chest and was squeezing the
thing with such strength that it choked. “And we didn’t name him either.
We figured you should name him.”

“Watch your hands there!” I said.

“T ain’t doing anything!”

Jim put the pup down and we all looked at it. It coughed. Then
again. Then it went to the edge of the deck and lay down.

My dad said, “You say they gave this dog its shots, Jim?”

“They told me. They told me he got his shots all right.”

“Aw, well .. . that there dog’s sick, Jim.”

“No he aint.”

“Well God damn. Selling a kid that don’t know no better a
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a sick dog. They’ll do anything to get rid of them at a place like that.”

“He ain't sick though.”

“Sure, he’s the best one we got. You got to wonder, Jim, when
they start telling you things like that.”

“But he ain't—"

“You hear that dog wheezing clear across the deck?”

Jim just stood there, blinking his eyes, trying not to hear the
pup.

“I don’t know,” my dad said. “I seen plenty’a dogs when they’re

»

young ...

“Then we just got to take him to the vet. If he’s sick then we’ll
take him to the vet, that’s all.”

“Well...huh.” My dad turned to the fields, leaning at them with
his elbows on his knees. “How much did you pay for that dog, Jim?”

“How much did I pay?”

He just turned and looked at the kid.

“What's that got to do with it?”

“What I mean,” my dad said, “is that I just got this house built.
See? Still getting things around. Look around for yourself.”

Jim didn’t look around. He just looked at the boards on the
deck, and so dreadful was the kid’s face that he didn't even flinch when
the pup gave a sudden high-pitched howl.

“It’s like this—"

“I paid eighty dollars for him.”

“Things are starting new for me out here.”

“And I got the bowl and his food for twenty-five.”
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“This is the first time I've been alone, all alone, Jim, in more than
twenty-five years.”

“So, 1 guess he was a hundred and five all together.”

“And you know what? I like it. Not seeing a single face that I
don’t want to see. Not a one of them bothering me ...”

“The lady said they don't got a refund or anything.” Jim laughed
to himself. “That’s what she said after I signed a paper saying I wasn't
gonna give him as a gift, ‘cause they got a policy about doing that.”

“And dogs. Having one’s about like having a kid. You gotta watch
‘em. You gotta feed ‘em. You gotta house-train ‘em, Jim, and you ain't ever
house-trained a dog. They piss all over the floor. Shit everywhere.”

“But really, it wasn't even my money I spent.”

“And I'm at this point where, truthfully, I'd rather most people
just drop dead than have to deal with their bull—"

“Mom gave me a hundred to spend on a present for you, so I
guess all T had to pay was five bucks.”

After that the only thing on the deck that moved was my dad’s
eyes looking out over the fields as they became more and more severe.
Jim didn't seem to be breathing, but his eyes were wide open. I'd have
needed to turn my head to look at the pup, but from the sound of its slow
wheezing I was pretty sure it was just lying there too.

“That’s your mother’s dog?”

“She gave me the money for him. That’s all.”

“What business of hers is that dog?”

“It’s not like she bought him, or picked him, or anything like

that.”
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“What does she know about dogs, Jim? You want to tell me that?”

“She didn't pick him out, I said.”

“What about those dogs we used to have? You ever see her give
a shit about any one of those dogs?”

“She liked those dogs good enough.”

“You ever seen her feed them? Or take ‘em for a single walk
through the woods? Or play with them?”

“She did. I know she did. I remember—”

“What about when they got killed? Both of ‘em hit by trucks.
You remember your mother crying for those dogs?”

“She...”

“No. You wouldn't remember, Jim. Well I'll tell you. Your mother.
When that old dog Bo was nothing but a pup we had him chained out
back’a the house. That was way before you. Travis here was just a baby.
Well that dog, when he'd get to howling . . . and it was a full moon
that night. I remember because it was shining in through the window
just like afternoon and we couldn't sleep on account of it. But mostly it
was ‘cause of the howling. Yeah, only Travis there could sleep through
it. Didn't have a worry in those days. His mother hanging on his every
need. And this was summer. This was when I'd be wakin’ up at five to get
out on those roofs before the sun would kill you. And your mother, she
was already pissed about something. Maybe for the first time in her life
shed raised her voice at Travis. Or I'd thanked her for dinner just four
times that night and not five. Or maybe it was already for shit ... But Bo,
that moonlight was just killing him. I said to your mother that he'd quiet

down after while, like pups always do if you know shit about them.
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But she just said something like, ‘If that dog doesn’t shut the

fuck up, Henry . . " and then she was carrying on worse than he was.
So I said I'd go down and take care of him. I found a baseball bat out
in the yard and went over to old Bo, who was just standing there in
the light, wagging his tail, barking. He was one happy dog, too. Well, I
jumped and shook that bat an inch from his face. That sent him diving
to his dog house where he did shut up. Fine, I thought. T went back up
to bed and got right to sleep. But I'll be damned . . . I must have been
the only one who did. ‘Cause a half-hour later I woke up to the worst
sound I've ever heard. Bo was just screaming. I didn't know a dog could
scream, but I heard him then. Must’a been some rabid thing tearing him
to shreds out there on his chain. I looked out the window, over to his dog
house. It was your mother, with the bat behind her head. I didn’t see Bo
but I watched her send that thing down with everything she had right
through the hole of his house. And sure enough, there was his chain on
the ground—shaking there—right at the end of the your mother’s bat.

“I yelled something out the window to that bitch. She looked
up, and that’s when Bo stopped screaming. But just the sight of her ..
. Nothing. It was nothing at all—that was the look she had. And plain
as she ever said anything, your mother says, ‘I think I killed that dog,
Henry.”

My dad paused to take a drink, but his eyes didn’t move from Jim.

“And Bo. Well. He had a couple broken ribs and his face was
swelled up over his eyes. Couple teeth got knocked out. He recovered.
Your mother, though. She wanted me to tell the vet it was a raccoon that

did it. God. A raccoon don't break a dog’s ribs ... But what could a vet
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do about it anyway, ‘cept fix the dog? He didn't even ask me how it happened.”

Jim suddenly dropped to his hands and knees and went over to the
pup, as if to guard it. He turned back to my dad.

“That ain't true.”

My dad just made a big-toothed smile and took a drink from his
can, finishing it. He tossed the empty one into the tall grass and reached
down for another.

“That ain't true,” Jim said. “Bo never had anything wrong with him.
He had all his teeth.”

“You sure about that, Jim?”

Jim grabbed the pup and shook it.It came around slowly and climbed
into his lap. “And mom wouldn’t do something like that either.”

“You sure about that, Jim?” My dad laughed.

“Those are lies.”

“Oh yeah? Well, you're right. Your mother’s just a saint, ain’t she?”

“She’ll at least talk to people. She’ll take a gift someone tries to give
her. She at least wants to have friends.”

“You know her, Jim?”

“T know she don't just get drunk out in the middle of nowhere.”

“You wait. You just wait until you find out what they're like. We’ll see
what happens to you.”

“You think the whole world’s a piece of shit. You're just gonna hide
out here till you die.”

