
The Opiate
Spring 2017, Vol. 9

The Opiate
Summer 2017, Vol. 10



3.

© The Opiate 2017
This magazine, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced without permission.
Cover art: Martin Parr // Magnum Photos
With special thanks to our devoted readers, and essentially anyone who still gives a fuck about the 
written word

The Opiate
Your literary dose.

“If I lost the privilege of 
being despised by 

certain individuals, I 
would certainly 

suspect that my actions 
and words are wrong in 

some way.”
-Fausto Cercignani
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“Opiates act on the brain to dull pain, so pain does not impair the fight for survival. 
Nothing must impair survival.” So goes the introduction to the third chapter of Leanne 
Grabel’s Brontosaurus in this, our tenth issue. Yes, ten. It’s rather momentous, like all 
things that end in increments of five or zero. And we hope that after all this time, The 
Opiate has acted on your brain to dull the pain. To never impair, but only encourage 
the reader’s fight not just for survival, but for that elusive concept: self-actualization. 

Our issue opens this time with Meg Drislane’s politically charged “In Defense of 
Endangered Species,” which so often pokes fun at the general cluelessness of rich 
politicians attempting to help a good cause from their distant perch (typically located 
in Washington, D.C.). Following Drislane is Max DeVoe Talley, a writer who has 
appeared in our not so glossy pages before with “There’s a Hole in the Sky” from 
Vol. 8. Unlike the drug-addled cautionary tale that is Joanna Nil’s early 90s New York 
existence, “How Can I Help?” instead favors a sort of “after the fall” sequel. The what 
happens when someone from New York City leaves it and decides to “make good of 
themselves” narrative. Well, the answer, of course, is move to Westchester and engage 
in the whole domestic dance that so invariably disappoints in what may be an even 
worse way.

The suburban prison motif transitions nicely to Ray Jicha’s “King of the Normals,” 
which is rather like its own version of Get Out, with Louie in the role of the outsider  
(not to mention wayward wanderer/addict) who must rely on the kindness of a friend’s 
garden variety “residential area” parents. And incidentally, both this and “How Can I 
Help You?” manage to name check Kinko’s for that perfect suburban finish. 

Bringing an added tinge of visceral edge to the mix is the second conversation in Anton 
Bonnici’s Some Stupid Bitch Killed Ana Peaceful, this time between Sandra Kage and 
Vera Darling. As the two discuss, among other topics, “Salomé giving oral pleasure 
to her own mother,” Bonnici’s knack for accentuating camp sexuality reaches its 
usual comedic crescendo. 

The concept of “all the world’s a stage” bleeds into Jason Michael Martin’s “Screen 
Tests From a Marriage,” a sort of meta film within a film concept that speaks to how 
effortlesly “actor” romances can blossom—and decay. One almost thinks of Abel 
Ferrara’s Dangerous Game while reading it, except, of course, “Screen Tests From a 
Marriage” has just a touch more, well, not levity, but cheekiness. 

Editor’s Note The poetry section commences with John Turanyi’s “Lampposts on the Desolate St. of 
Your Eyes,” a galaxy-laden homage to the difficulties of those “bankrupting themselves 
in laying a highway back to a source which has cloaked itself.” And yes, who among 
us hasn’t engaged in just such a fruitless enterprise? 

Michael’s Salcman’s “The Painting Commissions Its Audience” addresses a quality so 
rare in any so-called artist of today: defiance. To be sure, it really makes you ask 
youself: where have all the enfants terribles gone? 

“The Lost Horizon” by Cameron Morse puts none too fine a point on the sort of dystopia 
that exists within rest home facilities, where yes, the elderly are intended to be cared 
for, but ultimately, what comforts them is their shoddy memory of the traumas that have 
befallen them. 

Other “repeat writers,” as it were, materialize once again in the form of A.G. Price and  
John Gosslee (who both appeared in Vol. 7) with “Beast” and “Knocking on the Night 
Sky,” respectively. In the former, the evocative imagery painted by Price describes 
what is at the core of every human heart, whether the person in question wants to admit 
it or not. With Gosslee’s “Green Belt,” the Sisyphean travails of existence—with specific 
regard to city dwelling—are tautly described with the sort of sparseness that makes his 
words all the more powerful. 

In “Damn that was a dark speech,” Craig Kite combines the meaninglessness of politics 
in the modern age with the similar and according void provided by twenty-first century 
attempts at romance, or really, interpersonal relationships of any kind. Erica Schreiner 
expounds on this with “Modern Flame,” a scathing rumination on, shall we say, being 
“33 and born in the wrong time.”

Lance LeGrys’ “Kreutzer Sonata” is a testament to just how sexually and politically 
charged music of the Beethoven variety can be, the deafness of the artist perhaps a 
crutch rather than a hindrance. And then there is that added cultural layer of LeGrys 
referencing the Leo Tolstoy novella of the same name throughout. 

The ethereal stylings of Ankó are contained within “Postpartum II the Mountain” and 
“Completion.” The sense of loss—of transitioning from youth to agedness, or of having 
something like your innocence ripped from you—is present in the scarcity of “Postpartum II 
the Mountain.” In contrast, the length of “Completion” speaks to a sense of wonderment
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in being unable to feel the intangible and unknown. Chris Fahrenthold thereafter 
defines the ultimate offense, or rather, heresy in “An Afternoon Colloquium”—and, to 
be honest, it’s something far too many lauded specifically in New York City poets are 
guilty of: “bad, dishonest verses.”

