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Letter from the Editors 
 
 

Welcome to Blood Lotus #12, our animal(istic) issue!  Once again, we are 
pleasantly surprised by the òsame wavelengthó phenomenon of those who send 

us their writing with no pretense of theme, only to end up with an accidental 
animal motif for spring 2009.   
 The visceral energy of this issue is made all the more brilliant by the 

watercolors of artist Darla Farner.  We hope youõll visit her website once youõve 
read this issue to see many more of her unique and award-winning creations.  

òVibrant Abstractó is a bold cover with lots of spring sky colorsña proper 
goodbye to winter! 
 Appropriately, Farnerõs òAnimal Kingdomó opens the #12 poetry section, 

which is a veritable wild kingdom itself.  Barbara Sabolõs òLittle Starlingó is a 
portrait of a young girl play-acting as if free as a bird in a world of her own (the 
permeable walls of a sonnet?).  Another bird opens the next poem, a peacock, 

òhis eye winking / as though heõs met you before.ó  This is poet Tresha Faye 
Haefnerõs òVisions of Hovering Vases,ó followed by her òThe Jungle Tattoo,ó in 

which the new occupant of an apartment empathizes with her predecessorõs 
loneliness and wonders how a tiger across someoneõs back might be òa solid 
reminder / that something could exist in absence?ó  From one kind of art to 

the next, we come to Kim Triedmanõs òI Want to Be Pablo Neruda,ó and the 
title speaks for itself amidst several animal imagesñfishheads, birds òbleat[ing] 
out nasty songsóñand ends with òblack blood,ó a seamless segue into Mary 

Huyck Mulkaõs òThe Night You Blow Your Face Off, We Keep Driving.ó  This 
poem has the wistfulness of an elegy and the spectacle of a carnival freak 

show: òsix-legged lambó and òdouble-bodied pythonó and òtaxidermied vampire 
bat,ó oh my!  Because this poem takes place in a car, it is only fitting that we 
follow with òThe Long Blonde Finds Her Fatheró from òthe Brownsville border / 

crossing.ó  Iris Gribble-Neal tells us a bit about fathers who call from prison 
cells, or the afterlifeéor about who listens for such calls with dread, or òlong 

earrings like snakes.ó  Next is John-Michael P. Bloomquistõs poem òThe 
Hospital Garden,ó in which might be Barbara Sabolõs precocious little girl 
before growing up to be Kim Triedmanõs death-fixated artist, and begins with a 

black bird in a fountain.  Having seen plenty of land animals, we now move to 
the sea with òThe Conservation of Matter.ó  Meryl Natchez presents a couple 
debating the possibility of an afterlife while a humpback whale, a symbol of 

evolution and endurance, breathes òback into ocean, air,ó and òheads for the 
Bering Sea.ó  Maybe Natchezõ humpback whale will pass Laura McCulloughõs 

òpregnant female Makoó shark before sheõs gutted on a beach in front of a 
crowd whoõd have loved Mary Huyck Mulkaõs exhibition.  McCulloughõs next 
poem is òThe Night, Saturday, Bridge,ó where we mourn the death of another 

animal, a sea turtle whose carcass sets the tone for a violent crime that is 
happening simultaneously.  All of the animals in this issueõs poems exist to 
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underscore some human psychology that runs parallel, and McCulloughõs 
masterful and moody poems close the poetry section by epitomizing this idea.  

Her òMeniscusó includes òa wolféa bearéa caught fish,ó and by the end, the 
speakerñor any speaker from this issueñis òno longer an animal, but one / 

planet just looking for its sun.ó 
 It is that sentiment, the lost looking to be found, that Jeff Kass captures 
(albeit in a much lighter way) in the piece we chose for this issueõs Gray Area 

section, the very funny dramatic monologue of a white, suburban, adolescent 
male trying to be a rapper.  The piece is called, in a throwback to a Vanilla Ice 
lyric, òCookinõ MCs Like a Pound of Bacon,ó and in it, òAaronó asks us òYeah, 

Iõm White, so what?...Does that mean Iõm not hip hop?ó  (Picture a Triedman-
esque subtitle of òI Want to be Kanye West.ó)  The more we read of the long 

piece, though, the more we wonder if heõs asking us or himself.  Farnerõs 
òBorderlinesó is therefore an appropriate image to open Kassõs piece because, 
while sparkling gold, the vertical lines like prison bars remind us of the òall 

that glitterséó adage.  Aaronõs defense mechanism is effective; his macho 
bravado keeps anyone but his New Age mother from getting near the real him.  

By the end, weõre wondering which came first, the misunderstood youth or his 
identity crisis?  Either way, there is a border to be crossed. 
  Farnerõs fourth watercolor òMardis Grasó is the door to #12õs fiction 

section, in part for its masks, but also because of the connotations, however 
founded or unfounded, of sin, excess, and intoxication.  In keeping with the 
literal theme of animals, the first story of the section is Ken Valentiõs òBird 

Brain,ó a hilarious and just-disturbing-enough account of a seemingly sadistic 
pet parakeet who wreaks havoc on his owner while charming everyone else.  

Eva Langston follows with a modern rendition of Red Riding Hood called òRedó; 
Langstonõs Big Bad Wolf, however, is only half the villain that Redõs obsessive 
need to control everything, including her own appetites, proves to be.  Next is 

Kyle Bradstreetõs story òMorning on the Charles Bridge,ó a retrospective 
autobiography of a college professor who laments that òYou fuck up one timeñ
just onceñand you lose everything.ó  The last story of the section and the issue 

is Michael E. OõNealõs òKnowing Things,ó the television-appropriate premise of 
which is a clairvoyant who is sick of foreseeing the eventual death and 

destruction of presently happy people.  The only animal in this story is the 
speakerõs òvibrating rabbit,ó a symbol of the artificial intimacy for which she 
must settle, the burden of her omniscience.   

 We hope you enjoy the wonderful writing of #12, and happy spring! 
 

Best, 
 
The Editors 
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Barbara Sabol  
 

LITTLE STARLING  
 

 
Craving nothing but air to ride, or a kind,  
kindred look, something she cannot name, 

someoneõs starling squeals, launches down  
the walk on the balls of her high tops, waving  
tucked-in arms like useless chicken wings,  

and chants to the branches, alive with the song 
of springõs nuisance iridescent puddles of oil  

whose return is the illusion of having been gone.  
Neighbors startle at the rattle from yellow 
bills then again at the whistle from inside  

the hood of her yellow slicker,  
                                      whoooeee , she mimics 

the mimics, studies their purple-sheened dazzle . . .  
shies at the whine of her odd mustard coach,  
then quietly boards the gifted kidsõ bus. 
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Tresha Faye Haefner  
 

VISIONS OF HOVERING VASES  
 

 
Late at night a peacock flies over your car 

like an airplane flying  
through Van Goghõs Starry Night, 
his tail feathers  

  
green as rushes of the Nile, 
his eye winking 

as though heõs met you before. 
You are Chagallõs wife 

  
leaning over the edge of a splintery picket fence 
trading recipes with the neighbor 

under a sky the color of thunder, 
something your husband will later transform, 
  

into which he will eventually add 
a chicken playing guitar, goat the size of the moon, 

some flowers forever stranded in a vase, hovering,  
maraschino cherry like, over your house 
  

while you, in your black gown, 
lean over a pot, 

and blow steam, like drudgery, 
away from the mouth of your stew.  
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Tresha Faye Haefner  
 

THE JUNGLE TATTOO  
  

 
The man who lived in this apartment before me 
painted the walls jungle green so they would look 

like the deep round "O" of a forest pool in shade, 
  
but really they remind me of the man himself,  

who, upon handing me the key, said 
he had lived there ten years, alone, 

  
that the neighbors were quiet,  
but few of them friendly, 

and I should keep to myself, 
  

then had turned down the hall, revealing as he did, 
through the cotton white lucidity of his shirt, 
a back covered by the tattoo of a tiger 

  
whose black eyes stared out 
from a tapestry of jungle vines, 

emerald embroidered branches, 
  

snakes like strings of topaz slithering 
away as if slithering along with the man 
down the white florescent-lit hall. 

  
And I want to ask him now, as I sit on the couch, 
rubbing my thumb over the needy brown upholstery 

watching lights go out  
  

in the darkness I have inherited, 
if there is something that made him need to cover 
nakedness, like loneliness, in color. 

  
At what point in his ten years alone 

did he decide on that tattoo?  
Was it in a moment like this, 
  

when nightõs charcoal shadow was closing, 
like a hand, over the yellow light of lately lit apartment windows, 
and the walls were going black,  
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Tresha Faye Haefner  
 

in spite of the color, that he went  
to have his body pricked by a solid reminder  

that something could exist in absence?  
 
That the dark unholiness of a body,  

with its isolated, heavy-metal sting of solitude,  
purple-bruises, and blood-dark songs could also be 
  

the dark web of trees, a river, red flowers, green leaves spread 
so wide they might shelter things, like dew drops and pollen, 

the rock-round back of beetles, waking in the dark to flap 
  
their wings through the heartless black, unafraid,  

so that when he would fall back into himself, alone,  
in this room, he would land, 

  
like that tiger, two paws dug into the solid earth, able 
to look up through the lucid green embroidery  

of the jungleõs never sleeping leaves, to find 
  
even the inside of himself, still illuminated by stars.  
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Kim Triedman  
 

I WANT TO BE PABLO NERUDA  
 

 
ñ the tongue of my mind  
slipping over fishheads, pyres  

burning blue and loose-limbed men  
pressing into soft things  
the color of pie.   I want the  

death-word to have a capital D;  
bodies swollen and purpled  

with sex; thin boys with  
sharp knives.  I want  
gargoyles and flatware, flesh  

slick and deep as murky ponds,  
and I want the shiver that follows,  

lightly. 
 
                    I knowñ 

wish hard enough and  
walls come down: skies weep, birds  
bleat out nasty songs, and leaves turn  

like wayward children, brown  
to green.  There is an itch on my back,  

way up where I canõt scratch it;  
I want something he hasña cure,  
glitteredñ I want his  

twelve-inch wand.  I want  
the star at the top to be rusted and  
barbed,  sharp enough to draw  

black blood.    
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Mary Huyck Mul ka  
 

THE NIGHT YOU BLOW YOUR FACE OFF, WE KEEP DRIVING  
 

 
the billboard says 6 LEGGED Lamb!  
Exit Now, 2 mi. take a Ƃ   but we donõt turn off 
ʄit is past dark and this is west Texas 
and we are behind, and I am disappointed 

because I want to see the mechanics of this lamb 
whether Limbs 5 and 6 sprout 

from its hips or its shoulders, or its torso 
or somewhere else entirely that I donõt want to image 
ʄand I want to find out if they work in tandem 

like the dowels at the top of a merry-go-round 
or on their own accord 

as if the prenatal twin to which they once attached 
still yanked at them from The Great Beyondʄ 
but youõre twitching a bit in the passengerõs seat 

because you thought weõd be to New Mexico by now 
and there are no other cars on this old stretch of road 
and the thunderheads are hanging so low 

you swear you could catch one 
if only you were surfing on the roof of the carʄ 

but I am disappointed, and I wonõt pull over 
and so you tell me this story 
that you never told me before, this story 

of how you begged your father to take you to the 50-cent freakshow 
at the county fair when you were five, 

how there was a five-legged lambʄ 
           true, not the same as six, but hear this out ʄ 
how there was this five-legged lamb in the tent 

its extra leg misshapen 
and bandaged and flopping from the center 

of its woolen belly like an umbilical cord 
how you watched that lamb trot in circles, transfixed 
despite the three-headed heifer calf the next enclosure over, 

the double-bodied python bones set behind glass 
and the Siamese twins born in 1929 
embalmed in a bell jar next to a taxidermied vampire bat 

with three-inch fangs and a vial of the flu of 1918 
and you tell me how you watched that lamb drag that leg 

for what must have been 20 minutes straight 
how you finally turned and waited 
for the barker to turn away, and how when he finally did 
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Mary Huyck Mulka  
 

it was to stop some teenagers from taking a picture 
of the testicles of the fattest hog in Illinois 

how you took this moment with his back turned 
to shimmy under the corral bars 
how you grabbed that extra leg just above 

its miniature hoof, and twisted until you heard a squelch , 
how it hardly took a full rotation for it to pop free in your fist 

how the stumpy end hardly bled 
                and she didnõt even bleat, you whisper 
                      not even the faintest baah  

and from the corner of my eye 
I can see the corner of your lip ticking 

the way it tics when you are lying to my face 
or I catch you loving this thing 
we both know you shouldnõt be loving at all 
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Iris Gribb le-Neal  
 

THE LONG BLONDE FINDS HER FATHER  
 

 
She calls me from the Brownsville border 

crossing, says sheõs really leaving  
this time. Says her hair is hanging blonde,  
long earrings like snakes. 