“Because I don't want to live in some city like your mother? I'm fine,
Jim. You worry too much. You hear me complaining out here? I don't need any

of that. All those big friends she’s got. Big new car.”
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“What about the pup then, if you're so great?”

“What about that pup?”

“If you're so much better than her, why don't you take him?”

“Oh, I wouldnt want to take your mother’s pretty black pup
from her. That’s just one more thing she can cross off her list. She can
have that dog, Jim. She can hang it from a chain off her front porch
for all T care.” He leaned back in his seat. “That dog’s as good as dead,
anyhow.”

Jim didn’t wait. He wrapped the pup in his arms, stood and
made a straight line for the car. My dad watched until Jim reached the
steps, then he turned to the fields.

“Huh.”

With the pup climbing over his shoulder, Jim pulled open the
car door and dumped it to the seat. It jumped right back out, so Jim just
sat down himself. Then the thing decided to make a run for it, getting
two full jumps toward the deck before Jim hooked its belly with his foot.
The pup’s nose hit the driveway. With his other foot Jim clamped the pup
behind its neck and held it there.

It was then that I remembered where I was still standing. I
turned, seeing my dad grinning right back at me.

“That Jim,” he said, and took a drink. “And that dog too.It’s too
bad, sick like it is. Well hey there, Travis.” His arm lifted toward me. “You
want a beer? You're twenty-one now, ain't you?”

I glanced back my mother’s car. All the doors were shut now. “I

still got to drive.”
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“Yeah,” he said. “That’s right. Well, here you are anyway. Back
home. Safe and sound. If I'd known you were coming . ..” He looked
around the deck, then back at me. “This place ain’t so bad, Travis. It ain’t
so bad as Jim makes it out.”

“Well,”I said. “Seeing how you like the country.”

“That’s exactly what I told Jim. The country.” He was nodding
to himself, but then suddenly turned and squinted at the fields, as if he
was seeing them, or perhaps realizing something wonderful about them,
for the first time. He took another drink. “But you know how that kid
gets. The way he carries on and gets to thinking things. It’s not like
I'm living out here all alone . . . Right this second? Well. The state only
recently made this land available. I couldn’t just go and build a house out
here ‘cause I felt like doing it. I'm just the first guy to get a piece. Hell,
yesterday, two days ago, saw some folks snooping around, young woman
and a man. Soon enough there’ll be neighbors on both sides. People. 1
don't think they’re caring so much for cities anymore. And the suburbs?
You tell me. I mean, where would you want to live?”

I nodded, and my dad just looked back at the fields, checking
to be sure they agreed with him too. He raised his can and swished the
beer around. The air had cooled right off, and I was feeling hungry. And
without even knowing it I realized I'd been remembering San Clemente.
Remembering how that place was, and how she and I'd always had our
dinners on our back patio. How we'd just sat there in our lawn chairs well
after dinner was finished, and not moved a muscle until it got dark on
us. And how it never did get cold. Not like here. But that even if it had I

knew Marie wouldn't have been the kind of woman always needing
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to go inside on account of it and end the moment.

“I suppose it’s plenty different,” he said. “Where you're living . .
-Where? California?”

“California,” I said. “I suppose it was.”

“California. I don't suppose it’s any kind of country place. I suppose
it's some kind of apartment on some big street somewhere.”

“No,” I said. “It was a house. It had a yard out back.”

“Well.” He nodded to the fields. “A yard. I won't try to guess how big
that yard is.”

“No. There were trees. Orange trees, and a patio. And it had this
fence around it, with vines so you didn’t have to see your neighbors yards if
you didn’t want to. The vines made it like there wasn’t even a fence at all. Like
it was just you alone back there.”

“Huh.”

“And the trees we had were right there by the patio. Shade trees.”

“You telling me an orange tree’s tall enough for shade?” He grinned.
“Aw, now.”

“Sitting down,” I told him. “They were just about right for it if you
sat down. We'd put a table up and that’s where we'd have dinner.”

“For a city. I suppose orange trees are just about right for a city.”

“But that wasn’t even the best thing. The best was on weekends,
when she'd make orange juice. As much as you could drink. And then later in
the week, if you ever forgot to go shopping, then you could just eat oranges
for dinner. That’s what we did one night.”

“That’s what fruit trees are for.”

I nodded, and without thinking I almost reached out and touched
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the arm of his chair. Something stopped me though, and then I knew I
shouldn’t move anything. There was still something I wanted to say.

But it was my dad who spoke next.

“You must be keeping her at your mother’s then.” And it was like he
didnt mean anything by it. Like it was just the way things had to be, neither
bad nor good.

“No,”I said to him, and I took a step forward. “No, she’s not. She’s
back there.”

“Yeah?” he said, but simply, like we were still discussing things no
different than orange trees. “And now you're back here?”

“That’s right,”I said, still moving toward him, only stopping when I
was standing right between him and his fields.

He looked down at his beer can. “I'm guessing that means that there
wasn't any kids involved. I'm guessing you and her got that to be thankful for
anyway.” He looked up. “Or do you?”

“No,”I said. “No kids.”

“Well.” He nodded. “I guess that’s the end of the story then.” He
drained the can and looked past my shoulder off the deck.

“It’s not like we never talked about it, though. We were planning—”

“Talking,” he said. “But there ain't any real live kids are there?”

I waited a second, then shook my head.

He turned back to the fields. “End of story.”

It had gotten so dark on the fields that I could see my dad now, but
nothing else. It was still getting darker too. And then for some reason I looked
straight down, squinted my eyes and tried to see the paper sack beside his

chair.
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He turned back to the fields. “End of story.”

It had gotten so dark on the fields that I could see my dad now,
but nothing else. It was still getting darker too. And then for some reason
I looked straight down, squinted my eyes and tried to see the paper sack
beside his chair.

“Thought you had to drive,” he said.

“Are there any left?”

My dad just shook his head, but that was only so he could hide
the smile he had, or perhaps something different than a smile. And the
next thing I knew I was right down beside the man, reaching into the
sack, getting close enough to smell the shampoo and soap still on him
and to see, even with no light at all, that he was clean shaved and that his
hair was combed too.

“Thanks, dad,”T said, and I was on the verge of feeling wonderful
then. And when my dad didnt even answer me back, or do anything at
all, nothing but look at his fields, the feeling didn't stop, because I knew
if there was urgency to anything for miles around us, it'd been at the
bottom of that brown paper sack. I didn’t even want to open my can just
yet, but just look with my dad, both of us fixing our eyes on the fields.
Maybe even toward something. It didn't matter. All we were doing was
waiting anyway. Waiting together for this long and wonderful moment

to pass.
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The Last Picnic
by Sharon Suzuki-Martinez

I knew it would be a bad food day.
'The hamburgers

crumble and plummet

through the grill. The chili dogs
explode in the microwave. The chips
miss the plate and are trampled

underfoot. The spam sushi
befriends a salmonella. The tempura
and fry bread inevitably catch

on fire. The tossed salad is dressed

with the ire of stinging ants.
'The sticky rice tastes like a mustache.