Haylee Massaro’s “But I went” acknowledges an overly preachy man (is there any 
other kind?) in the context of a very particular circumstance and again takes the 
theme of defiance (as present in “The Painting Commissions Its Audience”) to its right-
ly pronounced level. After all, one really does have to scream to be heard in this 
world filled with so many wearing blinders (read: trapped in the matrix that is their 
telephone). And, speaking of forms of narcissism, Bruce McRae’s “I and I” is just the 
mirror-centric poem one needs to comprehend that truth is more often than not ob-
scure.

Thomas Fucaloro, who has also appeared at theopiatemagazine.com with “Sorry, 
our time is up,” reveals that his propensities on the couch also transcend quite nicely 
to the pastoral with “The Farmhouse.” Wrapping up the poetry section is Marissa 
Glover’s “History Is Now and England” (if you caught the T.S. Eliot allusion, then 
you’re more well-read than I thought), featuring an all too timely reference to the sins 
of the father visiting the son.

In the criticism portion, we have the usual signature, a commentary on a book about 
twisted romance—in this case, Rivka Galchen’s Atmospheric Disturbances. Billed on 
the surface as a sci-fi novel, there is much more of the quotidian in Galchen’s debut 
than meets the eye.

And finally, let me simply address the cover as a continuation of Vol. 9’s infamous 
dildo and Barbies one. The image’s capturer, Martin Parr, is a renowned British 
satirist (though most British people are merely inveterate satirists) and accordingly 
photographed this poisson in just such a manner. As expected, no one was half as 
scandalized by this photo, vagina apparently being far easier to withstand in these 
often overly politically correct times. Either that, or as the opening quote to this issue 
suggests, my actions have gone wrong in some way in that I’m not as despised as 
before for employing “the gateway to life.” In any event, Vol. 11 will need to form a 
complete trinity with some sort of hermaphrodite painting. 

Yours very sincerely,
Genna Rivieccio

FICTION
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 They were the new blood diamonds, 
Howard was saying, the lifeblood of  rebel groups 
that needed funds to sustain themselves, even 
more than they needed the blind fervor of  four-
teen-year-old boys.
 “You’re talking about elephants?” 
DrueAnne asked, her face a tangle of  incompre-
hension.  
 “Elephant tusks, dear. They’re incredi-
bly valuable. And illegal. The warlords sponsor 
groups to do the poaching—”
 “You know, I just heard something about 
this,” Jay said. His dark, hooded eyes searched 
out across the expanse of  our Chevy Chase 
living room as he tried to recall what it was.  

 “Yes. Well, Ty Rooney—”
 “That’s it!” Jay nodded. “Ty. I ran into 
him when I was leaving the other night, and he 
started going on about that, something about 
a jihadist group aligned with ISIS…” Again 
his eyes wandered out to the far reaches of  the 
room, past where DrueAnne sat smiling as if  in 
anticipation of  a good punch line. “What was 
he saying, they were caught poaching in one of  
India’s national parks?”
 “Which is why I bring it up,” said How-
ard. “Did he mention he’s thinking of  holding 
hearings?”
 Jay laughed. “Ty’s always thinking of  

holding hearings. On everything. Our 
problem is when he follows through 
on it.”
 “I’m sorry,” DrueAnne said, 
shaking her head, those recently 
hennaed bangs of  hers flitting back 
and forth like windshield wipers. 
“On elephant tusks?” She looked over 
at me with a smile that invited me to 
share in the absurdity of  it all, but I 
pretended not to notice. 
 “It’s not just that, Drue,” 
Howard told her. “Apparently, there 
are all kinds of  endangered species all 
over the world being hunted and sold 
illegally. Exotic birds and reptiles…
Various animals like monkeys and 
jaguars and—”
 “Lions and tigers and bears?” 
Drue asked brightly.
 Howard smiled indulgently, a 
professor willing to concede that not 
all his students can be scholars. From 
behind his owlish glasses he regarded 
her for a moment, as if  trying to 
determine the best way to explain 
this. “Okay, so here’s the deal,” he 
said, setting his drink down on the 
end table next to him and leaning 
forward, elbows on his knees. “Illegal 
wildlife trafficking is a twenty-billion-
dollar-a-year business in the U.S.—
twenty billion,” he repeated, looking 
at all three of  us in turn, “right 
behind drugs and arms trafficking. 
There’s a huge variety of  species at 
play here, and they come from all 
over the world. You’ve got traffickers 
in Brazil selling extinct macaws for 
upwards of  sixty thousand dollars, 
smugglers from Africa bringing in 
shipments of  bushmeat to immigrant 
populations… Obviously, what’s 
most valuable is what they’re getting 
from endangered species, so you’ve 
got major environmental destruction 
and the fact that terrorist groups have 