Sheõs searching for the beginning 
of someone elseõs life, molecules 
not born in her bones, not running along 

her vertebra pushed like buttons. 
 

I can hear the cantina, a laugh  
in the background counting on tomorrow,  
glasses that sound like friends,  

not the bad news of insistent telephones  
you have to answer.  
She found her fatherõs grave; she tells me 

heõs still there in the grit  
among arthritic mesquite, calling through 

long and lonely like a train. 
 
My father always called me collect 

like an inmate from the county jail who says 
when I donõt answer  

he knows Iõm there. I know him better 
than my father who called from the last 
phone booth from the corner of a lonely dirt 

road and the sun, listening to fiddles 
waltz across Texas, some woman  
waiting in the car for clouds.  
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John -Michael P. Bloomquist  
 

THE HOSPITAL GARDEN  
 

 
In the fountain 

a black bird   
dips its feathers in the water,  
the rings stretch 

to its edges, the crackle 
on marble stirs  
the floating yellow  

leaves.  
 

A little girl 
holds up a leaf, green as a bruise, to the sun  
light breaking over the brick wall, 

she stares with her left eye 
closed behind a patch, 
to herself she says  

mom,  
 

this one is alive, mom,  
this one is still  
living.  



15 

 

Meryl Natchez  
 

THE CONSERVATION OF MATTER  
 

 
I follow the hump of the whale exhaling 

as it heads for the Bering Sea. I want to see it, and see it again,  
 
closer. Or the trees, their wild, deliberate dance 

in the arms of the wind. Even rain on a New York street, 
 
cigarette butts in the gutter, taxis splattering. I canõt get enough of it.  

You say: When we die we cease  to exist. Everything else  
 
is illusion . But these mornings, across the table, 
this hard-won companionship, surely something endures. 

 
Slowly, light turns the bay slate blue. 
Night departs. Morning reappears.  

 
The dead look on from their accustomed places,  
stopped in time, but not altogether silent, 

 
the last whiff of the whaleõs breath  

absorbed back into ocean, air. 
 
One life in this body, then absence, ashesñ 

the spirit lifted into a dance of branches. 
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Laura McCullough  
 

ALONG THE SURFACE  
 

 
You canõt just grab a shark by the tail and yank it out  

of the waves though some have tried. There,  
in Sea Bright early this summer, one fisherman gutted  
 

a pregnant female Mako on the beach.  
The crowd leaned against each other, a tightening coil,  
to see better as the babies slipped out  

 
on the sand, the thrashing, and, when one flipped its tail,  

so it seemed to jump toward a child,  
a father stepped on it, squashing its head. Then apologizing 
 

when his girl cried out. Another name  
for a school of shark is a shiver which is what rippled along  
the surface of the water as the evening wind  

 
blew across it. The people left as they got bored, some men  

wanting to help carry everything away: 
the carcass, jaw, and what remains useful, at least, as chum. 
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Laura McCu llough  

 

THE NIGHT, SATURDAY, BRIDGE  
 

 
The mound they gathered around  

was a green sea turtle dead, her flippers stiff,  
 
head elegantly bent, the carapace  

a swirl of green and gray and black, a signature 
 
for sure, and the children who found  

her tried to tip her over until a mother yelled  
Donõt touch it; it could have germs, and  

 
then a kid used a stick to jab her  
flipper to see if she would bleed. Behind them  

 
the boardwalk was stirring;  

all day, the lights that had been blinking invisibly 
 
in the glare of the white sky  

were revealed as night came, the same night two teens,  
 

a boy and girl would be lured away,  
the boy tied up, the girl raped, the perpetrator fleeing  
 

the dry town of Ocean Grove, taking  
the Garden State Parkway either north or south, and 
 

was never caught. Itõs all anyone talked  
about all week, the turtle, the rape; then Saturday came.  

 
The mayor was glad; then the bridge  
between the island and mainland got stuck open due  

 
to the heat, and it was something to see,  
the long snake of cars, the air rippling above them. 



18 

 

Laura McCullough  
 

MENISCUS: AS DISTINCT FROM OTHER PLANETS  
 

 
They told me what to expect  
 in this decade, but each month  

 
itõs another man asking for a kissñ 
 to kiss me, letõs kissñand each moon 

 
face blooms above, behind, or across 

 from me as if Iõve seen it just  
 
then for the first time, a wolf  

 in one, a bear in another, in the end, 
 

always, just a man, but the one  
 this month asked, Do you fool around? 
 

and his face was a cave begging  
 for a small animal to take harbor  
 

in it, and so I was kind, but not the kind  
 to fool around, I told him, and went  

 
home to my husband who splayed me  
 like a caught fish, bright skinned,  

 
jumping through the meniscus of water  
 to air, the moon a bright-penny lure,  

 
and he with the net, then fillets me,  

 my rainbow scales shedding, so our bed  
 
is a shimmering, thin-flaked mess,   

 the sky above us arched by multiple  
 

moons, and when we are done, when  
 my husband has knifed me clean  
 

again, my night comes toward dawn,  
 and I coil into the terrestrial earth, 
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Laura McCullough  
 

no longer an animal, but one  
 planet just looking for its sun.  
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#12 Gray Area 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Borderlines  
 

 
by Darla Farner 
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Jeff Kass  
 

COOKINõ MCS LIKE A POUND OF BACON 
 

 
Motherfuckers gotta represent.   

Yeah, Iõm White, so what? White like a piece of Xerox paper dunked in a 

barrel of bleach. Iõm White like vanilla ice cream if you take the flavoring out. I 
mean, thereõs not even any vanilla  in my shit, fake or natural. Iõm just pure no-

color fucked-up White. Iõm so White what spits out my mouth can cross out 
typos. Can erase shit. Like history. 

But, check itñdoes that mean Iõm not hip hop?  

Just because I got a rock garden in my backyard with some fat-ass carp 
swimming around in a pond with lily padsñI mean, yo, that shitõs dope, with a 
bubble fountain of water trickling over stones; that shitõs so constantly 

soothing itõll make you think you donõt need to smoke weed like more than 
once a week ð for real though, just because of that carp and bubble nurturing 

environment twenty feet from my momõs living room window, you think Iõm not 
hip hop? 

My point is blatant. Most motherfuckers fail to get educated the way they 

need to be. See, hip hop is the voice of the street, and even though the street I 
live on got houses with nineteen empty bedrooms and basements bigger than 

the typical cruise ship and those cruel and unusual electronic fences that 
shock the shit out of some specific poodle-looking horrible drooling dogs, it 
ainõt about what the street looks  like. It ainõt about whether thereõs homies on 

the corner drinkinõ forties, or even no corner at all ôcuz thereõs no sidewalks, 
and the specifically designed cul-de-sac winds around in a gentle curve like 

some beautiful femaleõs hipñthat shitõs ill, for realñ ôcuz the point is the idea  
of street. Even my bougie-ass street got to have a voice.  

I know Iõm not representing some crackhouse, broken-vials-in-your-

Christmas- stocking hood, but, tell the truth, I ainõt on some Desperate 
Housewives shit neither. Thereõs some shorties up in that piece, no doubtñ

believe me Iõd be gettingõ busy in some of those gazebos or whateverñbut, yo, 
my mom ainõt even like that. She donõt be hoinõ nobody, like poisoning drinks 

so she can get the job at the breast cancer fundraiser or some bullshit. She 
just be doing some, like, mystic breathing exercises in the rock garden. She 
just be pressing her hands together like sheõs praying and spinning in slow 

wind-circles like some ten thousand-year-old shaman tripped out of his skull 
on mushrooms in the desert gloaming.. Always be like, yo, Aaron, come join 
me, itõll be good for your chi. Like what the fuckõs my chi? Some kind of rodent 

hibernating in my ribcage? Like it needs a full-finger massage just so it can 
wake up and feel dope enough to migrate to the grocery store? Yo, my chiõs 

fine, all right. Donõt be bugginõ me out with that. 
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Jeff Kass  
 

My main problem is I gotta start tenth grade tomorrow. Thatõs a 
horrifying prospect. I mean, if anythingõs gonna piss my chi off, itõs that. Just 

to guarantee to jump shit off as wack as possible, my mom bought me a whole 
new wardrobe of gay golf shirts. No lie, like, mom, peep reality. Iõm not going to 
the country club right now. Ainõt no valet about to park my Jag for me like Iõm 

a Tom Cruise wannabe getting ready to snort coke off my sunglasses with a 
two-hundred dollar bill or some shit. Plus, for real, the shirts are gay. Thatõs 
truth. They put on eye-liner and go to gay bars and give each other sleeve jobs. 

My momõs gonna be all up in my grill too if I donõt wear them. Sheõs gonna be 
like, Aaron, why you got to dress like a hoodlum all the time? Why you got to 

dress like youõre about to jack somebodyõs sister with a baseball bat? Youõre a 
handsome young man, Aaron, why donõt you stop hiding in those sweatshirt 
hoods and let people see your face?  

Thatõs some bullshit too. Ainõt no problem with my face. Ainõt no problem 
with people seeing it either. Itõs my choice though. This the United States of 

America. If I want to conceal something, I conceal it. If I want to flaunt, I flaunt. 
Thatõs how it goes in this piece. Plus, yo, itõs hard to put summertime behind 
me. That shitõs a traumatic concept. I donõt even like thinking about it because 

summer means I get to kick it however I want. Nobody tells me to get out the 
hallway because Iõm tardy. All I do all summer is chill. All I do is exactly what I 
want to be doing. School be drinking some whole other philosophical Kool-Aid. 

You try to chill there, you try to do your thing, you try to live life like how you 
want to be livinõ it, and people are gonna fuck with you.  

School be like that one specific asshole who ainõt got nothing better to do 
than mess with my entire strategy for success. Itõs like as soon as school starts, 
the first casualty, like the very first original G laid six feet deep, is the time I 

need to make my album. I got the flows no doubt, or at least I got the ideas for 
the flows, and I be trying to write shit every day, like put pen to page and spit 
fire, but, yo, now itõs gonna be like, hold up, no time for the studio ôcuz some 

stale-ass teacher with breath like something dark and mysterious on the 
bottom of a homeless dudeõs boot has to decide itõs his ultimate life-goal to give 

me a five-paragraph essay. This is how you learn how to think, them teachers 
be saying. For real, Aaron, this is how we know youõre getting it. Yeah, how 
about I be getting your grandma in the backseat of her Suburban? How about 

she serves me mid-day in the downtown library parking lot? Would you know if 
I got that?  

See, everybody thinks I donõt read, like I spend all day playing 
videogames or drinking forties or whatever, and, believe me, Iõm not gonna lie, I 
put in my hours , yo, with the PS2, but I can walk away whenever I want. And 

forties, who am I gonna drink ôem with?  My skinny Casper The Ghost self outta 
some paper bag like a specifically dilapidated wino? I might be fucked up, yo. I 

might be in therapy every Tuesday and Thursday, but Iõm not some future- 
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resembles-the-inside-of-a-sewer hobo sleeping in the clinic doorway. Iõm not 
mumbling to myself about somebody please give me a cigarette or Iõm gonna 

twitch in mad convulsions and die right here in front of your innocent pre-
school daughter. Peep the obvious, yoñI got deep insights. I got vocabulary 
sicker than the average raccoon with rabies because I do read. For real. I read 

every page of every book I ever get assigned by every dandruff-dripping, 
smelling-like-a-dumpster teacher I got. Not the Cliff Notes either. The whole 

shit.  
I look at it like thisñif I donõt read but I want to have an opinion about 

the book, like I want to tell my moms to jump off my nuts and let me keep 

watching TV because the book Iõm supposed to be reading blows my specifically 
disinterested johnsonñthen if I didnõt read  the book, Iõm just fronting. Iõm 

straight fake like any asshole who says dumb shit like all hip hop is only about 
bling and blunts, but who ainõt even heard any hip hop since, like, the Furious 
Five or some other distinctly extinct nursing home motherfuckers. No 

disrespect to the Furious Five, thatõs some pioneers right there, but still youõre 
talking Dark Ages. Youõre talkinõ shit that was written on stone tablets. The hip 
hop species has evolved since then. Seriously, if you canõt take the time to 

listen, then who the fuck are you to commentate?  
Same point why I got to read the books. And, yo, Iõm not saying all of 

them, but a lot of those shits are wack. Like how many times Iõm supposed to 
read about some dust-covered girl whose, like, bustle skirt or whatever is too 
constricting, complain about how the dude she likes left his card on the table 

in the parlor, but it was after tea instead of before tea, or it should have been a 
letter with some specifically colorful family crest, or how come his man didnõt 

just drop him off in his coach orñwhat the fuck, yoñdo the dude or donõt do 
the dude. And if you donõt do the dude, do a different dude. I ainõt got time for 
your tea and needlepoint turmoil. 