The spaghetti surreptitiously
shanghais twelve houseflies.
A banana cream pie somehow tumbles

by itself
down the stairs.
But we're in this meal together,

so when I burn my meaty hand on a
hot frying pan, I have to laugh

and a dumpling flashes an assassin
smile.
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According to Discretion
Adam Vines and Allen Jih

'The words hung in the color of her
fingernails:

deep red like the peanut skin

I coughed up

into the lobster bisque during our

first lunch date.

Hands fluttered from napkins to salad forks.
Her impinged breaths enveloped the ice

when she lifted her glass. The bus unfolded
its doors at the fountain,
and pigeons flew toward us.

Later, unnerved by the moving men,
the chameleon under a heat lamp
inched closer to her swollen feet.

The last cricket lingered on the
terrarium glass.

I could hear the soggy leaves
under the tires of passing cars.

She whispered, “Moving forward,
a lizard can see what it has left behind
without turning its head.”
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ABSENT BRUSHSTROKES

by Eleanor Svaton

A woman must wield her wit as a passport when traveling in the
world of men. Her wit. That is what I attempt to instill in our daughter,
though lately she wields her looking glass as the ultimate confirmation
of her status in the world. Of course she is beautiful, but what of that?
What joy can Xinran ever find as a pet? A bird in a cage she shall be, all
her talents lost to these shallow times. Maybe I am simply growing old.

The wind was insolent yesterday. Wang Ping and I took tea in
her garden, and gusts would arrive, rousing the leaves from their branches,
and then disappear again, long enough for us to drowse in comfort. After
the rustling leaves and howling wind would fade out, we would hear
the geese flying overhead, migrating further south for the winter. As we
gazed at their aerial processions, formed in the same shape as the hairs
that peak toward the center of Ping’s forehead, the wind would renew her
attack, violent enough to pull our bound hair from their coils.

These days, the wind and I are of one mind, one temperament,
though the lucky wind has more freedom of expression. Even now; as I sit
with my brush, documenting all that you shall never truly know of your
abandoned family, the wind plays the temptress outside my window. Itis
dark and late, all the household slumbers; and the only stirring is made by
the wild wind, gusting like mad brushstrokes. A feminine temper, surely,
for the very same storm rages inside me, hidden by my skin. My gentle
exterior protects those whom I meet from my volatile nature, just as this
house protects me from the very breath and motion of Nature herself.

For what or whom does she yearn, I wonder? As she rattles at every
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door and window, rolls over the mountains and streaks through the
valleys, seeking, searching, screaming for lost love, so I wish to run from
the safety of this place, barefoot through the fields. I would climb to the
very top the trees and call out your name, Zhao Mengfu, milord, my

husband, why do you not return to me for so many seasons?

A house, a shelter for the body

'The body, a house for the mind;
Between the two exteriors,

secure space.

When two bodies under one roof dwell,

Two minds rest at peace.

'The thread of my story has been lost with the wind—let me return.
Ping and I took tea and eventually discussed our husbands, as we
women are wont to do, though I doubt if you men ever discuss your
wives. Well, you know Ni Zan to be a uniquely fastidious man, washing
his hands and face with fresh water and a fresh towel seven times a day.
Recalling his odd habits, Ping and I laughed, and Ping said, “The man
bathes more than the Emperor,” and of course, we fell nearly into a fit
at the irony in that. But this is not the crux of the hilarity, which I am
bound to report, as it must be a novelty of the ages. “What will he think
to do next,” I commented, “have his face polished like silver?” And this
is when Ping revealed her husband’s latest obsession: “Daosheng,” she
spoke confidingly, sudden seriousness pressed upon her fleshy, heart-

shaped face, “he has commanded that the servants must wash the trees
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with scented water, and then pat them dry with a clean towel. Is he not
quite mad?”

And then we laughed so terribly that Ni Zan overheard us
and came out to inquire what devils of hell had possessed us. Just as
he pronounced the word ‘devils, yet another burst of wind flooded the
garden in a torrent, upsetting the tea bowls, (nearly empty, thankfully),
as if in answer to Ni Zan's question. This sobered me, and I begged my
leave of Ping with affection, bowing to Ni Zan with all the seriousness I
could muster. The man is a genius with a brush, but I dare not ask Ping
how those sparse, frigid strokes translate to the bedchamber.

Our son has seldom put the brush down these some five or six
moons past. He has your manuals and he pours over them for hours. In
your absence his heart grows bold to please you. You will return to find
the boy you left behind has become a young man. He and I discuss the
strokes categorized in your album. We sit together at times, down by the
lake, or in our bamboo grove — the one you and I planted just before you
left; the husks are tall and leafy now. He and I paint together, and yet
alone, as all artists must. His style, once so like your own, has evolved, and
now resembles nothing so much as his own amateur impressions. His use
of color lately is, dare I say, inspired. I have begun a hand scroll of our
grove, since you are not here to watch it grow. You shall be reminded of

the length of time passed out of our sight.

The last scroll to arrive made me shiver and weep: I imagined
dissolving into water, flowing over the blue mountains between us,
through the fissures, over the summit, to sprinkle down upon you on the
other side. Your brushwork is changing, though from what influence I

remain ignorant. What inspiration have you found out there in the world?
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Per your request, the painting has been passed on as a gift to your
dear friend Zhao Mi. He thanks you infinitely for your thought and
consideration in creating for him an impression of Shandong, the
ancestral landscape he has never seen. He wonders when you will find
your journey at an end, and return south.

Will you ever listen to my subtle calls, my mild persuasion, and
give up your attempt to be part of that foreign court? Or do you find
satisfaction in service to the invaders, men who have never held a brush,
much less contemplated religion or philosophy? So many in our circle
resist, but you felt a calling—why? What loyalty can you, a descendant
of true emperors of old, possibly feel toward these barbarians from the
North? The simple pleasures of our life await you, milord, but your

children and your wife grow older with every passing day.

To Princes and Lords belong

'The great positions in human life;

But wealth and fame, fleeting, are not freedom.
How can they compare

With a single boat,

Gazing at the moon,

Poetry on the wind,

And leisurely returning home to rest?

And now I must lay down my brush, as another night will shortly come

to a lonely end.
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The wind carried on today as it has for most days of this long,
cold season. All last night my dreams were full of your body in my arms.
Do you remember embracing for days, between poetry and painting and
calligraphy? Do you remember my lips on your neck, kissing the soft
skin, sniffing for the short, downy hairs on your ear-lobes, my tongue and
teeth teasing out sighs of urgent pleasure? Do you remember how warm
we could be, naked, in the dead of winter, and how our bodies can twist
and join together in more ways than would seem possible? How is it you
can do without me for so long? My own ministrations to these desires are
inadequate, counterfeit reproductions of the sublime joy created when
we come together. My dear Mengfu, I miss your shoulders, your collar-
bones, the blades of your back, your snaked spine, the sharp bones at your
hips, your muscled limbs, arms and legs and fingers, all of you. But most
of all, the depths of your eyes when you reach into the depths of me, my

core, to melt my stone center into sweet fruit.