gotten into this in a big way because 
it’s such an easy source of  money. 
Different countries have different 
laws on the books about it, but they’re 
often too lax. Either that or they’re 
impossible to enforce.”
 “Yes, but what does all this 
have to do with Jay?” I asked him. 
 “That’s what I’m getting 
to,” he said, glancing over at me. 
Taking a handful of  almonds from 
a bowl on the coffee table, he began 
chomping on them while he spoke. 
“Ty’s planning to introduce a bill 
that will be an overhaul of  the Lacey 
Act. Move it into the new world, so to 
speak, make it a lot harder for people 
to bring this stuff into the country.”
 “Didn’t we just do something 
on this?” Jay said. 
 “You’re thinking of  the bill 
to hire more federal agents,” Howard 
responded briskly, never failing to 
know what Jay was thinking even 
before Jay himself  did. “The Fish and 
Wildlife Service.”
 “Of  course.” Jay nodded. 
 Of  course.
 “A start,” said Howard. “No 
question. But this would be much 
more far reaching. The problem for 
Ty, though, is he’s going to be too 
wrapped up with the energy bill to do 
it much justice, so he needs someone 
else to sponsor it. Oh,” he said, his 
tone signaling a change of  direction, 
“and here’s the interesting thing. He’s 
been in touch with people over in 
State who are also working on this, 
and guess who’s spearheading the 
whole effort over there?”
 “I don’t know,” said Jay, “but 
is that really the best choice of  words, 
do you think?”
 Howard smiled, conceding 
Jay’s point with a wave of  his hand. 
Then, knowing he’d piqued our 

curiosity, milked it for a moment 
before finally saying, “Our old friend 
Randall Sherwood.”
 “No kidding,” said Jay. He 
glanced over at me, but somewhere 
during my many years of  being a 
politician’s wife, I’d perfected the 
expression that gave away nothing, 
and I quickly whipped it out now. 
 Howard went on. “State’s 
been on this for a while, naturally, and 
Randall’s the man in charge. In fact, 
he’s the one who got Ty interested.”
 Jay looked almost pensive for 
a moment, not his usual demeanor. 
“You know, you do have to hand 
it to him,” he said. “How many 
administrations has he lasted through 
over there, anyway?”
 Howard shrugged. “More 
than most people, but hell, he gets 
along with everyone. Let’s face it,” he 
said with a glint in his eye, “the guy’s 
much more suited for diplomacy than 
he ever was for politics.”
 “So you could almost say we 
did him a favor.”
 “Randall’s a helluva smart 
guy—he’d probably say it himself,” 
said Howard, taking another handful 
of  nuts. 
 “You’re doing it again, you 
realize,” I said, making little effort to 
hide my annoyance. 
 Howard and Jay both looked 
at me, almost as if  surprised to find 
me still sitting there, which was the 
point. 
 “The shop talk? I thought 
we’d agreed to keep it to a minimum,” 
I said, reaching over and running my 
finger along a trail of  salt on the coffee 
table Howard had left in his wake. In a 
minute, I’d bring out the glass cleaner 
and at least get something done. They 
did this all the time, the two of  them, 
talked as if  no one else was around. 

In Defense of  Endangered Species - Meg Drislane
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Times I’d complained about it, they 
insisted they never got the chance 
to talk at the office, that there were 
always too many interruptions, which 
Howard echoed now, though to his 
credit, he at least sounded somewhat 

apologetic.
 “Two seconds, Mel, I 
promise,” and then picking up where 
he’d left off, he turned back to Jay 
and said,  “Anyway, State’s got their 
own agenda here, and they’re not 
the only ones. You’ve also got the 
Justice Department working on it, 
and Interior, of  course—everyone’s 
got their own reasons for trying to do 
something, but the big push now is to 
get Congress involved, give it a face, 
get someone out there talking about 
it, and I’ve offered you”—he made 
his thumb and index finger into a gun 

and pointed it at Jay—“as the man.”
 Why did Jay look surprised 
by this? He hadn’t known this was 
where the conversation was headed? 
In his own small way, or as much as 
he could with Howard, he put up an 

argument. “You don’t think we have 
enough on our plate with an election 
to start getting ready for?”
 “Which is why this is so 
perfect,” Howard said. Again he 
pitched forward. “Jay, we need 
something new, something to get out 
in front of, to look…” He searched 
for what it was. “We need something 
to look visionary about. The fact is, we 
should be thanking Ty for this. The 
timing couldn’t be better. Never mind 
that everything about it is win-win.” 
He used his fingers to tick off the 
ways. “You’ve got the environmental 

element. You’ve got trade. You’ve got 
the whole anti-terrorism thing. Really, 
just think of  the ground we can cover 
by helping him out with this,” he 
said, his eyes firing up with all the 
possibilities. “Like, okay, just for an 

example, you know how people are 
always saying they wish they could do 
something about Darfur?”
 “Oh, do not start with 
Darfur!” said Drue, an eruption 
that much more vehement probably 
because of  how long she’d kept 
quiet. Or maybe, sadly, because of  
how strongly she meant it. All three 
of  us just looked at her. For my part, 
I figured this was as good a time 
as any to go check on how dinner 
was coming along, and as I got up 
to excuse myself, Drue laughed 
an uneasy little laugh, and as if  to 

“He glanced over at me, 
but somewhere during 
my many years of being 
a politician’s wife, I’d per-
fected the expression that 
gave away nothing...”

redeem herself, said, “Sorry, I guess 
I’m still stuck back on elephants.”
 Or lions and tigers and bears, 
I said to myself  as I left the room.