 For real, I got shit to do. I be staying up late to read that nonsense. I got 
a small lamp in my bedroom and Iõm all spread out on my bed like Iõm the 

clean white sheet itself, and the lamp is creating this, like, haunting pool of 
light thatõs glowing all over my shit. Itõs 3 a.m. and Iõm bathing in this pool of 
light to, like, purify my White fucked-up needing-therapy-two-days-a-week ass, 

and I know the drunk daughters of the doctors who live in this pieceñbut, yo, 
they be some serious females wasted on wine coolers and other bullshit 
beveragesñand they be cruising in their cute, yellow mini-Hummersñtell me 
thatõs not fucked upñI know they see that glorious wash of light painting my 
window and theyõre probably giggling and saying, yo, that dude must be on 

some kind of Einstein tip, and to tell the truth, theyõre correct.  
But donõt go crazy with that shit either. I ainõt no albino nocturnal nerd-

lizard. I donõt glow in the dark or nothing crazy so donõt think like, just 

prescribe this green-eyed freak some Valium-spiked food coloring or some other  
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unproductive narcotic remedy and heõs gonna be all la-la peaceful dreamland. 
Hell nah, you need to check out another accurate statement. I ainõt no vampire. 

I be reading in the daytime too. The sun be toasting my sunscreen-frosted skin 
like a marshmallowñseriously, I lather on like a straight fifth of that mess per 
dayñand I be dragging my specifically rat-looking chi out to the rock garden 

and chillinõ in the shade. I be straight reclining on the wrought-iron bench 
flipping pages while those overweight Twinkie-jonesing lardfish swim around 
bumping their heads against the sides of the pond. Stupid no-memory having 

fucks. Like learn some shit already. Figure something out when you smack 
your forehead against a rock repeatedly. For real, yo, I donõt understand how 

evolution didnõt just electric-chair the whole muttfish species.  
Itõs tranquil though. Even bugs, like some specifically military ants, be 

kicking back and  peaceinõ in that mug. I come up with some of my best 

rhymes just sitting there, just listening to the rhythm of the fountain, watching 
the Special Ed. Carp knock themselves furtherly stupid. Check itñ 

 
 Yo, fly miss  
 Let me show you  
 How I kiss  
 Like an ichthyologist  
 Studies fish Iõll know your lips 
 Like a barnacle loves ships  
 
Ah, ah, ah! Who wants to fuck with that? Who got multiple nautical metaphors 
like this motherfucker? Not you. Hell nah! Tell me thatõs not romantic. Tell me 
shorties ainõt getting ready to peel down to their hot satin right this specifically 

motivated second. 
Iõll tell you the truth, though. Iõm not really pulling the honeys like I 

should be. With my kind of lyrical skill, mad hos should be feeling me. They 

should be all up on my jock like a salamander to a camouflaged tree branch or 
whatever, but for some ridiculous reason, itõs not occurring. Itõs like school. Itõs 

like my album. I got my ideas about how things should be, but the reality 
doesnõt agree like how I want it to. Some dictator teacher gots to throw me an 
essay just when Iõm getting ready to see if a fly female wants to holler. 

Somebody gots to throw me a wack book and some busywork question to 
answer in five specifically architected paragraphs, and, yo, now Iõm too busy for 

my flows and the females subsequently be gravitating elsewhere.  
Itõs like what happened the first day of school last year, I mean the very first 
day of ninth grade, like, hello, welcome to the warm and fuzzy high school 

environment, fuck you.  
 Actually it was the second day, but letõs be real, the first day doesnõt 
count because nobody knows whatõs going on, everybodyõs just wandering the  
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hallways like a drunk population of junior citizen refugees, so Iõm talking about 
the real  first day, and I spot this hot female over by the water fountain near the 

auditorium. So, you know, I mean, middle school was wack, but now itõs new, 
right? Now itõs like the true deal of the unsheltered world, and whoõs more 
prepared for that than I am? I mean, Iõm like Einstein, right, I mean I read 

more books than all your grandparents and their parents and all their 
adulterous lovers combined, so I figure, fuck it, Iõm gonna go holler at this girl. 

I donõt know if sheõs a senior, or a student council member, or a specifically 
talented teenage architect who designed the water fountain sheõs drinking at ð 
all I know is she looks good. Got tan skin and hair like twelve different colors of 

blond and tight shorts all up in her crotch like, excuse me, but this very 
moment is the optimal time to get busy, and so Iõm like, yo, Shortie, check it, I 
got flows, for real.  

And, sheõs like, òWhat?ó  
And, Iõm like, òWhat you mean what?ó 

And sheõs likeñwith this fucked-up ugly Iõll-kill-you-with-a-hypodermic-
needle-type glareñ òWhat I mean  is I didnõt hear you. You talk too quiet.ó 

I donõt know what the fuck sheõs talking aboutñIõm a loud, fill-the-room-type 
bullhorn motherfuckerñbut, all right, I repeat myself, like, practically yelling it 
in her earñwhich is gorgeous by the way, like seriously aerodynamically 

shaped and exquisitely constructedñ òShortie, yo, I got flows, you know what 
Iõm sayinõ?ó 

òNo, I donõt know what youõre saying, and I donõt know why youõre calling 

me Shortie either. Look at you. How old are you? You look like some fifth-
graderõs little brother. Iõm, like, a foot taller than you.ó 

òBut, yo, I got flows though,ó I tell her, like, for real, what is she failing to 
be educated about here? Like how come her chi ainõt feelinõ my chi or whatever. 
And she says, òLook, I donõt know if youõre a freshman or what, and what is it 

with these flows? Is that some kind of a drug? Are you talking monthly flows or 
something?ó 

òMonthly  flows?ó 
òListen, you might be a nice boy,ó she says, òbut Iõm sorry, I donõt have 

time for this. Why donõt you hit on someone who knows what youõre talking 
about?ó 

And thatõs when I hear some dudes laughing, like a whole grip of ho-ho-

ho motherfuckers with their hands over their mouths, cracking up like they 
never saw anything funnier in their lifetimes. I mean, one of these dickheads 
actually falls down on the floor and is lying on his back laughing, kicking his 

feet in the air looking like a specifically tantrum-throwing infant, and Iõm, like 
fuck this bullshit bougie school anyway. Iõm not about to break down and start 

weeping profusely or some other horrific female tendency, so I try to play it off, 
like maybe thereõs not really twenty or thirty dudes and some additional also  
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hot-looking shorties laughing at me, so maybe Iõll just turn to the water 
fountain and inhale my own highly necessary and refreshing drink, and thatõs 

when I see the red box with the glass case around it. 
Itõs not like I planned it. For real. I was just thinking fuck you, fuck this 

school, fuck all yõall, drink some water, and the opportunity just presented 

itself like somebodyõs fat wallet lying on the sidewalk. I look at these ho-ho-ho 
idiots still laughing and I give them a very specific middle finger and then I 
break the glass with my bony-ass knuckles and the consequential noise is a lot 

louder than I thought it would be. All of a sudden itõs clang-clang-clang and 
whistling beeps and flashing lights and Iõm gonna tell you something, those 

dudes stop laughing and start running in all different directions like some 
scattering cowardly soldiers when the bomb hits and I just stand there like, 
yeah, you giggling pre-school motherfuckers, I did it ñuntil the buckethead 

principal pulls me by the elbow with his specifically primetime young man, 
come with me  monologue, and all of a sudden, I ainõt even been in high school 

two days and Iõm suspended for a week. 
My mom was pissed too, disappointed more than anything , she told me 

for seven basically San Quentin days straight, and so I was like, okay, Iõll drink 
this farm-animal-tasting wheat grass if you say so and Iõll accompany you to 
the downward dog homo yoga studio and, seriously, it ainõt my misaligned 

chakras that made me pull that fire alarm, but if itõll make you think Iõm not 
gonna, like, burn down the childrenõs hospital or whatever, then fuck it, yeah, 

Iõll do it.  
I got blamed for a lot of shit after that. Every time a stoned-out-of-his-

dome weedhead set fire to the bathroom, every time somebody tagged some 

suck-my-genitals-type profanity on the wall, every time anybody did anything 
remotely related to my anti-social incident, here come the CIA hall monitor 
homeboys with their walkie-talkies on lockñwhereõs Aaron? Whoõs seen Aaron? 

It got to the point where when something shady happened, I just migrated 
down to the office and sat there waiting. I never said shit either. Accuse me of 

this, accuse me of that, suspend me, whatever. I only ever care what my mom 
thinks. I only donõt want to see her crying and thinking sheõs a fucked-up 
parent. Yo, I will kill  motherfuckers for my mom. So, damn, every time they 

mess with me I got to tell her, madre, Iõm being honest, I didnõt do the shit. Yes, 
I pulled the fire alarm, but everything elseñno, the shitõs bogus. For real.  

I think she believes me, but Iõm not sure. I hear her crying in the middle 
of the night when Iõm reading in my pool of light. Every week now, I go to yoga 
with her. My chiõs good now, I tell her. My chiõs all balanced, I can feel it.  

I didnõt talk much in school after that though. Like, fuck school if theyõre gonna 
make me public enemy number one. Why should I offer what I got to say if 

what I say ainõt gonna mean nothing to anybody anyway?  I raised my hand  
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approximately never. If a teacher called on me, okay, maybe I said something, 
maybe not; but volunteering, be serious, hell nah.  

And fuck females too. Iõm not trying to wife nobody at this particular 
moment. Yo, if a specifically hot female thatõs up to my very precise standards 
of quality wants to get busy, all right, itõs not like Iõm gonna turn that shit 

down, but Iõm not trying to holler either. The way I see it, my chi is  balanced 
right now, for real. Why mess with it? Why upset this rickety-ass rowboat that 

already barely makes it to therapy?  
My moms tells me to keep an open mind thoughñdonõt close off your 

options, look at the world with the curious eyes of a child.  Thatõs some pre-

determined and obviously empty bullshit. Like, yo, Iõm about to be a man, 
mom. Thatõs my destiny. Iõm not about to go backward like some dumb-ass 

who canõt figure out how to use his GPS. 
Thatõs why she bought me the gay shirts though. I know she thinks, all 

right, the summer happened, you chilled, you managed not to get suspended 

during the entire two consecutive months of July and August, now you can 
start over. Thatõs her theory. Now, young man, you got the opportunity to start 

fresh, to turn over a new leaf and mutate into the perfect boy I always knew 
you could be. What she donõt understand is I could turn over a whole 
dumptruck, a whole big-ass landfill of leafs, but Iõd still be Aaron. It donõt 

matter if I dress like a so-called criminal or not, Iõll still be that same dude 
everyone thinks is criminal-minded. It ainõt about turning over leafs. It ainõt 
about being some kind of minimum-dollars gardener cutting flowers for old 

sour drunk ladies whoõs too worried to complain because he thinks somebodyõs 
gonna deport his ass if he asks for more money. Nah, itõs about making  the 

money. Itõs about bustinõ the flows so hard females be dropping their drawers 
and donõt even know why theyõre doing it. Itõs just some, like, spontaneous 
drawer-dropping all over the hallway and teachers be so stunned they canõt 

even remember how to speak in monotonous voices and even the bells lose 
their minds and forget to ring. 

So Iõm gonna look at sophomore year like thisñIõm gonna go to school, 
but Iõm gonna let the females come to me. If they donõt, theyõre stupid, or too 
weeded out to walk properly or whatever, but I ainõt chasing no one. Not by no 

water fountains, not in the parking lot, not in gym class, or the library. Iõm 
gonna read all the books they tell me to, and I might even raise my hand if I 

feel like it. Mostly, though, Iõm about to work on my album. I got a gift, yo, and 
I owe it to the world to share it. For real, who got multiple nautical metaphors 
like this motherfucker? Not you. 
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BIRD BRAIN  
 

 
For some reason, my parakeet Cuba was out to get me. I walked past his cage 
one day and he said in his squawking voice; òYouõre goinõ down.ó 

I stopped to look at him, all five inches of him, with his green breast, 
yellow face and black-and-yellow striped wings. I wasnõt sure Iõd heard 

correctly. 
òWhat was that?ó 
òGoin down, muõsuckah.ó 

He said òsuckah,ó I realized, because he couldnõt pronounce an òf.ó 
òMe?ó I asked. 
Instead of repeating himself, Cuba made a gesture: He flipped up his 

claw, underside facing me, and he squeezed his talons together in a wiry fist, 
then opened them again, all with deliberate slowness. 