Today was not pleasant. You are not even here, and yet you
pierce me with your words. What shall I tell our vain daughter? Shall I
say, Yes child, you are correct to value beauty above all else, since a man
is incapable of resisting its promise. I would, but that is only part of the
tale, for beauty will not last, and the next, younger woman, and then the
next will fill the withering vacancy your age will leave. I finished the
painting: our bamboo grove. Tomorrow I will inscribe it with my answer
to the scroll that was delivered to me this morning. You would have a
concubine. You are lonely. You have needs. Guan Daosheng will always
be the first lady of your heart. Please understand and give thy blessing

in response.
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Zhao Mengfu, come home. The answer is to come home.

'The bamboo was first planted

On the day milord left;

Already the bamboo has formed a grove,
And milord has yet to return.

Once faded, my jade visage

Can hardly be restored—

Unlike a flower which dies to bloom again.

Ovur most illustrious Emperor has apparently had an influence
on you. He that has four principal wives with 10,000 attendants each,
and takes forty new concubines every year. A scholar-official surely
shouldn't be denied just one of each. Every man must decide where his
happiness lies, and every woman must create a life independent of her
lord. T desire none but you, yet you would make love to another. You
claim to be making successful strides within the government, easing the
burden on the true descendants of this land. Your work is important,
fulfilling, necessary—fine. But can you not carry out similar tasks in the
South? The simple fact is that once you take another woman as your

partner, our bond will dissolve. I cannot give you my blessing. No.

Zhao Yong has requested leave and join you in the North.
Selfishly, I want to keep him close by me, a beloved companion in
substitute for you. And is he not still too young? Just fourteen springs
have passed since he was a baby in my arms, yet he would have his father’s
influence and guidance. “Wait,” I said, “Wait until we have our next

message from milord, your father. Then we shall decide how to reply.”
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His features confronted me with hopeful resignation, but he said nothing
more. So lost was I in my desire for you, I did not hear that the wind was
also calling Zhao Yong.

Xinran cried when she heard her brother might be leaving. She
pulled at her hair and cursed me for letting her father and brother leave
us all alone. “We women must make our own world,” I told her calmly,
prying her fingers from her hair. “We shall go and take tea with Wang
Ping tomorrow, and you will find how enjoyable the company of proper
ladies can be.” She stared into my face for a moment before turning
abruptly and running from the house. Zhao Yong followed her, tossing
me a generous smile over his shoulder, meant to assure me that there was
no real reason for concern. They returned home for dinner together, and
we all ate in near silence, uttering only polite necessities. Of course, it
was not really silent. The wind would rise and rattle through our home
and through my chest; and through Yong and Xinran's chests, zooming
stories from far-off provinces in our ears, and then dash away, leaving
us behind, shaken, waiting for the next rush. And so here I sit, at my
wooden table, writing words for you that you may never read, waiting for
your next message, still shaken by the last.

Xinran will not take up the brush. “It is too manly,” she said,
“not what a real proper lady should do. Besides, none of the other women
paint or write, only their husbands. You think you are a man. That must
be why father left.” And before I could respond she ran out the door,
as she so often does these days. What would I say? It is true that most
women choose not to learn brushwork, even for simple record keeping,

never mind calligraphy or painting. It is true that the few women who
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do learn, keep their work secret, so as not to offend. So what does that
make me? The question never bothered me while you were here, while we
worked together, side by side. Do you remember the poem I brushed on

to my first finished painting?

To play with brush and ink

Is a masculine sort of thing to do,
Yet I made this painting.

Would someone not say

That I have transgressed propriety?

How despicable; how despicable.

There is far less humor in it without you here to mock-scoff at my
insolence.

Wang Ping and I did take tea again together recently, but she
ventured here, as Ni Zan was having all the furniture moved to the garden
so that their home could be washed with nothing in the way. “Won’t the

furniture become soiled in the garden,” I asked her.

“Oh yes, but that is fine,” she replied, sipping her tea. “You see,
each piece will be washed, dried and polished on the doorstep as it is
carried back inside by a line of servants, so that everything will enter the
home in the most immaculate condition possible.” The proud woman
buried her face in her tea bowl, leaving me unable to decide if she wanted
to laugh or cry about the ludicrous business. Finally she looked up, and
there were tears, but she was smiling.

“Your husband may be eccentric, but at least he is present,” I

told her, finding myself near tears.
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We sat there for a moment with our heads bowed in silence.
Then we realized how silly we looked, two grown women ready to cry
into our tea bowls at the slightest provocation, which set us off on one of
our painful laughing fits. And those only bring more tears. Many thanks

to the heavens for my dear Wang Ping.

It is bitterly cold today. We dare not leave the house, any of
us, and so our children and I spent the morning playing games like we
used to when they were smaller, and you were here. First, we played our
favorite word game, starting with the word wind. It seemed fitting since
the sound of it filled our ears. The associations we came to were rather
fanciful and Xinran was so pleasant for once. I had nearly forgotten how
she enjoyed excelling at such witty exercises. I said, “wind,” and then
Yong, after a moment of tight-eyed thought, said, “Wind streams,”
turning to Xinran with that playful challenging look of his. And Xinran
responded slowly, saying the two words like she could see them in the air
above us, below the beams of the roof. “Wind... Streams ... Precipitate,”
she finished, and then actually smiled at me.

I barely stopped to think at all. “Wind streams precipitate
grand...” and then Yong repeated it all, stressing each word in an effort
to remember, and added dreams.

Here is how the story ended up:

Wind streams precipitate grand dreams evaluate drowned
themes infatuate kind gnomes facilitate hand poems illuminate blind stones
predominate sand homes encapsulate fond ... And that is where it finishes,

because Yong was unable to recall the word encapsulate.
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I declared Xinran the undoubted winner, since she chose to
use complex rhymes, rather than our simple monosyllabic offerings. We

missed your verb modifiers.

You are coming home, back to the South. To receive the news
after so long a wait; it is hardly real. Reassignment— the word is music.
Today, as the first plum blossoms arrive on the trees, a parcel arrived
with your seal. The album of bamboo and calligraphy has sent Zhao
Yong into a state of supreme concentration. For myself, I shall now mark
the waning and waxing of the moon with expectant pleasure till your
arrival, so transformed am I by the prospect of your return. Though the
reason for it may have more to do with the death of the Emperor, and
the accession of his son, than with any urging on my part, I am satisfied.
Trust in the universal and eternal, facilitated by our aim to live virtuous,
compassionate lives, is explanation enough for this desired turn of fate. I

shall not question it any further.

Indefinite waiting fills day and night

To expansive proportions,

Lengthening each moment like a slow breath.
Now the end is near

My breath quickens

At the thought of you, Milord

Climbing over mountains home to me.
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HER MOMENT FORWARD




Nightscape
Norma W.

Dark seeps down so slowly here
you don’t notice it until

the moon’s headlamp, still asking

the same question, transfixes a palm.

A choir begins practice, and praise
walfts through the traffic’s droned—
answers that come and go like rain.
Garden forms have gone blacker
than black—huge flaps of leaves
and twisted tree trunks

shift in the emptiness

stirred by a wind doubting its
mission: to sweep clear this ear
hungry for Earth’s common music.
My unquiet heart beats inside

the drum of my body where it’s
been wired into a guise that pleases,
like a bonsai whose angled branches
fool us into believing no one

has meddled with its integrity.