******

 LATER THAT NIGHT, 
AFTER THE DANZIGERS had left 
and Jay and I were upstairs getting 
ready for bed, I watched as he hung 
his pants on a hanger in the closet, 
took off his shirt and dropped it in a 
wicker basket on the floor. Suddenly 
it all seemed so absurd more than 
anything else, just the thought of  it, 
and I let out a low laugh.
 “What?” he said, turning 
around to look at me. 
 “Really, Jay. DrueAnne 
Danziger?”  
 He continued looking at me, 
not sure what my point was.
 “I mean, how could you 
ever…”
 What can I say, every 
once in a while it hit me, just how 
incomprehensible the thought was, 
and no doubt her remark earlier 
about Darfur had helped to unearth 
the old amazement this time. 
 “Oh, come on, Melanie. Not 
that.”
 “I’m sorry,” I said, still 
laughing a little, though with less 
amusement now. “It’s just that 
sometimes I…” I shook my head, 
went back to folding down the 
bedcovers.
 “Jesus, Mel, it was years ago. 
We weren’t even married then—”
 “Yes, but Howard was.”
 He ignored that. “And it was 
one time.”
 One time? It might have been 
one time, it might have been a dozen. 
Who knows? Unfortunately, Jay had 
lost all credibility in that department 

years ago, and looking over at him 
standing there in his boxer shorts and 
black socks, I couldn’t help but think 
of  this thing I’d read about a recent 
New York governor who had to 
resign office after being caught with 
a hooker; about how there’d been, no 
surprise, plenty of  hookers, and that 
apparently he always wore his black 
knee socks to bed with them. What 
was it about that one sorry little detail 
that made it all so pathetic?
 Standing there just outside 
the closet, Jay took his own black 
socks off, and just by getting rid of  
them, helped me to let the thought 
go.
 “Are we done with that?” he 
asked. “For now?”
 I shrugged, already bored 
with the whole thing myself. Suddenly 
the room felt awfully warm. I went 
over to open the window more and 
stood there for a moment looking 
out at the black shadows of  the 
maple trees, listening to the murmur 
of  voices coming from the Carrolls’ 
patio, next door. From behind me 
Jay said, “You know, it’s interesting 
Howard should mention Randall 
Sherwood with that whole wildlife 
trafficking business…”
 “Interesting how so?” I said, 
my back still turned to him. 
 “Well, there’s been talk, you 
know, that Randall’s behind that kid 
from Upper Darby who’s looking to 
challenge me next year.”
 I turned around. “The Iraq 
War veteran?”
 “Christ, Mel, that’s—” Jay 
stood at the side of  the bed, shaking 
his head as if  I’d just insulted him. 
 “What?”  
 “That’s exactly what the 
problem is,” he said. “That that’s all 
he’ll be known as. A war veteran.”
 “Well, that’s all I know about 

him,” I told him. Jay and I kept 
a condo back in Gladwyn, where 
we spent weekends occasionally, 
and there’d been much written in 
the papers there about the possible 
candidacy of  this local boy who’d 
returned home from Iraq with a 
Bronze Star and a commitment to 
speaking out about veteran issues. 
“So what’s Randall’s connection with 
him?”
 “There is none. That’s the 
thing. No family connection, they 
didn’t go to the same schools… From 
what I hear, someone just set up a 
meeting between them and Randall 
liked what he saw. Supposedly he 
even encouraged him to start making 
some polling calls.” For a moment he 
just looked at me, a burst of  laughter 
from the Carrolls’ patio filling the 
silence. “I mean, he hasn’t so much as 
endorsed anyone running for his old 
seat in all these years, so why now?”
 I shrugged. “Maybe he’s 
just waited all this time to get his 
revenge,” I said matter-of-factly, and 
while I was really just riding him, a 
little residual jab from our previous 
conversation, Jay’s stricken expression 
told me he’d failed to get the humor. 
“Jay, I’m kidding. You know as well as 
I do, Randall Sherwood doesn’t have 
a vengeful bone in his body.” Which 
isn’t to say he wouldn’t have reason 
to, I thought to myself.  
 Sherwood had been a three-
term congressman when Jay, a 
young state legislator tired of  living 
in Harrisburg and looking for a way 
out, decided to challenge him for his 
seat. It was a brash move, and though 
Jay got his party’s nomination for no 
other reason than that no one else 
wanted it—that is, no one wanted to 
run against Randall—he was a long 
shot right up until the day in mid-
October when a reporter from the 

In Defense of  Endangered Species - Meg Drislane
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local paper wrote an article about 
how Sherwood’s brother was one of  
the partners in an accounting firm be-
ing investigated for selling illegal tax 
shelters. Because Randall was known 
to be close to his brother, overnight 
Jay’s campaign produced TV ads 
that took probably the only unflatter-
ing photo of  Randall that existed, a 
sheen of  perspiration on his face that 
made him as appealing as Nixon in 
the 1960 debates, and with a heavy, 
sonorous voice-over, asked voters 
whether they could really trust some-
one whose “closest aide” was suspect-
ed of  defrauding the government. 
It was harsh stuff, charging guilt by 
association even before his brother 
had been proven guilty of  anything, 
but it was enough to weaken him, 
and while Randall went on to lose the 
election by fewer than two thousand 
votes, he lost graciously. Though his 
campaign people slammed Jay’s for 
the dirty tactics (and in fact Alan 
Sherwood was never charged with 
a crime), Randall himself  never did, 
and God knows he’d have been right 
to. It was dirty politics and anyone 
could see it. I certainly did. But I’d 
only recently started dating Jay, was 
on the periphery of  the campaign if  
that, so I didn’t feel I was in any posi-
tion to challenge them when they said 
it was just politics as usual. I kept my 
mouth shut and only later, after Jay 
won, did I try to make my own small 
gesture of  repentance. 
 You could call what I did 
a transgression of  sorts. Politics 
is all about loyalties, but then so 
is marriage, and when I consider 
Jay’s many transgressions over the 
years, certainly mine was a much 
lesser crime: I wrote Randall 
Sherwood a note. Though what 