òWhatõs that?ó I asked. 
òGoinõ down!ó 
Iõd adopted Cuba from my friend Al a couple of weeks earlier. As a trade, 

Iõd offered a box of Cuban cigars my sisterõs father-in-law had smuggled in for 
me on one of his trips back home to the Caribbean island. (Hence the name for 

my new pet. Al hadnõt bothered to name him at all, though he sometimes 
referred to him as òthat little turnip.ó) 

Cuba had always been a happy little budgie. Maybe he was annoying at 

times, like when he imitated police and fire sirensñsomething I wasnõt aware of 
until I brought him home. But he wasnõt malicious. 

And really, he had to be happy with his new surroundings. Al had kept 

him in a cage barely large enough for him to hop a few inches from one perch 
to a second. I gave him a huge home, the Louisiana Purchase of cages, almost 

as large as my first apartment. Stainless steel, it stood seven feet high, fifteen 
feet across and four feet deep. I spent a small fortune to have it built and 
equipped with branches and two sides of horizontal bars for climbing. 

It took up so much space in my living room that now it was necessary to 
turn sideways to edge between the love seat and the sofa. 

The cage even featured a gate large enough for a person to walk through, 

which I did to clean up inside. And even with that tremendous cage, Iõd begun 
to let him out to fly around the house, but only after Iõd carefully trained him to 

rest on my finger so I could show him around and get him familiar with the 
place. 

Yet, I had noticed some strange behavior, like the vocabulary lesson Iõd 

given him a few days earlier. I liked to teach him somewhat sophisticated 
words, like ònuance,ó and òchurlish.ó But when Iõd tried to get him to say  
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òempathetic,ó heõd come back with, òYouõre pathetic.ó (With no lips to press 
together, he pronounced his òpõs similar to kõs, but I gave him credit for it.) 

Iõd laughed. 
òNo, no. Itõs not Iõm pathetic. Itõs empathetic.ó 
òYouõre pathetic.ó 
òEmmmmpathetic.ó 
òYouõrrrrrre pathetic.ó 
Still, this òGoin down!ó business was something new. 
òAre you mad at me?ó I asked. 

He repeated the claw gesture. 
I tried to remember how long it had been since Iõd given him grapes or 

watermelon, the treats I served him along with the beans, pasta, vegetables 

and seedñfood that I spent more time preparing than my own. Maybe Iõd 
forgotten to give him some fruit the day before. So I dropped the bag of warm 

laundry Iõd been about to fold by the TV and found some red grapes to drop in 
the food slot of his cage. 

Cuba flew down to the tray on his side of the bars, paused, and made a 

low, satisfied laughing sound as he poked his beak into one of the grapes. He 
muttered something that sounded like, òThatõs right, suckah.ó 

 
òYouõre kidding me, right?ó That was my girlfriend, Jenny, when I made 

her come to my place to check out Cubaõs threatening behavior. Sure enough, 

now he was sitting pretty and cooing softly: òRrrrrrrrrrrr...ó 
òIt was frightening,ó I protested. 

Jenny gave me an accusing look. òGary. Whoõs in the cage?ó 
òUméHe is.ó 
òAnd who keeps him in the cage?ó 

òI do.ó 
òGood. And youõve got, what? Two hundred and fifty pounds on him?ó 
òTwo thirty-two.ó I reflexively sucked in my gut. 

òTwo thirty-two. Right.ó I donõt know if she meant for me to notice the 
little up-and-down glance she gave me. òWhatever. I think youõve got the edge 

here.ó 
Jennyõs look was piercing. It was after midnight on a Wednesday, and Iõd 

called her over because Cuba was making that gesture again and chuckling 

darkly and it was freaking me out. Jennyõs sister was visiting from Santa Fe 
and theyõd just come back from a ògirls night out,ó so she was put out to have 

to come over. 
It figured she would side with the bird anyway. Sheõd been smitten with 

him since sheõd met him, the day after Iõd had the cage built. Cuba had greeted 

her with a cheery, òHello!ó 
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òOh my God!ó sheõd blurted out. òHe just said ôHello!õ How friggin cute! 
And this cage. My God, Gary, itõs huge!ó 

And that was nothing next to how impressed sheõd been when Iõd asked 
Cuba to tell her what he was and heõd squawked; òMelopsittacus undulatus!ó 
(Again pronouncing the òpó as a òk,ó and the òmó close to an òn,ó but how 

nitpicky could I be with a parakeet who spoke Latin?) 
Jenny had been so taken with Cuba that sheõd stayed over four nights in 

a row, a record after six months of dating. Weõd lived like a little family of three, 
with me cooking dinner for everyone before weõd all settled in to watch TV. Iõd 
even begun to think of ways I might propose marriage, if I ever got up the 

nerve. 
But now, as she stood looking at me like I was nuts, I only wanted to 

warn her not to lean on the cage so close to where Cuba stood on a branch. He 

could easily maul her finger through the bars. 
I said, òItõs just creepy to have some sentient thing tell you heõs going to 

do you in.ó 
Cuba squawked: òSentient thing! Sentient thing!ó 
òSee?ó I said. òSee how smart he is? He knows whatõs going on.ó 

Jenny turned to Cuba. 
òCuba, honey, what does ôsentientõ mean?ó 

òSentient thing! Sentient thing! Rrrrrrrr...ó 
He lolled his head from side to side and rolled his eyes. It made him look 

a little loopy, but I was sure that was just an act. 

òExactly, honey,ó Jenny told the bird. òVery good.ó She was less kind to 
me, giving me a look that could melt glass. 

òStay over,ó I said, knowing that I sounded desperate. 
òAnd leave my sister alone?ó She made a sour face. òI think you need to 

do some bonding with your buddy. Or at least face your fears. The horror. Oh, 

the horror.ó 
Behind her, Cuba had his eyes trained on me. And then came The 

Gestureñthe claw up, the talons squeezing. 

òLook!ó I pointed. But when Jenny turned, Cuba was looking innocently 
off to the corner of the room. 

òRrrrrrr,ó he cooed. 
Jenny looked back at me. òYou need a hot shower and a good nightõs 

sleep.ó 

 
When she was gone, I thought about letting Cuba go. But if I opened his 

cage, he could attack, beak and talons flashing. He could fluster me by flapping 
his little wings. If he were quick enough, he could get at one of my eyes and 
pierce it like a grape. And if he got outside, maybe heõd return with friends,  
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tougher birds, like crows. I could see myself running from them, screaming like 
Tippi Hedren in òThe Birds.ó  

Alone with him now, I looked over the cage to make sure there were no 
escape holes before going to bed. I knew the cage inside out, but somehow it 
seemed possible that Cuba might find a space big enough to wiggle through. 

He watched placidly while I conducted my inspection. Once, when I 
looked at him, his wings flashed outward. I jumped back with a gasp, but Cuba 
acted like heõd only meant to casually stretch. Then he made a laughing sound. 

òFine,ó I muttered. òYou want to play games, see the next time you get 
out.ó 

I used plastic garbage bag ties to secure the gate and a smaller, latched 
flap that opened onto the food tray. Cuba only watched like the worldõs coolest 
poker player. 

But before I secured the food tray flap, I slipped him a couple more 
grapes. Maybe they would take his mind off of trying to get out, if that was his 

plan. Also, I still held out hope that heõd come around and see that I was a 
good guy. 

It did occur to me that maybe that was the whole idea, to bully me into 

giving him more fruit. Still, I thought, safer to give him what makes him happy. 
I slept uneasily and dreamed of Cuba flying with a flock of pterodactyls, 

leading them toward my place. I was jarred awake by the sound of the smoke 

alarm. The red letters on my clock read 2:18 a.m. Heaving myself out of my 
grogginess, I stumbled into the hallway in a frenzy, pulling a robe around 

myself and deliberating whether to let Cuba out or leave him to the fire. But 
when I got to the living room, he was laughing. 

There was no smoke. There were no flames, no heat. Only Cuba bobbing 

on his perch. Every few seconds, heõd take a break from laughing to do a 
perfect imitation of the smoke alarm. 

  

Al wouldnõt take him back, even when I brought him a bottle of Dewarõs 
to sweeten the deal. 

òYou wanted him, you got him.ó 
òFine. Forget it. Did he ever act strange?ó 
òHow the hell should I know? What am I, an ichthyologist?ó 

òA what?ó 
òYou know. A bird specialist.ó 

òAn ichthyologist studies fish. You mean an ornithologist.ó 
òJesus, Gary. Maybe itõs you. Maybe the little turnip just doesnõt like 

being talked down to.ó 

 
I went home expecting to find Cuba flapping from one side of the cage to 

the other. I hadnõt let him out since his bizarre behavior had begun, three days  
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earlier, and I knew he was itching for some real exercise. He would flap around 
when I was out of the room but as soon as Iõd return, heõd land on his usual 

perch and watch me, apparently not wanting to give me the satisfaction of 
knowing he was restless. 

I also hadnõt cleaned his cage, and it needed it. But I had kept up the 

extra helpings of fruit. I still hopedñin vain, I see nowñthat it would ease the 
tension between us. 

But when I got back from Alõs, Jenny was in my living room, talking to 

Cuba. I regretted having given her a copy of my key. 
òGary,ó she said, òhow long has it been since you let him out.ó 

òHeõs got plenty of room in there.ó 
òBullshit,ó she muttered. She began to move the latch again, but I 

snapped, òNo!ó 

I grabbed her hand, forcing the latch back closed. Cuba, having seen his 
moment of freedom at hand, darted to the latch and, holding onto the cage, 

snapped his beak at my finger. I felt the point touch my pinky like a sharpened 
pistachio shell and I yanked back. That one touch was enough to give me the 
shivers. 

Jenny snapped; òWhat the hell is wrong with you?ó 
òThis is my  home!ó I had never yelled at her before, but I was furious. 

Jenny seemed to put her anger into storage for a moment, but near at 
hand, where she could snatch it out again at will. She folded her arms in a 
dare stance. 

òWell,ó she said. òSo much for ômi casa es su casa .óõ 
òYeah, well, mi casa es su casa, sino que...ó I tried to finish the thought, 

but I didnõt know the Spanish for òunless you side with my killer parrot.ó So I 
started again: òThat doesnõt mean I canõt have rules!ó 

She glared, and it made me think we humans truly were superior to 

animals because, for instance, a rattlesnake needs to actually bite you to inject 
venom, while Jenny seemed able to do it with just a look. 

Cuba bobbed on his perch and piped up; òJenny lets me out. Jenny lets 
me out.ó 

òIõll be right with you, sweetie.ó Jenny kept her eyes on me, arms still 

crossed. 
òWant to fly!ó Cuba said. òWant to be free! Freeee!!!!ó 
òShut up!ó I snapped. I meant it for the bird, but Jennyõs eyebrow flew 

up, a sure sign of a coming storm. 
òIõm letting him out,ó Jenny said. 

She moved to undo the latch again, but I stood in the way and grabbed 
her wrist. She struggled to free her arm, but I held it just long enough to make 

the point that I didnõt have to let go. When I did release her, she held her wrist,  
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looking at me with an intensity that was not quite fury, but was close. Her eyes 
were clear and purposeful. 

òWeõre done here,ó she said quietly. And she left without another word. 
She wouldnõt be coming back, I was sure of it. Maybe that was for the 

best, considering the way she failed to support me here. But it sucked all the 

same. 
I left the room to get a beer when I heard a new sound from Cubaõs cage. 

I returned to see him making a òkuh-kuh -kuhó sound, a static-like utterance 

that sounded a lot like how he would imitate gunfire. 
òOh hell no,ó I uttered. 

He ended his string of simulated shooting with a òKKHHH!ó which must 
have been an explosion. It trailed off, òKKHHHHHhhhhhéó while he tossed his 

head wildly. Before his sound effect faded completely, he snapped his head 
back to look at me and the claw popped up, underside out, and there was The 
Gesture. 