Gorst

Gorst
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Heart and ear tuned to the tellurian
sounds and turnings, wondering

if it’s too late to pick up the beat,

to dance time’s tarantella,

you hear at last the moon’s startled ‘oh’
as it grasps its small revelation.
Footsteps tap, purposeful, ordinary,
as day begins. Sated with the moon,
I watch it dim, no longer interested
in its answer. What little I see

of its morning face looks down,
astonished at my vigil. Also alone,

I step into the plainsong

of the passing stream.
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What Became of Frankie Lee?
by Joelle Tafoya

Foot over foot over foot over foot, feet by feet. Around and
around for forty minutes straight there was something rhythmic
and comforting like a short snatch of a familiar accent, like a song
a song a piece that gouged and burrowed and scabbed over one’s
skin so soft and tender, sore and blue.

Bare feet cold and white and splotches of red around
the edges imprinting in frost shadows of ghosts left behind as
foot over foot over foot over foot marched peace and quiet
and calm over porch floorboards pa needed help fixing but he
never seemed to get around to it. The nails stood tall and stiff
in places, listening to the wood groan and bend and hiccup,
drunk and confused, miming the tracks behind his house
whose rails he balanced on til supper was ready and the lights
from the kitchen shone like a jack-o-lantern against a plum sky.

His dog used to pace like that when he was sick. Your dog
used to pace like that when you were gone, mama said. Waiting,
waiting, pacing to forget loneliness rooted deep entangled in
the arteries, veins of a saggy-eyed hound. He was not expecting
anyone and yet his feet wouldn’t stop wouldn't stop and he couldn't
find reason to make them, either. He was not expecting anyone
and still his legs swung each beat mimicking the prior, the next the

same as before. The breeze blew, his hair jumped in surprise
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before falling back into place. Short sleeved it was too brisk too wintry
for short sleeves and he can't remember why he didn’t grab a coat a
flannel boots or a cap and he could go back go back go back inside it’s
right inside but he couldn't stop the hushed pounds of his soles against
the ground.

Why you walkin’ round like that, Frankie Lee?

I don’t know, I don’t know.

Ain'tcher ma home?

Na, she went to the store.

Oh, Frankie Lee, she gon’ be mad when she sees you without
yer shoes.

That’s fine.

Ain'tcha cold, Frankie Lee?

Yeah.

Why don't you get yerself a coat t’put on?

I don't know.

Don'tcha know nothing, Frankie Lee? Don'tcha
know nothing?

Sure, Ellie, sure.

You sure are funny, Frankie Lee.

Damp damp and frozen, his feet would not let up would not
slow or rest or stop please stop please rest. is stomach churned hungry
and wanting but his legs never noticed and if they did, did not care and
continued striding striving towards what, he know not. Paint chips grey
and iced hid like children under his arches, stuck to the balls of his feet,

his toes. His breaths were breaths hazy and clouded and crawled out of
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his mouth, swam thick and lazy through clear air. Thin jeans rolled up
four inches invited the cold to bite his ankles and the cold accepted and
gnawed and gnawed and gnawed at raw skin. His dog used to nip at his
own knees when he was antsy with energy but no one would play no time
too busy no one would play with the dog. Your dog’s gon’eat himself right
up, Frankie Lee, you play with that dog before he eats himself right up,
mama told it. Winter wrapped around his ankles and bit hard, but there

was no one to play with anyway and he did not want to play anyhow.

Frankie Lee, Sam says a storm’s brewing close and fast. You
wanna come up hill and sled with us?

No, thanks, Marty.

Frankie Lee, you sure are gonna miss out on all the fun if you
stay. Sam says two feet gonna drop from the sky within the hour.

Sam sure is smart.

Sure is. Say, Frankie Lee, how come you aint wearing any
warm stuffs?

I don’t know.

Didn'tja know when you walked out here?

I can't remember.

Can't remember? You don't need to remember, Frankie Lee,
you just gotta know. Sure you ain't gonna come?

I'm sure, Marty.

Round and round and round again like laps in a pool like a
dropped spool like a marble in a cup grinding the rim the sides the round

round bottom. Round and round and round again like a button
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rolling on the sidewalk, lost and unnoticed and soon forgotten. His
nose ran, his eyes watered in the frozen breeze that slithered through
the curves between his neck and shoulders. A freight train whistle

echoed the wind, distant and haunting.

Hi there, Frankie Lee!

Mornir’, Mrs. Avery.

It’s getting late—ain’tcha oughtta be getting t’ school? You
best get goin’soon. You ain't gon’learn nothing 'bout the world pacin’
round on yer front porch.

It's Saturday, Mrs. Avery.

Saturday—so it is! Well, you might as well go make use of
yerself. You ain't doin’ nothing useful pacin”round on yer front porch,

I know, Mrs. Avery. I know.

Solid now like bricks of ice he could not feel the grain of wood
beneath his feet, only the pulsing pulsing of the nearing freight keeping
time with the pulsing pulsing of the steady beat of barefoot steps.
‘The freight, it shook the trusty beams standing proud but tired and a
bit wearied, the trusty beams pa says will always hold up this house,
Frankie Lee. His lips cracked. He touched his tongue to his bottom lip
tasting metal, liquid metal that escaped to breathe fresh air. Your dog
gon' get that wound infected if he keeps on licking it like that, mama
would say, Doc Brewer shoulda given him one of them special collars.

Dog’s gon’ go crazy, that blood’ll make him crazy, mama would

say: Gon' go crazy sittin' round here.
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Where your shoes, Frankie Lee? Where your coat and cap,

Frankie Lee?

Inside, Mama.

Frankie Lee! You march in that house and putcher things on.
You're gonna catch the sickness out here!

I will, Mama. I will.

Something sure is wrong with you, child.

I know, Mama. I know.

But what that was he was not sure. Hands numb and blue
fumbled limp and slow around the doorknob. He grabbed his coat and
boots and cap, his gloves his scarf his sweater his socks. I'm borrowing
five for the theater, ma, those clumsy fingers spilled into the coffee can
and clasped around five fives it wasn't much but it would be enough it
had to be enough and that’s fine, Frankie Lee, but don’t forget to drop off
the loaf of rye at Mrs. Avery’s, Frankie Lee, don't you forget. Thick, thick
he bundled up a loaf of rye under his flannel his cheeks hidden behind a
worn wool scarf, daring the cold to enter uninvited.

Round and round and round again, his shoe after shoe gripped
the frozen dirt, the dead grass. The eerie wail of a nearby tea kettle roared
against the winter silence. He ran. His legs bent and stretched and
strode through the backyard, through the swinging gate that slammed
and banged angrily, tangoing a waltz with the wind. As if pedaling on an
invisible bicycle, those heavy feet were light and fast traveling away from
the orange-eyed jack-o-lanterns and paint-chipped porch. Foot over

foot over foot over foot, feet by feet, he followed the pulse in the earth.
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Secondhand Objects

by Renee Simms

I first saw Priscilla at the pawnshop, as the Arizona sun reddened
the sky with a rash. It was just before closing. She looked Jamaican
to me but maybe I was homesick. Still, something was familiar about
her—the gapped teeth, the regal posture, the locked hair shed tied in an
upsweep that resembled a bird’s nest. Respectable is how she struck me,
unlike our usual female customers with the belly out and the low-rise
jeans that show the top of their underwear, underwear that ain’t even real,
mind you, but the G-string chicks wear these days. When I first come
to the States, only erotic dancers wore that sort of thing. Today, even the
college girls that I've dated wear panty strings.