he deserved was a note of  apology, 
that, I knew, wasn’t mine to make, 
so I went with the next best thing, 
a condolence note. Just a few lines 
about what a good and decent 
campaign he’d run, that it was a 
campaign he could be proud of, 
and that I wished him the best for 
whatever lay ahead. Nothing I said 
was any different from what the 
winner says about the loser during 
his election night victory speech. 
Still, I was not naive enough not 
to consider the possible embar-
rassment to Jay if  it ever became 
public. Certainly someone in Ran-
dall’s office might have intercepted 
it, recognized my name as that of  
the young woman recently linked 
with his erstwhile opponent, and 
used it to embarrass Jay in some 
way, but luckily that didn’t hap-
pen. In fact, nothing happened. 
Did Randall even read the note? 
Who knows? A month or so after 
I sent it, I received a formal card 
from the outgoing congressman 
thanking me for my support, and 
that was that. 
 I don’t know why I nev-
er told Jay about my writing that 
note. Maybe because the longer I 
didn’t, the more of  a transgression 
it became in my mind. Or may-
be because as time revealed more 
of  his own secrets, I needed some 
myself, as minor as they might be. 
And yet even if  I always felt a lit-
tle guilty about it, still I knew it 
was the right thing to do. Howard 
could talk about endangered spe-
cies in the jungles of  Africa, the 
rainforests of  Brazil, but in the 

world of  politics Randall Sher-
wood had been an endangered 
species right here at home—like 
his campaign, a good and decent 
man—and he should know there 
were people who recognized that. 
 “C’mon, Jay,” I said now, 
“if  Randall was like that, you don’t 
think he’d have found someone to 
throw his support behind before 
now? In all these years?”
 Jay grunted a nonresponse 
as he got into bed. 
 “Maybe the reason he’s 
taking up with this kid,” I said, 
using Jay’s own term in a useless 
effort to lighten things up, “is be-
cause he really believes the guy’s 
got something to offer. You know, 
maybe he really just believes in 
him.”
 Jay just looked at me for 
a moment before turning away. 
“Great, Mel. That makes me feel 
so much better.”

******

 IT WAS THE NATURE 
OF JAY’S JOB that someone 
was always trying to take it away 
from him, and it was a testament 
to how long he’d kept that from 
happening that at this point so 
many of  his challengers, or po-
tential challengers, could right-
fully be called “kids.” Even when 
it wasn’t an election year, there’d 
always be talk of  people eyeing a 
race—maybe even more so when 
it wasn’t an election year since at 
that point there was little in the 
way of  fundraising figures, poll num-
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bers, and endorsements that might 
prove the thought delusional. Jay al-
ways loved hearing about it, though, 
all the speculation and the various 
names bandied about, but in gener-
al he never gave it too much thought. 
The difference this time was that “the 
kid from Upper Darby,” whose name 
was Anthony Savarese, and who, yes, 
had done a two-year tour of  duty in 
Iraq, was said to have the support of  
the former seat holder Randall Sher-
wood behind  him. For that reason, he 
succeeded in drawing more of  Jay’s 
attention than someone else would 
have, and in the weeks following our 
dinner with Drue and Howard, he 
mentioned it often, but if  his preoc-
cupation with a potentially formida-
ble opponent was understandable, 
much less so was all the attention he 
was putting to the wildlife trafficking 
issue Howard had spoken about that 
night. Jay brought it up constantly, 
and the question was why. Why now, 
after years of  taking his cues from 
party leaders when it came to which 
issues to promote, was he adopting 
this one, never mind with such zeal. I 
just didn’t get it. 
 Of  course, knowing his histo-
ry, I even fleetingly wondered wheth-
er there was a woman involved, some 
young State Department worker in a 
dark suit and Tina Fey eyeglasses, her 
hair neatly pulled back to emphasize 
an earnestness that easily traded plac-
es after hours with a bawdy sense of  
fun. But no. Everything he said about 
this seemed genuine beyond what I’d 
seen with him in ages. This is important 
stuff, Mel, he kept telling me, and okay, 
even if  I could accept that for some 
reason it was for him, the next ques-
tion was, would it be for anyone else? 
To take it into the political realm, was 
it an issue with traction, to use one of  

his and Howard’s favorite terms?
 “Jay, listen to yourself,” I 
said one Saturday morning when we 
were out having breakfast in the gar-
den, a carafe of  coffee and a plate of  
croissants on the glass-topped table 
between us, the scent of  honeysuck-
le heavy in the air. There had been a 
committee meeting that week to open 
discussions on the subject, and while 
I sipped my coffee and attempted 
to read that morning’s Post, Jay kept 
interrupting with excerpts from the 
report he held in his lap. “I mean, 
you’re talking about…” I waved my 
hand, trying to recall some of  the spe-
cifics I’d been only half  listening to. 
“Shark fins and reptile skins and…
and—”
 “Ivory’s probably the big-
gest.”
 “Ivory!” I said triumphantly. 
“Exactly!” Seeing his eyes shift into a 
defensive stance, I softened my tone. 
“Jay. Honey. I’m sorry, but why would 
anyone in your district care about 
this? About something happening a 
world away?” 
 He looked at me sharply. 
“Why do people care about the rain 
forest, Melanie? Or what happens in 
the Mideast? Jesus, you sound like…”
 DrueAnne Danziger? I wanted 
to say. But I’m not even sure he had 
anyone specific in mind as he shook 
his head with disappointment at my 
apparent small-mindedness.
 Breaking off a piece of  crois-
sant and spreading some jam on 
it, Jay said, “Look, maybe I haven’t 
made it clear enough, what’s at stake 
here. What they’re doing is helping to 
wipe out thousands of  species. What 
that would do to the planet’s ecosys-
tems…” He shook his head, leaving 
the thought unfinished. “And…and,” 
he emphasized, raising his index fin-