Suddenly, Iõd had enough. I was as angry as I was frightened. Jenny was 
gone. I was annoyed at Al for not taking Cuba back. I hadnõt gotten a good 

nightõs sleep in days. This little bird was getting to be too costly. 
òYou really think youõre so bad?ó I said. 
 òGoin down!ó 
 òYou think so?ó I was gaining courage, strangely exhilarated. 
òMuõsuckah!ó 
òYeah? You really want to take me on, you sad little wad of feathers?ó 

òBring it! Bring it!ó 
òYou got it!ó I roared, and I flung open the cage. 
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RED  
 

I had recently dyed my hair Manic Panic Electric Lava Red, and every morning 
when I took a shower, the water that rolled down my shoulders looked just like 
cherry Kool-Aid.  My mother hated my new look, but we didnõt see eye to eye on 

a lot of things.  For example, she thought I was too skinny, and I thought I still 
needed to lose a little weight.  I was fifteen years old and exactly ninety-nine 
pounds.  Hitting triple-digits on a scale frightened me, so I tried not to eat.  I 

only got my period a few times a year, and my fingernails were so soft I could 
bend them backwards.   

That summer, my mother put me on the Greyhound bus to visit my 
grandmother.  Maybe she thought that Grandma could fatten me up with her 
deep south cooking:  fried chicken, vegetables soaked in butter, cornbread 

made with bacon fat.  I planned to eat nothing the entire two-day bus trip to 
make up for what I would have to eat once I got there. 

 The bus left Pittsburgh at five in the dewy morningñthat time when the 
world hovers between night and day and everything looks blue and surreal.  I 
sat in my high-backed bus seat and watched through the smudgy window as 

we roared out of the station parking lot.  The lights were still twinkling on the 
bridges, and as we crossed the river, I looked down into the flat gray water and 
saw another bridge dotted with lights, another Greyhound bus, and maybe, if I 

tried hard enough to see her, another red-haired girl in a hooded sweatshirt.  I 
wished I was that girl in the river:  nothing but a weightless reflection wavering 

in and out of existence.  We left the bridge and drove right into the side of the 
mountain, through the yellow light of the tunnel, and out of Pittsburgh.   
 On the other side, everything was different.  There were no tall buildings 

or bright lights.  Just rolling hills dotted with boxy houses and occasional exit 
ramps leading to strip malls or Holiday Inns.  As the sun came up from behind 
the rounded old mountains, the signs of human life petered out, and we began 

to pass cows with soft eyes that stood chewing cud behind zigzagging wooden 
fences.   

   The woman next to me was wearing very short shorts, and the man 
across the aisle from us stared at her bare legs shamelessly.  Her pale thighs 
jiggled when the bus bounced, and I marveled that she didnõt seem the least bit 

self-conscious.  I imagined the backs of my thighs spreading out and plumping 
up inside my jeans, the flesh turning into dimpled white fat.  I squeezed the 

muscles in my legs and tried to hold them tight for as long as possible. 
The air-conditioning on the bus blew icy winds out of the slats next to 

my window, so I put the hood of my sweatshirt over my head and pulled my 

legs to my chest for warmth.  I wrapped my arms around them and felt comfort 
in the fact that I took up so little space.  I rested my head on the tops of my 
knees and fell asleep.   
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I woke up as the bus was pulling off the highway.  We inched down the 
main street of a small town, past the hardware store and twenty-four hour 

diner.  The bus bumped into the Greyhound station parking lot, and the driver 
announced that those continuing to Wytheville needed to be back on the bus in 
twenty minutes.   

 I got off the bus and went into the station to use the bathroom.  I lined 
the seat with strips of toilet paper and sat down.  My stomach growled loudly, 
and I pinched myself hard, right above my navel.  òShut up,ó I whispered.  

òYouõre not eating anything today.ó  I pinched my naked thighs, too, checking 
for fat.  My stomach growled again, softer this time, forlorn.  I grabbed at it 

with one hand, digging my fingernails into my skin.  I wished I could rip out my 
stomach, my intestines.  Gut myself empty and be nothing but a hollow shell.  
My fingernails left angry red moons on my skin; I could feel the slight 

indentations when I stood up and ran my palm over my stomach to make sure 
it was flat.  I came out of the stall, washed my hands with sticky pink soap, 

and frowned at myself in the mirror.   
 On my way back outside, I walked past the small cafeteria and saw 
bleary-eyed people hunched over biscuits covered in chunky gravy.  I noticed a 

man from my bus sitting alone at one of the tables, watching me.  He had a 
plate in front of him with a pile of scrambled eggs and bacon, but he wasnõt 
eating.  His elbow rested on the table, and his fork remained motionless next to 

his face, poised between his thumb and forefinger and glinting like a weapon.  
He looked about thirty, but it was hard to tell because of the scruffy hair and 

dark beard that covered most of his face.  He caught me looking at him and 
winked.  I turned away quickly, but I could still feel his eyes watching me as I 
walked out the door and into the sunshine. 

 He got on the bus a few minutes after I did, and he stared at me as he 
walked down the aisle.  The same woman in the short shorts was already 
sitting next to me with a Styrofoam container of food in her lap.  I watched, 

both fascinated and disgusted, as she bit into a sausage link.  The inside was 
mottled pink and dotted with soft white fat, and I imagined thatõs what her legs 

would look like if someone took a bite out of her.   
We got back on the highway, and the bus wound around the mountains, 

chugging up the curving slopes then barreling down the other side.  In many 

places there was no guard rail between the road and the steep incline of the 
mountainside.  I was scared of how fast we were going, and I tensed around 

every sharp turn.  I wondered how many drivers had lost control on these 
roads and tumbled down through the trees and moss-covered boulders below.  
 The bus stopped briefly in Wytheville, and the sausage woman didnõt get 

back on.  I pushed up the arm rest and stretched my legs out across the empty 
seat.  The driver had just closed the door and started the engine when someone 
came running from the station towards us.  It was the man with the beard who  
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I had noticed earlier.  He rapped on the glass, and the driver shoved the lever 
forward to open the door.  The man stepped onto the bus panting.  He shifted 

the strap of his bag higher on his shoulder, and I noticed a little moon of sweat 
under his arm.  He moved down the aisle and stopped next to me.  òCan I sit 
here?ó  

 òYeah.ó  I pulled my feet onto the floor and quickly pushed down the arm 
rest.  The man slid into the seat and smiled at me, his lips partially hidden by a 
prickly mustache.  I felt a sudden drop in my stomach, like I was going down in 

an elevator.   
 The man laced his fingers together, placed them in his lap, and leaned 

his head back against the seat.  He closed his eyes, and I looked at him 
cautiously.  He was one of the hairiest men Iõd ever seen.  His mustache met 
his beard at the corners of his mouth, and his sideburns blended into shaggy 

hair, which fell across his forehead and into his eyes.  His bare arms were 
black with hair that reached all the way to his knuckles, and through his thin, 

white t-shirt, I could see the hair on his chest.  To my own horror, I suddenly 
imagined running my fingers over his hairy pecs and burying my face into the 
warm, fragrant caves under his arms.  I pulled the hood off my burning scalp 

and looked out the window. 
 It was early afternoon, and the sun glinted off shiny leaves in the forests 
along the highway.  My stomach growled again tentatively.  Usually at home I 

ate an apple or a piece of bread with fat-free cream cheese for lunch.  I 
considered checking the vending machines at the next stop for something low-

fat.  I began to fantasize about food:  a whole bag of salty pretzels, or a 
breakfast bar filled with gooey strawberry filling.    
 òSo, where are you going?ó   

I had been concentrating so hard on my own thoughts that for a second I 
didnõt realize the man next to me had spoken.  I turned to him, surprised.  òMy 
grandmaõs house in Mississippi,ó I said.   

 He stretched one long arm above his head then dropped his hand down 
to scratch between his shoulder blades.  His elbow pointed straight up towards 

the ceiling of the bus.   He nodded slowly.  òThatõs real sweet of you.ó  He had a 
slightly country drawl.  òIõm headed to Mississippi myself.  Biloxi.ó 
 òOkay.ó 

 òI guess weõre gonna be on the same bus for a good long while.ó  He 
smiled at me again, and I noticed his large, white teeth.  òWe might as well be 

friends.ó   
 I nodded.    
 òSo are you a natural redhead?ó  He reached out a hand, and I thought 

he was going to touch my hair, but instead his fingers just hovered in the air, 
waving like tentacles a few inches from my head.   
 òNo,ó I answered.  òItõs dyed.ó 
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òI like it.  Looks good on you.ó   
 òThanks.ó   

 He pulled back his hand and rubbed his chin.  He looked at me carefully; 
I could see his eyes move from the hole in my jeans to my oversized sweatshirt.  
He made a sound with his mouth like he was sucking spit through the gaps in 

his teeth, and I was strangely flattered by his attention.  òWhat are you gonna 
do at your grandmaõs house?ó he asked finally. 
 òI donõt know,ó I said.  òThereõs not much to do there.ó   

At first I had been annoyed with my mother for sending me away for the 
summer, but on the other hand, my best friend Stacy had moved to 

Philadelphia recently, and without her to hang out with, I would have been just 
as bored at home.  In a way, it was a relief to get away from my mother and her 
constant criticism of my hair, my weight, my lack of friends.  òWhen I was your 

age, I had dates every weekend,ó she always told me.  òMaybe you just need to 
be more social.ó   

I wanted to tell her to take a look in the mirror.  She didnõt have any 
friends, either.  My father had remarried years ago, but my mother still spent 
her Friday nights alone, eating ice cream and watching sappy movies on 

Lifetime .  She gained more and more weight every year, which she complained 
about but didnõt do anything to change.  I hated her for being so pathetic.   

The man continued to look at me, and I noticed that his body seemed 
poised, trembling slightly.  I wondered if he was on drugs; that would explain 
his shaky limbs and large black pupils.   

òI think Iõm going to take a nap,ó I said, hoping he would take the hint 
and leave me alone.  I rested my cheek against the cool glass of the window 
pane and closed my eyes.   

The rest of the day passed in a sleepy blur:  the dotted white lines on 
pavement, the low murmur of passengers, the bleach smell of public 

bathrooms.  The man didnõt speak to me again until dusk, as I sat staring out 
the window.   

òYou hold yourself together pretty tight, donõt you?ó he asked.  

I turned towards him.  òWhat?ó 
òYou seem tense.  All clenched up.ó 
òIõm fine.ó  At the moment I was sucking in my stomach to keep from 

feeling the dull ache of hunger.   
òI donõt know.ó  He shook his head at me.  The inside of the bus was 

getting dark, and people were beginning to turn on the little overhead lights, 
but the man and I still sat in eerie blue dimness.  òI think you need to let loose 
a little bit.  You ever party?  You knowñjust lose control and go all out?ó   

òNot really.ó  I didnõt like the way his skin crinkled around his dark eyes, 
like he was laughing at me.   

òYouõre not a party girl?ó 
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òNo.ó  I really wasnõt.  I didnõt drink alcohol because of the calories, and I 
had never smoked pot because it scared me.   

The last time I had talked to Stacy on the phone, sheõd said that she was 
hanging out with the druggie crowd at her new school.  Most of the things she 
told me about sounded horrible:  getting so drunk she fell down a flight of 

stairs, doing so much acid she thought the trees were talking to her.  I had no 
desire to be that out of my mind.  The only thing that sounded appealing was 
ecstasy.  All it did was make her really happy.  She had smiled and laughed 

and felt like she was in love with the whole world.  òI was so incredibly giddy, I 
forgot to eat or sleep for like twenty-four hours,ó sheõd said.  I thought how nice 

it would be to forget about eating, for forever preferably.   
òSo you really donõt party, huh?ó the man asked again.   
òNope,ó I said.   

òWell, whatever makes you happy, Red.ó  He leaned towards me.  òAre 
you happy?ó 

Happy?  I wasnõt happy.  But I wasnõt sad, either.  I was empty.   
 

 

As the sun sank, the sky turned a deep shade of blue, and the trees looked 
black against it.  We were out of the mountains and rolling through Tennessee.  
By the time we were half an hour outside of Knoxville, the moon was out, white 

and perfectly round in the violet sky.   
The man was stretching.  He twisted his torso, and I heard a crack along 

his spine.  òThat felt good,ó he said, making a low, groaning noise.  òI been 
sitting on this bus for too long.ó 

òI know,ó I agreed.  I rotated my ankles and heard the little pops from 

inside my joints.   
òHow old are you, anyway?ó 
òIõll be sixteen in September.ó   

òSixteen.ó  The man shook his head and blew a stream of air from his 
lips.  òIf only I was sixteen again.  I tell ya.ó  He looked at me, and the whites of 

his eyes glowed in the dark.  òYou probably have all kinds of boyfriends, huh?ó   
òNot really.ó  In fact, I had never had a boyfriend.  Boys scared me.  They 

were so fidgety and unpredictable, like dogs, always running, jumping, 

slobbering.  I never knew where to look when boys were around.  If I looked 
into their eyes, it felt like I was falling.   