But Priscilla’s skirt come to her knees. Her blouse was modest,
a button-down loose-fitting deal which you never see on women today.
That let me know it was not brand new. So I think, maybe her money is
a little tight, maybe she spends her money on drugs. Carney, the shop
owner, says this about many of our customers.

But Priscilla’s skirt come to her knees. Her blouse was modest,
a button-down loose-fitting deal which you never see on women today.
That let me know it was not brand new. So I think, maybe her money is
a little tight, maybe she spends her money on drugs. Carney, the shop
owner, says this about many of our customers.

“See the one with the dirty hair?” He'll say leaning in close,
“She’s a tweaker. She’s here getting money to buy crystal meth.”

He says that Phoenix has a huge meth problem, that everyone uses it. He

read that in the newspaper. So now he judges them that come in and
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look like they might use. But he doesn't really know. And the truth is

this, drug addicts are damned good for the pawnshop business.

What can I do for you? I asked her. The other employees had
all gone. She looked in my eyes trying to appear fearless but her eyes
were soft which I liked.

I'm interested in selling some jewelry, she said.

Let me see what you have, I told her.

Carney was counting money behind the darkened glass. It was
almost time to go home.

She pulled out a zipper sandwich bag and inside of it were two
rings made of white gold. One was a simple band made for a man, and
the other one was a woman’s ring with a clear, round diamond. She
watched me as I turned the gold circles between my fingers. I could feel
her tremble inside, deep down where she thought nobody could see. It’s
all a performance, you understand. I pretend to assess the value, and the
customer, if she’s wise, will begin to talk up the value by telling me the
jewelry is an heirloom or whatnot. None of this matters. What matters
is whether we’ll get more money from a loan or from resale. This requires
a quick reading of the customer. I could tell that Priscilla would sell at a
low price.

I pretended to note imperfections in the diamond but I didn't
use the jeweler’s loupe because that seems over the top to me. I mean,
come on, I'm not a jeweler; I don't look like one. I get Dude, you look like
Ziggy Marley, because of my dreds and reddish complexion but I could
never pass for a diamond expert, you see. Besides, 'm nearsighted and to

use the loupe you must remove your glasses and I can't see
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a thing without them. Carney’s got bad eyes too, but he says he’s getting
laser surgery. He'll do anything to make the girls think he is young.

T'asked her to wait while I went in the back. You gotta see these
rings, man, I said.

Carney peered at Priscilla through the one-way glass. Just offer
her two and let’s go, he said with his typical Irish bluster. But before I
could do that, he brushed past me and walked to the counter in the store.
He looked at the rings. He cleaned the diamond, measured it, weighed
it. I can loan you four-fifty, he said. Priscilla laughed. She had a real
sensuous mouth, wide and protruding.

I have appraisal papers, she said. They say the diamond ring
is worth thirty-four hundred dollars and the other ring is worth five
hundred. She pulled out squares of paper and held them in her hand.
Yeah those are inflated figures, Carney said, appraisers do that shit all
the time.

She was silent because she was not a dealmaker, you understand.
She knew that she needed to negotiate but she didn’t know how to do it.

I have a sick child. I don't have time for this, she said.

Carney sighed. Are you looking for a loan or to sell?

I dont know. What's the difference?

Seven-fifty to sell. Four-fifty for a loan.

Okay, she said, let’s do a sale. Carney walked to the
back office.

What's wrong with your child? I asked.

There’s always something with him.

*
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The thing about this business is I see all kinds of people.
Musicians. Students. Addicts. Housewives. I try to put a story to
each customer. What made them come in? Why are they pawning a
camera? Sometimes I wonder if it’s even their camera but I don't ask
questions because the law does not require it unless I know the object
is stolen. So I just do my job each day but in my head, you know, I'm
trying to figure out what has happened and why this person needs a
loan at this time.

T've shared some of these stories with Tran. When I first met
Priscilla, Tran lived in the apartment above mine with her husband and
seven-year old son. They were immigrants, too, had moved here from
Hanoi. They'd been here fewer years than me so I'd help them with
questions they'd have about American customs. That’s how I met Tran.
The manager had just shown the family an apartment and had given
them a contract to sign. I was coming in with groceries when Tran
asked me to please explain the legal jargon that was in their agreement.

Tran visited when she was off work, I was off work, and her
husband was at work, which wasn't often because we all worked most of
the time. Tran worked at a bakery in the Willo district and a nail salon
on 16th and Indian School. Back then I worked for Carney during the
week and on weekends I bartended at a restaurant near the Biltmore.

I had a few other hustles, too, nothing I liked to admit to or that I
believed I'd be doing forever, but I was swindled by a business partner
when I first come here and I was struggling, you know, to get back on
my feet.

You know what I was thinking, Trevor? Tran says one day.
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I have nothing I can pawn. If I needed money right away I have
nothing I can pawn.

You could sell the drumset, I said. Her boy’s Rockwood Jr.
sprawled in the front room of their apartment. It took up more space
than their furniture.

He would cry, she said.

You could sell the DVDs.

Tran’s husband collected movies. They were mostly gangster
flicks but there were also bootlegged karate movies and the 1978 version
of Dawn of the Dead.

How much I get for them? she asked.

Forty, maybe fifty bucks.

‘That’s all? Tran said, That's not enough.

And this is true; we never give a customer what she hopes to
receive. I see it all the time. The disappointment and compromise. The
questions about what one is owed, what to keep, and what one can part
with forever.

The deal with Priscilla, I guessed, was that her old man was
away, that he'd hit bricks or maybe dude died, but in any case she was
left to sell the one thing of value that she owned—their wedding rings.
Probably thought she'd never part with them, that they would be wearing
them on the Judgment Day. That’s why she appeared contrite that night
in the shop because that is what a hard decision does, it humbles you. I
remember how she'd confessed her innocence to us, I don’t know. What's

the difference? she'd asked, and we'd taken advantage of her anyway,



Simms 93

selling the rings for eighteen hundred dollars two weeks after her visit.
First rule in this business is never show vulnerability. I wish she’d known
that. These rocker kids—the ones with gauges and tattoos, addict pimples
all over their face—they bluff a macho stance for cash all day long. They
make me sick. Then along comes a woman who offers rings during a

difficult time and she is so open about what she needs that it shook me
up.

She returned in the fall when the weather was cooler and such.
She wore a shapeless dress that day but it failed to hide the thickness of
her hips and backside. Her hair was down which flattered her face and I
could see the occasional gray hair tangled in a few of her dreds.

T was helping a samfi-man, some joker trying to pawn fake
Rolex watches. Brother, these have no resale value, I told him then I
made my way down the jewelry counter to her.