ger as if  he were standing at a podi-
um, “if  it has to come down to more 
immediate self-interest in order to get 
this across? Then the issue is terror-
ism. Eventually, as we all know, ter-
rorism hits home, and this,” he said, 
tapping the report in his lap, “is help-
ing to pay for it.”
 As Jay explained it to me, il-
legal animal trafficking was only the 
most recent addition to a long list of  
criminal enterprises that had funded 
terrorism. Salaries for soldiers and 
bank deposits for the families of  sui-
cide bombers, money for food, weap-
ons, bombs—it all had to come from 
somewhere, and even for the most 
established insurgent groups, the do-
nations of  sympathizers only went 
so far. Drugs, of  course, had always 
been a major source of  funds. In fact, 
the opium trade in Afghanistan was 
said to have provided the Taliban 
with as much as seventy percent of  
its financing, and while the U.S. gov-
ernment had considered broad-scale 
aerial spraying of  the poppy fields to 
combat the problem, Jay told me, in 
the end they had to abandon the idea, 
since it would only drive up prices, in-
creasing the enemy’s profits.   
 “Beyond drug trafficking,” he 
said, “there’s any number of  things. 
Credit card fraud, extortion, there’s 
kidnapping for ransom… The fact 
is, there’re probably more ways than 
we know that they raise money, but 
here’s one where I may actually be 
able to do something about it.”
 Jay’s “I” was hardly lost on 
me. What was this, a one-man fight 
against terrorism? For a moment 
then, as his eyes drifted out over the 
raised bed of  delphiniums behind 
a foot-tall brick wall, I studied his 
face, the lines of  concentration that 
signaled this newfound purpose of  
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happy to do it.”
 Toward that end, a few weeks 
later when there was a meeting back 
at the district office in Pennsylvania 
that Jay needed to go to, Howard in-
cluded a talk to the local Sierra Club 
chapter on the agenda. There, Jay 
kept his focus on the environmen-
tal aspects of  wildlife crime, talking 
about the domino effect when just 
a single species is removed from the 
ecosystem, never mind hundreds, but 
when a reporter from the Philadelphia 
Inquirer followed up with a request for 
an interview on the subject, in speak-
ing with him Jay mentioned how a lot 
of  the funds raised by the trafficking 
were being used to finance terrorism.
 “You know, we talk a lot 
about all of  the ideological causes of  
terrorism,” he said at one point, “why 
it exists because of  how these people 
feel about ‘the evil, godless West,’ but 
what we tend to forget sometimes is 
the how. You’ve got to bankroll weap-
ons and training camps and all the 
rest, and this is one way they’re doing 
it.”
 After the Inquirer story was 
picked up by one of  the news wires, 
Jay began getting calls from journal-
ists who wanted him to expand on 
this, and eventually from bookers for 
cable news programs whose produc-
ers thought it might be something 
interesting to discuss on their shows. 
Suddenly all the ecological aspects 
of  the wildlife trafficking issue took a 
backseat to terrorism, and Jay became 
expert at driving the issue home.  
 Because he’d taken it on with 
the fervor he had, at first I think he 
was merely pleased to be succeeding 
in getting the issue out there, getting 
people to acknowledge that measures 
needed to be taken. Plus, there was no 
question there were political advan-

tages as well. Not only was he getting 
free media time, but probably more 
significant, by proposing practical 
ways to fight terrorism, specifically by 
taking aim at the pocketbook, he was 
helping to offset any advantage his 
potential challenger Anthony Sava-
rese might have by nature of  his Iraq 
War veteran status. Suddenly now Jay 
had a little “defense cred” himself.
 But politics and public ser-
vice aside, as the weeks went by it 
became clear that Jay was starting to 
like all the attention, and eventually, 
vanity began creeping in, a shadowed 
presence I failed to recognize at first, 
but the fact that he began coming 
home with new dress shirts and silk 
ties (I’d been told years ago to stop 
with the ties, already)? And at this late 
stage, with frankly very little to work 
with, started using “product” for his 
hair? I suppose these alone should 
have been tip-offs, but when one Sat-
urday morning he said he couldn’t 
join me for breakfast because he had 
an appointment at the dentist to get 
his teeth whitened, I had to ask: who 
was this man? Of  course, it wasn’t 
lost on me that these were all the hall-
marks of  an affair, but for once I had 
the comfort of  knowing it wasn’t a 
woman he was grooming himself  for, 
it was the television camera, the ten 
seconds on the evening news, the still 
photographer who might catch him 
in an unguarded moment. 
 “So, what time are we on 
tonight?” I’d sometimes ask if  he 
phoned during the afternoon, and it 
was when I realized he didn’t know 
I was teasing that I knew we might 
have a problem.
 Nor was I the only one 
who’d noticed. For one thing, the 
word grandstanding began cropping up 
in the quotes of  people who didn’t 