òOh well,ó the man said.  òYouõre young.  Youõre a beauty, though, you 
know it?  I bet when you fill out a little bit, the boys are going to be lining up 
and down the block just to talk to you.ó   

Fill out.  I hated when people said that.  I imagined someone filling me 
up, packing me full of wet, brown clay that would harden in the sun and make  
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me heavy and immovable:  a rounded statue of a girl, imprisoned inside my 
own body.   

I had been in the air-conditioning for so long that when I stepped off the 
bus in Knoxville, the humid summer air choked me, and I pushed up the 
sleeves of my sweatshirt.  I walked across the parking lot towards the station, 

and even though it was nighttime, I could still feel the dayõs heat radiating off 
the black pavement.  My stomach was no longer growling, but I felt woozy from 
hunger.  The bright lights inside the station made my vision go blurry for a 

moment, and I stood in the lobby, momentarily blinded.  When the hazy lines 
began to straighten out, I realized that the hairy man was standing next to me, 

grinning.  òEarth to Red,ó he said, snapping his fingers in front of my face.   
 òItõs so bright in here,ó I murmured.   
 òYou have to wait for number 53, huh?ó 

 òYeah.ó   
 òMe, too.  It doesnõt come for another three hours, you know.ó 

 I nodded.  òI know.ó     
 òSo what are you going to do with yourself?ó 
 Suddenly, three hours seemed like a very long timeñan empty stretch of 

endless minutes, frightening in its vastness.  òI have no idea,ó I said, feeling 
slightly panicked.   
 òDonõt worry, Red.  I know just the thing.ó  He nodded his head towards 

the door and indicated that I should follow him outside.   
 òNo thanks,ó I said.   

 òOh come on.  Iõm not gonna bite you.ó  He walked through the door, and 
without really knowing why, I followed him.   
 We went around the corner to the side of the building and sat down 

together on the still-hot pavement.  Heat lightning pierced the sky, and there 
was a far-off rumbling in the clouds.  The man reached into the pocket of his 
pants and pulled something out.  He opened his palm to reveal two gleaming 

white pills.  òEcstasy,ó he said.  
 I stared at the pills, afraid to look up into his dark face.  Was it a 

coincidence, or had he known somehow?   
 òWhaddya think?ó he asked.   

I looked into his eyes and saw myself reflected in the black pupils.   

òMakes you feel like youõre flying.ó  
 I imagined feeling weightless.  Not hungry, not anxious, not anything.  

òOkay,ó I said.  I plucked a pill from his hand and quickly placed it on my 
tongue before I had a chance to change my mind.   
  

 
By the time our bus arrived, Garrett was my new best friend.  òGarrett,ó I said, 
as we sat down next to each other at the back of the bus. òSounds like Gar-red.   
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Red!  Like me!ó  I brushed his face with a strand of my hair.  òGar-RETT!  Like 
Rhett Butler.  Who was in love with Scarlet OõHara, and Scarlet is another word 

for Red.  Get it?ó 
 òI do, Red, I do,ó he said slowly, shaking his head back and forth.  His 
voice was deeper and more drawn out now, sticky-sweet like dark molasses.  

òItõs like this whole night was meant to be.ó  He smiled at me, and I reached out 
and ran my fingers under the sharp edges of his teeth.  He put his hand on my 
knee and squeezed.  òYou need to put some more meat on these bones,ó he 

said.  
Someone in front of us shushed loudly.  òThere are people tryin to sleep!ó 

a womanõs angry voice yelled.  òCan yaõll shut up?ó 
 It was past midnight.  The sky was black, pricked with stars, and the 
moon rode above us, following our bus through the countryside.  The bus was 

dark, and Garrett was just a shape beside me.  I put my hand out tentatively 
and found his arm.  I felt his coarse hair and warm, tender muscles flexing 

underneath his skin.   
 òDo you like this, Red?ó he whispered, his face next to mine.  His breath 
was hot, and I felt a flick of spit land on my cheek.  The blood tingled in my 

veins.   
 òI like it,ó I said.  I hadnõt realized how much I would like it.  I loved it.  I 
loved this wild night and this cold, dark bus.  

òThis is perfect.  Youõre perfect.ó  Garrett leaned across me, and I 
splashed my fingers into his hair and held on tight.  The next thing I knew, I 

was pulling his face towards mine, tasting wet lips, feeling his sharp teeth with 
my tongue.     

His hair was in my mouth, against my face, rubbing my chin raw.  He 

nibbled the tendon of my neck, and his hair felt like tiny thorns against my 
skin.  òI want to eat you,ó he growled into my mouth.   

òDonõt eat me!ó  I giggled.   

òYouõre right.ó  His arm circled my waist.  òYouõre nothing but skin and 
bones.ó   

 I ran my hands under his shirt and threaded my fingers through the 
hair on his chest, searching out the nubs of his nipples.  He groaned, his head 
falling forward against my shoulder.  òMy god, Red,ó he murmured.  òWhat are 

you doing to me?ó   
I had never done any of this before, but I wanted to try it.  I couldnõt see 

anything.  The bus was dark and the sky was black except for the moon.  I tip-
toed my fingers down his lean stomach; the hair grew even thicker below his 
navel.  The button of his jeans was like a magic coin and the teeth of his zipper 

parted open like a grin.  I lowered my head.  Hair tickled my throat, but I 
swallowed him.   

I swallowed him whole.  
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I sucked him down into my empty stomach, filling myself up.  He writhed 
and whimpered.  He told me he loved me.  I was in control.  I felt power surging 

through me, but then, just as quickly, it was gone.  When I was done, I sat 
back up, wiping my mouth on the back of my sweatshirt sleeve.  He tried to 
wrap his hairy fingers around my neck, but I pushed him away, feeling slightly 

sick.  I turned towards the window, the smell of wolf on my breath, and waited 
for sunrise.     
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MORNING ON THE CHARLES BRIDGE  
 

 
It was December and I was not sleeping well.  I knew what the trouble was and 
I was fairly certain of a path to resolution, though I always believed it necessary 

to support my hypotheses with research.  I went to the dictionary.  Oxfordõs 
Unabridged.  Big, fat fucker.  There it was. 

Silence.  Noun.  Old French from the Latin silentium .  See also: Silent.   

Definition number four seemed the most appropriate: the cessation of 
anger, agitation, or tumult; calmness; quiet; as, the elements were reduced to 

silence. 
Reduce the elements to silence.  Yes, that was the plan.  The babel, the 

chaos, the pain, the guilt.  Fading away.  No, not fading.  Immediate.  Like 

waking up from a nightmare.  Jolting up in bed because youõve just learned 
everything and you have to be awake right now or else youõll forget it.  And 

youõre left sitting there.  Sweating, panting, understanding.  Youõre alright.  It 
was only a nightmare.  And itõs silent.   

Definition number four. 

Just you and the night.  Blackness staring at you from eternity away and 
you looking back at it.  Accepting it.  Willingly.  Because itõs better than where 

you were.  In that nightmare. 
Maybe walk downstairs, get a glass of milk or whiskey.  Depending on 

your taste.  Sit at that small table by the window knowing youõre in your 

kitchen and itõs dark and itõs soundless and thereõs something strangely 
beautiful and comforting about it that says youõre alright for now, thereõs no 
need to worry anymore.  

Maybe say fuck it at the first hint of light and refill your glass because 
you feel like the only one in the northeast with the sensitivity to watch the sun 

rise off the Atlantic while drinking whiskey on a winter morning from the 
comfort of your kitchen table.   

I was there.  That morning.   

But, as happened each night since the trouble began, the nightmare that 
had infected my sleep eventually tip-toed down the stairs, entered the kitchen 
and handed my worry back, as if Iõd forgotten to keep it beside me, then seated 

itself across the table and curiously watched my silly, forgetful person rattle ice 
cubes in a rocks glass and stare out the back window. 

I was not the problem.  I will readily admit I had created the problem, but 
there is a paramount fucking semantic difference between the two statements.   

Iõd spent the two days prior pouring over world maps and aged travel 

guides, desperately searching for a place where I could stop time.  A small 
apartment in a foreign land to temporarily pause the anger, the agitation, the  
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tumult.  Steady my breathing and come home with a logical solution that 
would not destroy the family my wife and I had created.   

My episodic memory slapped me with a slide show that included a 
photograph of the most painfully beautiful bridge I had seen in my fifty-one 
years.  A close up of the beggar I had walked past the last time I was upon itñ

the man silent and prostrate in front of the passersby, his hat in front of him 
speckled with coins.   

I remembered the sadness of that scene and knew it was time to go back 

to Prague. 
 

She would wear these scarves to class.  A student of mine.  Every day.  I 
couldnõt keep track of how many colors she had.   

Iõm not talking about a pull around your neck wintertime scarf.  These 

were the transparent, colorful ones that have been out of style since the day 
Marilyn Monroe died.  Youõd have to coordinate an archeological dig at your 

local thrift store to find one of the fuckers.  Each day, a new scarf.   
She stared at me during class.  A penetrating look fixed on her face.   
I was a decent professor.  Twentieth Century Literature.  Knew what I 

was talking about, lecturing on the greats.  You throw in a foreign phrase or 
two, the students they fucking love youñthinking youõre well-traveled, a person 
of the world.  For me it was shite and bollocks.  They couldnõt get enough of 

that stuff.   
But I didnõt deserve her look.  And Iõd been doing this for years.  So I 

knew.  I knew what it meant.  It fucked my head something proper.  Started 
jerking off at home with her eyes in my head.  In all my years of teaching, Iõd 
never done that.  Made me feel like a sick fucking cheat, my wife Patricia 

reading in the next room.  My own hand.  Just an assholeõs imagination.   
She scheduled an appointment with me.  Outside my designated office 

hours.  I knew.   

She wore a white and grey scarf.  Looked like snow on a sad day.   
I was never one of those professors who could quote books.  Just wasnõt.  

Read the shit out of them.  Understood them.  Talked about them and taught 
them.  Just didnõt have the memory to recite.  So I was already cheating.  I had 
passages written on scraps of paper strewn around my desk.  Delivering to this 

girl lines from Chekhov to Bolaño.  You could see her getting wet in my fucking 
chair.  The universityõs chair.   

She stood and bore her eyes into mine.  As if she could fuck me with her 
iris.  It felt like she did.   

In the seconds I sat under her stare, I thought about standing over the 

toilet in my bathroom, jerking myself placid over this girl.  I thought of my 
wifeñwho hadnõt seen my dick in months.   

That was that.   
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She fucked me like Iõd imagined an eighteen year old would fuck.  Took 
charge, did anything she wanted.  Let me do anything I wanted.  Her hair 

smelled like blackberries.  Everything was firm.  New.  And she seemed to enjoy 
the whole thing, too.  Moaned and whispered crazy shiteñtold me what to do.   

Patricia had never done that.  Would never have even thought about it.   

When it was over, we sat for a minute.  Me on the floor, her on the sofa 
wrapped in the translucent snow.   

She seemed so small.  Not sexy anymore.  Just a girl. 

We got dressed in silence.  She nodded at me, I nodded backñboth of us 
knowing it had been a colossal fuck up.  Then she opened the door.  Thatõs 

where Charlie was standing.  Heõd been there a while.  Long enough to know, at 
least.   

She hid under her hair and hurried down the hall.  The poor child.   

Charlie stepped in, dropped a folder on my desk.  His broken voice.  Mom 
said to run this over, that youõd need it for your lecture tonight.   

A tidal wave of shit ran over me and I sat back down.  It mustõve been 
then that he grabbed the scarf. 
 

Thereõs a beer hall on Kremencova in Nov® Mƙsto with a large clock 
hanging off the building and into the streetñbright orange face shining down, 
offering light to an otherwise black Prague night.   

The first time Iõd seen it, years ago, Iõd been in dire need of a drink.  Iõd 
walked a few blocks from my apartment and seen the clock.  Standing 

underneath it, Iõd turned and saw it was stemming from an old pub.  In the 
middle of the bar were musiciansña tuba player and an accordion player.  This 
is the place to be, I remember deciding.   

At some point during that first night, I ended up standing on a table 
singing òHome on the Rangeó for the entire pub, accompanied by the tuba and 
the accordion, of course.  It was the only American song they knew.  The crowd 

cheered the shit out of me for that one.   
I began my night there this last time.   