There are some women, like the ones I've served at the bar, who
are fully aware of their power. Their faces are made up like peacock
feathers and with every twitch of their barely-covered bodies, they
entice the men who are always watching. These girls are fun to talk
to. Then there are the ones like Priscilla. They enchant through sheer
understatement.

Didn’t expect to see you back in here.

I need to sell a guitar.

She showed me an acoustic Fender that was pretty in a slick,
mass-produced sort of way.

You play?



94 Hawai‘i Review

Not anymore, a little bit in college.

Can I ask where you're from?

She raised her eyebrows to let me know that I'd invaded her
privacy. I shrugged as apology. I thought you were West Indian maybe
Jamaican, I said. You look like the women I knew in Kingston. It’s the
way that you stand. When I saw you the first time, I wanted to do whole
puppalick.

She looked down at the floor. I was wrong. She wasn't
Jamaican.

Puppalick means somersault like in celebration, I explained.
Anyway, we can give you twenty dollars for the guitar. You could get
more from Zucker’s Guitars on Third. You should check with them, let
me know if you get a better offer.

I wrote the store’s address on a slip of paper. Out of the corner
of my eye I saw Carney making his way over to where we were, to make
sure that [ wasn't stealing. He is paranoid that way. He thinks we want to
steal money from him all the time, that we cut deals with the customers
and take money off the top or that we have fences for friends and we
direct his customers to them. Carney has a biker friend who wears his
sideburns cut into crazy designs and Carney brings this guy in as a scare
tactic when he thinks somebody is stealing. The guy never found reason
to get in my face but that don't stop Carney from keeping an eye on me
if I talk to a customer for too long.

I slid the address across the glass counter to show Carney that
I had nothing to hide. I am smarter than him. I've learned to be smarter

since the swindling.
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Your kid better? I asked.

Sort of. We were in urgent care the other night, though.

Carney walked up to us wearing this disco-era shirt, his attempt
to be a retro hipster.

Everything cool here? he asked.

We're cool, Boss Man, I said.

At the end of the evening only me and this Mexican kid, Skee,
were left. Skee was new and Carney made him do shit work like dust
the display merchandise and kill scorpions. Carney had locked the doors,
and he and I were counting money in the showroom so that he could
keep an eye on Skee.

Trevor, who was the broad with the guitar?

She was here this summer with the wedding bands.
Remember?

I know that. Why was she back in here?

I don’t know Boss Man, because she needs money?

You know what, Trevor? You're a dick.

You know, Carney, you should grow one.

Skee ambled about in his skinny-legged jeans trying to stay
above our poppy-show.

I don't trust her.

I laughed. Like you trust anybody, I said.

At a quarter to eleven, we pulled iron gates over the doors
and windows and set the alarm. Carney was weird about who
could stay at closing because he didnt want everyone to know

how the security system worked.
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I heard talk that the place had been robbed years ago when his
father was the owner and that Carney had not been the same since then.
Skee stood around biting his nails as Carney and I turned off lights and
got the place right. When we finished, Carney let us out the back door.

Skee and I walked onto an empty parking lot that was next to
an alley. Dude, Skee whispered to me, You skim money when you're
counting? That’s bad-ass.

He knew. Skee apparently had 20/20 vision. Hell no, I answered
unswervingly, and Carney will fire your ass for thinking about stealing
from him.

This made sense to him; hed seen how paranoid Carney
could be.

I unchained my bike and started the ride home. I like bike
riding during the cool months because I get to see the desert close-up in
away that I never do when riding in a car. Besides, it saves me gas money
for about seven months of the year. In central Phoenix, the avenues
and neighborhoods are cramped and flat but there are fields near the
mountains that are undeveloped, where the earth becomes hilly and the
dust and gravel crunches under your wheels as you pedal along. 'There
aren' any real paths only areas where the sagebrush or cactus don't grow,
and that’s where I ride, following the open spaces between the low lying
shrubs, the mountains dark and silent all around.

I could see light coming from Tran’s apartment. She'd taken the
shade off the lamp again and from outside, the window framed a ball of

white light that was muted by gauzy drapes she'd hung in the window.
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I locked my bike and climbed the stairs two at a time. My place

was a mess inside. I'd forgotten to wash the dishes and the smell of dried
spaghetti sauce was thick in the air.

I grabbed a beer and flopped onto the sofa. There were footsteps
above me and muffled sounds from Tran’s television. She agreed that we
needed to stop seeing each other before shit got scary. Still, it was weird
hearing her move around and not being able to see her or to smell the
citrus oil that she wore.

She'd come by the first of October and we'd shared coffee and
cigarettes together, trying to be friends. She loved her husband—I knew
that—and honestly, T didnt like sneaking around, especially with her
kid and all because he was intelligent, you know, you could see it in his
eyes and who knows what he thought about me, what he saw when he
looked at me, or what he would remember about me and his mom when
he became a big boy and some random memory came floating up and
caught him unaware.

Priscilla returned to the shop in late November. Zucker’s had
given her a better deal for her guitar and she was grateful.

She said she'd just stopped by to thank me and that she had
to go because her son was waiting in the car. Through the window 1
could see a boy leaning on an old but clean Toyota. He had that lanky,
fourteen-year-old look. He hadn't grown into his lips or feet yet, and his
baggy shorts exposed his twiggy shins.

I'd imagined her son to be little, maybe because shed spoken of

him like he was defenseless, but he was clearly a teenager and he was
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listening to music, reciting words the way kids do, his cap perched at a
cocky angle. He looked normal from a distance save for a slight limp
when he moved. You like coffee?

You offering? She was smiling.

I don't make good coffee. I make good martinis because I
bartend on the weekends. But I'd like to buy you a cup of coffee, you
know, when you have the time.

Priscilla was an office clerk and I liked the way her tongue
looked through her gap when she said the I's in her name. We linked up
at a coffee shop one afternoon. The following week, we walked for hours
through a shopping mall. I was embarrassed that our dates were so low
budget but she didn’t seem to mind. She wasn't a fussy girl, which I'd
already known.

Priscilla and her son Jamal lived near South Mountain in a
house on a weedy lot. Jamal’s dad had been the sort who came and left
as he pleased, but the previous year Priscilla had told him not to return.
She had no idea where he was now. There was evidence of his time in the
house—a couple of fist-sized holes in the wall.

Her boy had a limp that was caused, as far as I could tell, by one
leg being shorter than the other. Priscilla said the leg was a congenital
disorder but doctors weren't sure about other symptoms that he had. They
were thinking food allergies, now. She could talk endlessly about his
battles with digestion, headaches, common colds, and how he struggled
to be a normal kid. One night, awakened by noise, I found her in the

bathroom double-checking Jamal’s medicines and prescriptions. Vials
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and bottles covered the bathroom counter. She looked scared.

I have to make sure he has all of his doses for tomorrow. If he
misses just one, it could be a bad day, she said.

I loved how fiercely she protected Jamal, how she'd found the
nerve to walk into Carney’s pawnshop in order to provide for him. Td
met Carney during my bad years, too. I knew the courage that it took to
sell your possessions.