agree with what he was saying, who 
questioned his facts or figures. Some 
seemed to think his emphasis on the 
terrorism aspect was beginning to 
sound like criticism of  the State De-
partment’s own efforts to deal with 
the problem, this despite the fact 
that he continued to work with the 
liaison State had assigned him, Har-
vey Van-something. But I suspected 
the backlash resulted more from his 
ubiquitous appearances, as well as a 
certain sanctimoniousness that had 
crept into his appeals. In a way, real-
ly, he’d allowed himself  to become a 
target, and eventually even Anthony 
Savarese, who’d yet to formally an-
nounce a run but whose uptick in ap-
pearances around the district all but 
confirmed he would, got in his licks. 
 “Read this,” Jay said when 
he came in one night. It was one of  
those rare occasions when he didn’t 
have an event to go to, and earlier 
that day the fall-like crispness in the 
air had inspired me to prepare one of  
his favorite dinners, a pot roast. I was 
in the kitchen, heating up a milk-and-
butter mixture to use for mashing po-
tatoes, when he came in, put his brief-
case down on one of  the stools at the 
island, then took out a sheet of  paper 
and handed it to me, a printout of  a 
newspaper article: “Iraq War Veteran 
Takes Aim at Longtime Incumbent.” 
I looked back up at him and he lifted 
his eyebrows, then turned away.
 The lead paragraph was 
about Savarese’s increased visibility 
lately, some of  the events he’d been 
showing up at. In the second para-
graph they mentioned a Rotary Club 
meeting in Springfield he’d spoken 
at, where he was quoted as saying, 
“While Congressman Tierney is out 
trying to save elephants in Africa, 
all of  us here in this room know he 

his. Throughout all his years in Con-
gress, Jay had survived by being the 
good soldier, supporting virtually all 
the bills and causes party leaders told 
him to but following Howard’s ad-
vice when it came to calibrating that 
support, always with future elections 
and the folks back home in mind. But 
unlike so many of  his peers—most 
of  them, maybe—he’d never been 
particularly ambitious. In fact, three 
years ago when the state’s senior sen-
ator announced his retirement, Jay 
was touted as a natural successor but 
ultimately decided not to make the 
run. He was happy where he was, 
and most people agreed he was a 
good congressman. Certainly he took 
care of  his constituents in all the ways 
a congressman can. The West Point 
appointments, the recommendation 
letters, the fellowship referrals. More 
than once he’d helped clear the hur-
dles that threatened to derail a wom-
an’s adoption of  a Third World baby, 
and just recently he’d been instru-
mental in bringing resolution to a big 
extradition case. It was a job and he 
did it well. In fact, for Jay, politics had 
always been much more of  a career 
than a passion, but now suddenly 
he’d become a man with a mission.
 “So what does everyone else 
think?” I asked, interrupting his rev-
erie.
 “Who?”
 I pointed to the report. “The 
rest of  the committee.”   
 “Oh, well… Ty Rooney is 
all fired up about it, of  course.” The 
corner of  his mouth turned up as he 
reached for his coffee mug. “Basically, 
he feels that anything Randall Sher-
wood thinks is important must be.”
 “Ty and Randall have stayed 
close all these years,” I said, consid-
ering it for a moment. “It’s quite im-

pressive, really.”
 Jay cut me a look. “They 
came into the House together at the 
same time and stayed close afterward. 
What’s so impressive about that?” 
 “No, not that. I mean the 
fact that Randall thought of  this as 
a way to…” I waved my hand. “To 
approach it from another front.”
 “I suppose,” said Jay, though 
it was less than heartfelt. “But State’s 
hardly the only one involved with 
this, you realize. You’ve got guys 
from Interpol on the case, the Fish 
and Wildlife Service, CITES—never 
mind what they’re doing over in Jus-
tice and Interior...”
 From how he went on, you’d 
think everyone in town had a hand in 
this, so why I’d never heard anything 
about it before, I have no idea. Still, 
I should have known better than to 
even suggest that Randall deserved 
credit here. Part of  it was residual 
from that long ago race, part of  it was 
his more recent support of  Anthony 
Savarese.  
 “So have you seen Randall at 
all?” I said with forced nonchalance, 
brushing croissant flakes off the news-
paper in my lap. A question I’d avoid-
ed asking, figuring it would come up 
on its own.
 He shook his head. “One of  
his aides, this Harvey Van Lewen—or 
Van Leewen—will be working with 
us.” He raised an eyebrow. “Seems 
despite Randall’s friendship with Ty, 
the Natural Resources Committee 
gets an assistant while he takes it up 
with Intelligence and Armed Ser-
vices.” 
 “Okay, so what about them. 
How does the rest of  the committee 
feel?” 
 He shrugged. “I’m afraid it 
was just another meeting for most 