The accordion player was sick, they told me.  And the tubaõs not really 
much of a solo instrument, so its player was sitting in the corner getting 
shitfaced, his massive brass piece taking up the bench next to him.   

Beer halls in Prague are set up with rows of parallel tables stretching the 
length of the room.  With enough to drink, you can sit down next to strangers 

and stand up with friends.  I was seated next to an Italian gentleman.  Younger 
than me, named Mario.   

Mario spoke English, so we got a good talk goingñeconomics and such.  

The fucking Euro.  Then this young Swiss girl sat down across from us, drunk 
as fuck, blabbering on like we knew her.  Mario and I were polite men, so we 
acted like we gave a shit.   
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Already five beers deep when my meal arrived, I was light-headed and 
ready to eat.  The Swiss girl uninvitedly moved over, squeezing herself between 

my new Italian friend and me, talking on about boots from goddam Milan or 
God knows where while Mario drank and I tried to eat myself sober enough to 
continue the night.   

But then she turned to me.   
She turned to me, focused her drunk eyes and gave me the stare.  The 

same fucking stare that inspired my nightmares to send me out of bed, down to 

the kitchen table and, eventually, across the world to sit in this ancient pub.  
She said, You are a quiet man, and slid her hand under the table.  Into my lap.   

I nearly choked on a roasted potato, started gulping beer to save myself 
from turning blue.   

The tidal wave was forming again, preparing to wage its second attack.  I 

could see it beginning in the corner beside the inebriated tuba player.  It was 
going to wash me away this time.  She reached for my cock and started 

kneading the shit out of it.  A professional fucking masseuse.  I put my elbow 
on the table and rested my forehead upon my hand.  The tidal wave was 
approaching, growing in height.   

I didnõt want to drown.  I could barely keep above water as it was. 
I leaned into her ear and whispered a string of the foulest curse words I 

knew.  Her eyes went wide.  Drunkenly trying to escape my vulgarity, she faded 

backwards, stumbled when attempting to stand, then tripped over the bench 
and spilled onto the floor.  Two waiters lifted her and showed her the fine 

cobblestone work outside.  Sloppy drunks are not appreciated in Prague.   
The excitement of her exit brought a change in mood to the room and the 

pub became too loud for my conscience.  I paid my check, thanked Mario for 

his conversation as we exchanged numbers, then walked out into the 
December air.   

After wandering north, I remembered a local pub on Borsov that stayed 

open late and kept some good whiskeys behind the bar.   
 

There was meatloaf on the table.  A fine dinner.  The whole family.  The 
first time in years we had all sat down for a meal.   

Patricia couldnõt stop smiling.  Her family.  Together.   

No one else gave a shit.  It was simply coincidence that we happened to 
be home at the same time.  Iõd had a meeting canceled.  CharlieñGod knowsñ

the pub mustõve been closed for renovations.  James had vacated his room for 
a rare appearance downstairs.  Ernest, being younger, was always home for 
dinner.   

So there was meatloaf, mashed potatoes, green beans, gravy.  A good 
fucking meal.  Sheõd gone all out, Patricia had.  And it was peaceful enough to 
start.  Please pass the potatoes and all that.  But little comments began coming  



47 

 

Kyle Bradstreet  
 

my way from Charlie.  Questions about work that he wouldnõt have given a 
damn about under any other circumstanceñHow were my students this 

semester, Did I feel close to any particular one?  I knew where it was headed.   
Patricia was not picking up on the heap of shit he was throwing across 

the table at me.  Maybe she was and she was ignoring it.  Either way.   

Charlie had told James.  The two rarely spoke, but my greatest mistake 
mustõve surpassed whatever had grown between them over the years.  James 
was always quiet, but that night he was mute.  I caught him staring at me 

several times, his eyes full of judgment.   
Iõm not sure why I let things go on like they did.  I shouldõve left.  Or 

broken down and confessed it all.  But I didnõt.  I sat there.  Accepting my 
beating.  

Charlie maneuvered the conversation to his liking.  Religion.  The Bible.  

His words more intense.  I took the Commandments with stride, desperately 
trying to let my wife enjoy the dinner.  I owed her that much, for Christõs sake.   

When he noted the repetition in Deuteronomy, I was a hairõs width from 
telling him to fuck off but instead said, We all know it, Charlie.  By the time he 
got to Matthew, I could tell he had gone and looked the passages up.  Heõd 

been plotting this.  But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman to lust for 
her has already committed adultery in his heart.   

James was smiling.    

My oldest sons.  They had me beaten and they knew it.  I was finished.   
I wanted to be alone, in the next room, just before sunrise, a glass of 

whiskey in my hand.  I wanted my silence.  I wanted to tell my wife, praying 
sheõd forgive me for my fall.  But instead...  

Theyõre words of men, Charlie.  Good stories.  But thatõs all they are.  

Good stories, I said aloud.   
 
One by one, their heads lifted from their plates.   

Just stories, I continued.  But wait until you get to be a little older, a 
little wiser, and youõll understand.  God was constructed from the arrogant 

human worry that this might be all we get.  A short circle of time filled with 
pain, betrayal and disappointment that ends in infinite blackness while your 
vacated, despicable shell lies covered in the shit that drained from your bowels 

after a final panicked breath.   
God is fiction, Charlie.  Very good fiction. 

I could tell moreñgo into detail about the yelling that ensued between 
Charlie and me, the look on Ernestõs face, Patriciaõs tears, what James said to 
me that made me walk away, but Iõd rather not.  Iõd rather not talk about that 

night anymore. 
 

Prague.   
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The memories of past trips stood carefully balanced on the line in my 
head that separates action from daydream.  Walking drunk down a winding 

cobblestone street with no sound of the English language echoing off the 
ancient stone walls.  I imagined I would find peace under the cold Bohemian 
winter.   

Westchester suffocated me.   
My wife knew.  About the girl.  It was alright.  She was bound to find out.  

She deserved to know what a piece of shite I was.   

Shit.  Piece of shit.   
I donõt know what Charlieõs intention was.  Whether he wanted revenge 

or to simply rid it from his possession.  But I walked into my office at homeñin 
the attic where my flea market desk sighs below a small window that watches 
over Upstate New York.  I found the scarf stretched across the sofa heõd helped 

me carry up the stairs.  The entire length of it.  That sad snow spread out for 
any curious eye to see. 

I leaned against the doorway and felt sorry for myself.  As if I were the 
victim.  Mustõve stood there for a full minute.  Thinking about what I had done, 
wondering what the consequences were going to be, when they were to be doled 

out.   
She walked up behind me.  Patricia did.  She stared at the scarf, puzzled 

for a moment, then turned to me.  I watched her face contort with pain and 

betrayal as it registered.  She turned around and descended the stairs without 
a sound.  She knew without having to ask.   

For three days, I slept poorly on the sofa in the attic.  My office.  I was 
waking up before dawn and drinking whiskey at the kitchen table.  Patricia 
never said a word about it.  I almost wish she had.   

You fuck up one timeñjust onceñand you lose everything.   
I made up my mind. 
I needed the silence.  I didnõt know how long I was going to stay, but I 

knew I was going.   
I lied to my family.  Yeah, Iõve got a conference in London for my paper on 

Orwell and Hemingway in the Spanish Civil War.  Bought a ticket to Prague for 
a long weekend.  Booked the same apartment as the last time I had goneñ
years ago, before this stain.  I knew I was in the wrong, but if I was going to fix 

this I needed the silence.   
The nightmares.  Each time sleep dared to come, I was smothered with 

that winterõs scarf, unable to breathe, life fading.  And I tried to fight it.  I 
would struggle with my assailant, desperate to pull the scarf away, desperate to 
breathe.   Through my last tears, I would see it was Charlie smothering me.  

Then it was Patricia.  Then it was the girl.  Then it was James.  Then Charlie 
again.  Then Ernie.  Then Patricia.  Then the girl.  Then James.  Then Charlie.  
Then Patricia.  Then the girl.  Then Ernie.  Then Charlie.  Then James.   
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Then Patricia.   
Then the girl.   

Then Patricia.   
Then the girl.   
Then Patricia.   

Then the girl.   
Then the girl.   
Then the girl.   

Then the girl.   
Then the girl.   

Then... 
 

The name of the pub on Borsov was Zpetné Zrcátko.  Loosely translated, 

rearview mirror.  Appropriate.  Ice cold pure as can fucking be pilsner and a 
selection of whiskeys from around the world.  Couldnõt go wrong.  A far cry 

from sunrise at my kitchen table, but I decided to make the exception.   
So I had a cold beer and a warm shot and talked with a young American 

writer who had moved to Prague, thinking he was the modern Hemingway-

expatriate.  Chester Underhill.  Hell of a name.  Though I smiled at Chesterõs 
naïveté, I envied the shit out of him.  Just upped and went, as I had.  But he 
was going to stay.  I had responsibilities back home.  Another beer, another 

shot.  Forgot those thoughts. 
Chester was living cheapñdrinking dollar beers, eating three dollar 

meals.  He spent the rest of his time writing in a studio apartment in Malá 
Strana.  Son of a bitch.  The kid knew something.   

He reminded me of Charlie.  Not the writing part.  Charlie had about as 

much creativity as a bar of soap.  But the fire in his eyes.  You just know when 
a personõs got something to accomplish. 

The whole time I was talking with this kid, The Bossõ Nebraska  was on 

the jukebox.  Some asshole had played the album in its entirety and I was 
getting drunk and nodding my head and thinking fuck yeah, this is the way life 

is supposed to be.   
So Chester and I got fucked up proper, drinking whiskey to my max and 

beyond.  At one point that we sang every goddam lyric to òAtlantic Cityó 

together.  Other patrons mustõve loved that.  Fucking Americans.   
Finally, before daybreak but after Chester and I had torn through a good 

portion of their bottle of Twelve Year Jameson and the jukebox asshole had 
moved on to Tom Waitõs Small Change , it was time to leave.  I knew that 

because the pub was empty and there was a stout Czech man in a stained 
apron standing in front of us who had just said, Itõs four thirty assholes, while 
pointing to his watch.  I told Chester I was paying because he reminded me of  
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my son, then gave a handful of notes to the staff because thatõs what a drunk 
man does after a decent evening at the pub.   

A light snow was falling over Prague when we walked out the door.   
When we said our goodbyes Chester asked about my family.  After 

spending a career studying words, I had none that seemed to fit.  But he was 

staring at me, waiting for an answer.  Must have been twenty seconds.  Finally 
I muttered, Here on business. 

Chester nodded as if that was a proper answer, thanked me for the booze 

and shuffled to catch the tram at Národni divadlo.   
After some time in the fresh air my head started to reel from the alcohol.  

The blackness of the sky lessened as the sun began its morning custom.  The 
snow fell heavier, draping a winterõs blanketñor scarfñacross the ancient city.  
A perfect time for a walk on the Charles Bridge.   

Realizing how cold it had become, I pulled up my collar and headed 
north. 

 
I was drunk.  Very drunk.  And I knew that wasnõt an excuse.  I was very 

well fucking aware that was not a suitable explanation for my fatuity.  But to 

have taken action.  To have found the silence I had so desperately searched for.  
To have walked, soaked in whiskey, through the cobblestone streets of a 
foreign city, streetlights shining in the face of an early morning fog while 

snowflakes seem to fall from the Hands of God Himself.     
Because I had been sitting at my kitchen table watching the sun rise.   

I had woken up from a dream to find I understood everything.  My kids 
hated the fucking sight of me and my wife knew I had been an unfaithful piece 
of shit.  I knew.  My nightmare was my life.  And I fucking knew.  So I bought a 

ticket.   
Who the hell travels to Prague in December?   
Who the hell walks the Charles Bridge as the sun is beginning to rise 

after he sat depressed and drinking whiskey at daybreak not twenty-four hours 
prior with hopes this winter city would proffer the proper path to salvation?   

Allow me to ask, who the hell climbs a statue of the Crucifix in an 
attempt to hug a concrete Christ becauseñafter cheating on his wife of twenty-
nine yearsñhe had told his kids heõd given up on God when he knew goddam 

well he hadnõt?   
I was smarter than that, goddam it.  I had a fucking PhD. 

But too much literature does that to a man.  Too much whiskey does 
that to a man.   