When the holidays ended the pawnshop entered a sales slump.
To keep busy, Carney made Skee go around spraying glass cleaner on
the jewelry counters, store windows, glass door, but mostly we just hung
out and talked a lot of shit. Skee was young but he was smart. On his
days off he hung out at the public library reading blogs and downloading
documentaries.

It began to rain for days in a row and plants were blooming
in tiny bursts of color. As I'd ride through town I'd see yellow shoots
from the Agave, and the tight, red buds of the Joshua Tree. Rainwater
collected in fields creating muddy pools of water that I tried to dodge.
Sometimes I'd hit these puddles head on; I wouldn't see them because my
glasses were fogged from the weather. When I'd get home, I'd have to
spray my bike with a hose to remove the red dirt. I'd wash the bike, take
a shower, and then I'd go out again to meet up with Priscilla.

1 was spending a lot of time away from my apartment so I didn't
notice the messages at first. I had two voicemails that were a week old
when I finally played them. The woman’s voice was pleasant despite the

official tone and her name, Marisel, I liked. But when she said she was
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with the State of Arizona, I deleted both messages before she could
finish.

As T erased messages, rain fell outside in a steady drizzle. I
could hear Trans boy practicing a swing pattern on his drums which
meant that his old man—who hated the noise—wasn’t there. Soon, Tran
was at my door to borrow cigarettes. Her hair looked like she'd just
washed and blown it dry.

Sorry, I'm out, I said. I stood in my doorway so as not to invite
her inside.

That’s not like you to run out of cigarettes.

She fiddled while I stood. I let her remark dangle.

*

Sometimes a customer at a bar gets drunk enough to tell me
his story. What he says is not true, in fact, it is always bullshit because
drunkenness does not inspire honesty but bravado. And so the insurance
adjuster becomes a corporate executive or the music teacher brags about
playing at The House of Blues which may be true, but the story of who
they really are, of how they struggle to pay their phone bills, gets left out
of the storytelling.

One time a guy come into the Biltmore bar saying that he knew
the answer to that unsolved mystery—who shot Biggie Smalls>—and
he was dressed like a rapper, you know, had large diamonds in his ears
and the platinum and such and this is a bar where mostly professionals
hang out after leaving the office so they were awed that this guy could
buy several rounds of drinks and they listened to him and asked him

questions and he left the bar with a chick who had silicone tits.
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What I see in Priscilla is the opposite of all that. I don't care

what others may think about her. I see how adversity has made her more
authentic, more beautiful. It has warped her, too, as it has me, but no one
makes it through life without some harm.

*

The phone rang early on a Saturday and I answered thinking it
was Priscilla. It was Marisel again. She said she was Jamal's caseworker.

—Is he in some kind of trouble?

—No. I'm assigned to keep track of Jamal’s circumstances. Are
you available to answer a few questions?

—How'd you get my number?

—Priscilla Johnson, his mother. She didn't tell you?

—She may have told me and I forgot.

—You won’t mind giving me a minute of your time then?

I didn’t respond but she jumped right in, running through the
usual social worker stuff. I gave her the friend-of-the-family angle.
I even hinted that I was mentoring Jamal. I was careful on this last
part, though. At a bar when a customer is lying his story has too many

details.

But nothing seemed to impress her and that concerned
me a bit.

—Marisel, I have to tell you, Jamal is a pretty happy kid.

—And you base that on?

—The usual stuff. His mom does right by him.

Upstairs I could hear Tran's family making their morning sounds.
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Running water. Television. Clink of dishes. Tran and her husband were
arguing in Vietnamese, a language that I don’t understand.

—And Jamal’s health?

—What about it?

—From what you've observed, any protracted illnesses, maybe
missing school a lot?

—Maybe a day here and there. He does have the leg thing,
you know.

—Of course. Would you consider his mother’s concern
appropriate at these times?

It was a good question.

—Ihere’s nothing Priscilla wouldn’t do for her son, Marisel.
Every kid should have a mother like her.

I hung up.

I suppose I could have become anxious about the phone call
or what I imagined was in Jamal’s file. Instead, I felt struck as if by the
familiar. So Priscilla wasn'’t like women from home after all. She was like
me: broken in a very serious way. I sat and watched the rain which comes
during one season if it comes at all.

Later, Tran came by to return a borrowed cooking pot. She said
her husband suspected our affair.

We're moving to Glendale because of it, she said.

I touched her shoulder. I wanted to say something that would
redeem us but there were no words for lives like ours. We had cheated to

feel fortunate for once.
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*

The next day I took Priscilla and Jamal to the racetrack near
Gila River Casino. The sun was out. You could see the snow-capped
mountains and it was one of those days when the desert feels like a
blessing. We watched the cars race around piled tires, the sun beaming
down on their neon-colored frames, the engines like a swarm of bees in
our ears.

Jamal climbed the spectator stand swinging his bum leg. He
looked like an old man. He was headed to the top but his mother didn't
want him that high.

What’s wrong with watching from here? she asked him.

‘Cause I don't wanna sit that close.

I don't think you should climb all the way up there.

I'm alright.

You'll be talking about your leg bothering you.

Mama!

He'll be okay, I said.

There weren't many people who showed up, maybe thirty in
all. They were relatives of the amateur racers or people like us who had
little else to do on a Sunday morning. Most of us clumped together in
the midsection of the stand but Jamal stayed at the top, listening to his
music. After a while, other boys joined him and I could see them, when
I glanced over my shoulder, sharing their headphones and talking smack
the way young boys will do.

Who is he talking to? Priscilla asked at one point. I pulled her
hand to my mouth and gave it a playful bite. The boy’s alright, I said,
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Give him some space. She smiled. I could see how hard it was for her
to let go.

I took them home after the race and then rode my bike to work.
I mentioned the caseworker in a conversation with Skee. I told him
how she seemed to question Priscilla’s motives for doting on Jamal. I
described his various medicines. Skee said he'd seen a documentary
about a woman who'd sent her kid to the hospital sixty-two times before
someone suspected that something was wrong. It was some sick shit, he
said. I mean, this woman actually poisoned her daughter sixty-two times.
Maybe your lady-friend is poisoning her kid, Skee laughed.

Yeah, that’s it, I said with false irony.

Tknew then that I'd stay with Priscilla. I'd help her get a hold of
her life and see that Jamal was her one good thing. I figured that I could
be valuable to her in time. I would change jobs, earn more, settle a bit.

Carney interrupted us, told us business was slow and that we
should go home early. Any other day I would have cussed Carney good
for cutting my hours without notice but that day I just left, grabbed my
bike, and hooked it to the front of the Valley Metro bus that I would ride
home. As the bus got crowded I offered my seat to this rocker kid.

When I got home, I washed dishes and folded clothes that were
piled on my bed. I felt inspired to clean the apartment and so I did,
throwing out the inexpensive, secondhand objects I'd collected over the
years. When Priscilla came by later that evening she found me there as
I'd promised. We ate leftover pizza then we made love on the couch. The
rough fabric scratched our knees and elbows. It left raw spots that would

scab by morning.
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