I had sat there at that dinner table with my children and told them that I 

didnõt believe God existed.   
I did not want to say that.   
I did not want to say that.   
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But I was there on that bridge.  And Jesus was there and the Castle was 
behind Him and He was looking at me like He knew.  Like He knew that I had 

fucked up and He was saying, Itõs alright. 
Because I was forgiven.   
And I started crying, blubbering like a small child, like my own children 

hadñback when things were good, when they still fit in my arms.  I 
remembered the dinner table and my kids and my wife and the student I had 
fucked and what a vile, filthy piece of shit I was and I started climbing.   

Stretching one foot up onto the wall, I hoisted myself up.  I balanced my 
inebriated soul, draping one arm around John the Evangelist, who was looking 

up mournfully at the cement Son of Man.  I looked up, too, my eyes still full of 
tears.   

I touched His feet.  It wasnõt enough.     

I walked up the base of the statue and gripped the bottom of the Cross to 
raise my body higher.  Hands clenching the golden letteringñHoly, Holy, Holy 
LordñI pulled myself the remaining impossible distance and was finally at His 
level.   

Face to Face.   

My arms around His neck, clutching Him, holding Him tightly, my legs 
wrapped around the Cross, the appearance of a suited drunk tree climber 

clinging to some thread of Christ.   
I was sobbing.  Sobbing for my doubts in God.  Sobbing for the helpless 

young student who involuntarily came to me in my nightmares.  Sobbing for 

my wife, who had offered me her love and trust only to be betrayed.  Sobbing 
for my children, who were angry and embarrassed.   

My family.   
And I had left without so much as a hurried scribbled note.   
Iõm sorryé With love, from Prague. 
I slipped.   
My whiskey-drenched feet gave away.  I reached for a better grip but 

grabbed His crown by accident.  The thorns pierced my fingers and instinct is 

instinct when it comes to pain.   
Brutally drunk and four thousand miles from home on a snow-covered 

morning as the sun rose.  I fell off the Charles Bridge in Prague and landed in 
the cold waters of the River Vltava.  That was that.   

To think Christ would have had any time for me?   

I should have known better. 
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KNOWING THINGS  
  

 
I hear them whispering in the apartment below.  I can picture them, close-
faced, wonder eyed, naked bodies grappling, their eyes locked as if by looking 

deeper into the reflection they can make themselves believe that soft spoken, 
afterglow nonsense lovers use to sanctify the wantonness of their satiated lusts 
and to pretend that it might be more than what it is.  I envy them I suppose, as 

I lay here with my legs spread under the pink sheets, my fingers wandering, my 
own lust ignited after listening to his staccato grunts and her unchaperoned 

moans as the creaking bedsprings telegraphed the crescendo of their coupling.  
Not the whispered, cooing double-speak of their empty wanting, that they can 
have, but the warm touch of flesh upon flesh, the heat of the loverõs breath 

hard against my throat, the hot wetness of the finale, I envy them that part.   
 The vibrating rabbit has become my favorite lover, always within reach, 

never asking for more than what appears.  It needs no mental empathy to 
justify its habitation of my body.  I can sleep afterwards and dream of other 
things, with no grasping hands to disturb my slumber, no male scented lies 

begging me to share secrets long into the night.   
 I was like them once, pulling close to him afterward with smiling eyes, 
promising a world of tender tomorrows, laughing softly at the rest of the world 

as I plotted out a future filled with long white veils and bouquets and children 
running on manicured lawns.  Entwined in the muscled torso of a spent man, I 

spoke the word and heard it returned, that make-believe promise of forever 
that forestalls the sorrows of the present fills the future with a timid hope.  And 
I had found myself I thought, somehow completed in this other, this phallic 

human who called himself mine, and it seemed for a time, a quick flash of 
days, that I would be healed and held and melted into the whole that lovers 
claim they are.   

 I wanted to believe him, to cast off pall of this undreamed vision of losing 
him to the anger of a twisted, lonely malevolent soul.  I had almost succeeded, 

the pictures had faded in my mind. I relished in the soft beginnings of our 
promises and smiled with him in moods we built with brushing touches. I 
wanted to believe that he was right, that my fears were my denial of my worth.  

I wished them gone and gave myself permission to be loved, mouthing the 
mantra of the unworthy.  òItõs ok.  Iõm ok.ó   

 The etiquette of the counseling group preached me to redeem myself, to 
become the love I sought, and claimed that my own sabotage and not anotherõs 
had chased away the joy of union.  They were right it seems, though I would 

deny it if I could, and claim that if we clothe our lives in this garment of love, 
and let it mold our days, it stresses at the seams and soon the threads become 
loose and frayed and the love unwinds in one way or another, or in the way of  
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mine it wrenches from you in its blossoming and leaves before the bloom is full.  
Mine held for its moment and then was gone, and though lovers know when 

the light begins to fade, for me the loss was to see the end before it happened, 
and to help it come to be. 
 The first visions cameñpictures of things to comeñsplashing love with 

blood.  The fist flashing its blade and the nightmare scenes of his death playing 
in my waking mind, and in that place, where there is no sleep to flee from, no 
reality to come home to, I trembled thinking I was insane and lost and that it 

couldnõt be.  And when I shared the fear of it and the all too real premonition 
that would not let me cast it off, my lover was the first to smile that placating 

grin of disbelief and throw my warning away, casting it to the recycle bin of 
mental mistakes as he coaxed me to believe that my imagination was on 
overload.  He called it a projection of sorts, and in his professorõs voice 

consoled me with reasons why my inner child had hopes to sabotage the 
happiness we could own together and suggested therapy with someone he 

knew to have written a paper on such things.  Not so uncommon at all he 
claimed, and not to worry, youõll be fine, because after all, I love you.  And 
when the policeman came and told me he was gone I didnõt ask how or why or 

where because I had already seen it play in that secret preview world that all of 
you deny. 
 I know your mind recoils and would deny or dismiss me as mad, it 

makes no difference in the end of it, whether you believe or would condemn me 
to the padded room.  Only with lovers who try to close the gap between the 

sheets and think themselves united come to me with their futures.  I limit the 
seeing to them.  Why, perhaps because I ended there, a part of me that loves or 
wants to love, or believes it can fill the need of wholeness.  That part of me died 

when he did, when the vision of his loss shaded into the present and the 
random violence of chance took him.  These are the ones who share the 
endings with me, always the ending and often the special times of bonding.  At 

times I fight it, trying not to see them, these lovers working their magic, so as 
not to thwart their plan.  I look away from the shared smiles and soft touches, 

but the wraithlike previews follow me, invading my accidental wanderings to 
that hidden mental corner where I lusted hard for love. 
 And now, these neighbors through the thin walls join loveõs wishing, and 

another knowing of the future chases me to the edge.  Again the seeing comes 
to me in that flashing, collaged array of preview scenes, a fast forwarded movie 

trailer of future events, and I gasp at the violence of this would be union as it is 
undone with blood.  The picture fades as quickly as it plays and I am left with 
the chilling fear of again seeing what I am allowed not to know, of holding it 

alone, or sharing it to their taunts and denials.  No, maybe it wonõt happen this 
time, but it will, it always does and I am left shivering with the remnants of the  
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images.  When?  I wonder.  Always within month, but sometimes sooner, I can 
see no further than that, and never me only the others. 

 Now sleep wonõt come, and I stare at the acoustic lumps above me and 
occasionally one moves in the periphery of my vision, racing across the ceiling 
like a cockroach, as my eyes lock on specific spots and blur with the strain.  I 

wonder again, as I always do, should I tell someone, tell the woman herself 
perhaps, and suffer the consequences of her aghast denials and the 
incredulous look that says I am insane for even speaking of such things. 

 More likely I wonõt.  Experience has told me they donõt want to hear, that 
they ridicule and laugh, or console my delusions with the placating smiles of 

the sane to the ludicrous.  Iõve moved beyond it, to a place where I understand 
the limits of their knowledge, the steeled cages of their binding ignorance, the 
fear that holds them away from my warnings.    

 Iõve learned to be subtle, to prod and hint rather than to warn with 
proposals that suggest I know before hand what will occur, and sometimes the 

time passes and think it might be over, but always in the end the floating 
images track into the present and I watch the scenes replay in the slow version 
that we call reality.  But now, this latest mirage on the screen, this preview of 

the lovers turned against each other, was different, and had chased me to a 
new level of dread because I was now a player in the drama, an actor in their 
scene.  Always before it had been as an observer to the tragedy, but now the 

vision held me as a player, I was to be a tool in the undoing. 
 I lay here cold now under the sheets and drag the blankets tight to hold 

the shivers back.  I wonder if the choice should be to watch the razor cross my 
own wrists and drip the crimson life away.  I think of him and others lost to 
loveõs phantasm, did they give in, like I, or look again to find it?  The energy of 

it evades me.  Alone I neednõt worry but for them.  At what should I suppose of 
this new part that beckons me to act to end loveõs embrace over these, my 
neighbors.  Sheõs warm and smiling, with an envious lust for life, and a grin for 

everything she sees.  She grows flowers on the balcony and feeds the stray cats 
that wonder close but wonõt allow a human touch to know them.  She reads the 

junk of romance and feeds her loverõs lust to build the dream of her own.  Sheõs 
perfected in the mold of one whose love of loving is so strong that it begs the 
haphazard whims of fate to wrap it tight with thorns.  Is it the testing God of 

Abrahamõs pain who lets her flounder in this roundabout with love, or the 
laughing spawn at Hades gate who will come alive through her tears?    

 You think me cold, a hardened wallflower to this dance, not partaking in 
its joys?  You miss the teaching then, and simplify the matter to stay your own 
fears that I could be right, to hide you from the knowledge that your hold on 

love is a tenuous claw that will scratch and scar when it slips from your grasp. 
 What can I tell her, to hold her feelings and send it away before the clock 
runs out and the loss holds her with its tearful embrace?  But I think again, as  
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I always do, that perhaps this one can be changed, and since I am now an 
actor in the drama my part can play a role and chase off Cupidõs sour ending.  

I am there in the vision of his end.  If I miss the scene does the end play out 
the same?  Can I ever watch an alternate ending?  I tell myself that the script 
rewrites itself many ways, that the ending has a choice of many lies.   I could I 

change my lines, trick the director of this loverõs tragedy, and let them play the 
drama to another curtain.  I need to think.  I must decide.  Advisements and 
warnings donõt work.  They mock me and dismiss the warnings, then wonder 

who I was when itõs too late and Iõm gone.  A vigilante way might work, a new 
batwoman to save the city from itself.  Iõve asked the why of it many times, but 

my interventions ignored, my warnings mocked, I see no part of the heroine 
coming. 
 Each time I make new plans and try another way.  In Atlanta, I followed 

him for a time, thinking that I could stop the ending by being there, but I 
slipped behind in traffic and came upon the scene as the bystanders ran to the 

mangled cars and steam floated in a cloud above him.  In San Francisco I 
spoke to her and warned of the dangers of the night streets, prowling gangs 
and lone wolf vagabonds, but her man was a warrior she said, proud and 

strong and skilled in warõs arts with fist and weapon.  But the bullet took him 
for a lesser man severing the artery in the leg as he grappled with the thief, all 
for a wallet with seven dollars.  In Flagstaff, Arizona, I was amazed that this 

desert state held pine forests and mountains with snow covered peaks.  A 
hunterõs paradise with deer and elk and bear, and he was that, a hunter of 

game with camouflage in his veins.  So, when I warned of the bears and how 
quiet they could plunder, how unpredictable their nature, this Daniel Boone 
pathfinder of the modern age just smiled and pointed to the gun cabinet, as if 

the bear was not armed himself, and that he had the upper hand.  When the 
rangers found his body they thought it odd.  The man had several weapons 
nearby, but the beast took him from behind as he sat in his folding chair on 

the bank of the creek where it had been lured by the wild trout that lay frying 
in a rock circle cook fire enticing the bearõs hunger and where it had consumed 

a part of a man who smelled of fish. 
 The loverõs voices are quiet now.  I imagine them melted together in a 
sleep that will replenish their lust.  Perhaps the springs will creak again just 

before the dawn when the wooden man wakes and finds himself flush against 
her warm skin.  Perhaps they will talk of what they will do tonight, and plan for 

a pizza at the New York one in central district, and I will be there for them 
waiting, with the razor that I carry in my purse for protection, and while they 
laugh and tease and she smiles with her long lashed eyes twinkling I will finish 

the thing.  They can take me then, and I will tell my last story, of how I saved 
her from the pain of his lies and his other woman, the one with the child that 
he beats after her.  So, she may yet love the child and find another man and  



56 

 

Michael E. OõNeal 
 

live it out to its end, but he will have neither, as he bleeds by my hand instead 
of hers, and this will be my gift to love. 
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