of  them. Everyone’s got their own 
focus. Vernon Norquist wants to get 
somewhere with water management. 
Tim Cahill’s all wrapped up in Indi-
an health care. Aaron Aeurbach has 
got the national park anniversary 
coming up—don’t think he doesn’t 
know his priorities,” he added with a 
smile. “But energy’s number one. Oil 
and gas development, the oil and gas 
royalty program… No question ener-
gy will dominate the agenda for some 
time.”
 The truth was, I never really 
understood why, back when Jay won 
his second term, the House leader-
ship had asked him to join the com-
mittee. A congressman from Penn-
sylvania, after all. Shouldn’t this be a 
group of  representatives from Wyo-
ming and Colorado and Idaho, states 
where natural resources actually meant 
something? But of  course that was 
the point. To include members who 
might not have a real stake in the is-
sues coming before them, who could 
provide the kind of  impartial analysis 
that would ensure decisions were be-
ing made for the greater good.  
 “Ty’s gonna do everything he 
can on this,” Jay said, “even with ev-
erything else he’s got going on—”
 “Because he feels strongly 
about it or because Randall asked 
him to?”
 He thought for a second. 
“Maybe a little of  both? In my case, 
though, sure, I’ll do it because Ty 
asked me—”
 “Or Howard told you.”
 Smiling, Jay acknowledged I 
might be on to something. “But the 
good thing is, as I’ve been saying, I do 
think it’s important. We need to raise 
awareness and, when the time comes, 
get people to push their representa-
tives to pass our legislation, and I’m 
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why Jay didn’t want to talk about it was 
because this would change my life, too, 
obviously, and he didn’t want me to 
worry about that now. But I also knew, 
if  it came to that, that we’d be fine. 
Overall we’d had a good marriage, 
and I liked to think it was probably 
stronger for all the times it had been 
so severely tested. I looked back now 
at the times I’d almost left him, after 
discovering his involvements, and had 
to marvel at how time, and the slow 
accretion of  shared experiences, real-
ly could, really had, lessened the pain 
of  those betrayals. I’d forgiven him, 
and I realized now that I felt proud I’d 
been able to, that I’d had the strength 
of  character that allowed me to. Cer-
tainly if  we could survive that, we 
could survive a change in circumstanc-
es, and yet, that said, I was in no way 
underestimating what a loss it would 
be for him, since Jay loved Congress. 
He loved its history, he loved all the 
bartering and compromise that came 
with legislating, he loved just being in 
the thick of  it all, a fact brought home 
to me one night in October when we 
went to celebrate Howard’s birthday at 
a new Indian restaurant down on Con-
necticut Avenue. A temple of  plush, 
high-backed chairs and heavy damask 
draperies, the place had fast become 
a Washington hotspot. It wasn’t any-
where I would have chosen myself, but 
Drue was in charge of  tonight, and af-
ter we’d sat down and ordered drinks, 
a number of  people stopped by to say 
hello to Jay and Howard, which made 
me realize that for as much as we often 
avoided these scenes, Jay genuinely en-
joyed it.  
 With all of  his travel recent-
ly, it had been a while since we’d seen 
Howard and Drue, and once the traf-
fic of  visitors let up, Drue began com-

plimenting Jay on his appearance on 
Hardball some weeks earlier. 
 “To think they actually found 
all those turtles in someone’s luggage!” 
she said, referring to something he’d 
apparently cited then. “Which re-
minds me, my friends Richard and 
Hallie were in Costa Rica recently.”
 Jay glanced over at me, 
amused, as if  it were up to us to con-
firm that, yes, they had been. His mel-
ancholy seemed to have lifted a bit 
over the previous days, and he looked 
wonderful tonight, in a dark navy suit 
and a blue silk tie (one of  his new 
ones). I was even starting to think that 
maybe things would return to normal, 
that we’d overreacted in assessing what 
kind of  threat Anthony Savarese was. 
 Drue’s friends, she began tell-
ing us, had visited a wildlife preserve 
outside San José where all manner of  
birds, animals, and reptiles began to 
make the transition back to the wild 
after people had ceded what they’d il-
legally held captive (or, in their minds, 
called pets). Drue’s account went on, 
detailing the various creatures her 
friends had seen, the toucans and 
monkeys and iguanas, until a few min-
utes later when the waiter arrived with 
our drinks and Howard took that op-
portunity to say, “Drue, what’s your 
point?”
 She stopped and looked at 
him as if  he’d interrupted her in the 
middle of  telling a favorite anecdote. 
“Well, there is no point—” 
 “Of  course not,” he said, half  
to himself. Howard removed the slice 
of  lime from the rim of  his highball 
glass and took a long sip of  his cock-
tail. 
 “It’s just an example of  the 
fact that people are doing things about 
this, they obviously feel it’s import-

ant…”
 “Oh, right, I forgot to tell 
you,” said Howard. “The animal traf-
ficking thing. We’ve taken that off the 
agenda.”
 For a second she just looked at 
him. “What?” she finally asked. 
 Howard shrugged. “Seems 
Jay was thought to be poaching the 
State Department’s territory,” he said, 
smiling, clearly pleased with his choice 
of  words. “We’re gonna lay off it for 
now.”
 “This only just happened, 
Drue,” I told her. “He’s being face-
tious, but yes, they’re putting it on hold 
for now.”
 “But you were all ready to be-
gin hearings,” she said, turning back to 
Howard, who was busy sampling yet 
another lamb galouti. “You said you 
had the schedule just about finalized.”
 “My God,” said Howard, 
leaning back and fashioning a kind of  
forced double take, “you do pay atten-
tion when I talk about work.”
 Drue gave him a petulant 
look. “I really don’t see why you’re 
making light of  this. You’re the one—”
 “Drue, what’s the—” Howard 
sighed. “Yes, dear, you’re right. We 
were almost ready to go, but then Ty 
Rooney decided we needed to expand 
the list, we needed more people strong 
on overseas engagement, but that’s 
gonna take some time, which we don’t 
have right now, and—” He stopped 
short. “Well, speak of  the devil,” he 
said with a low, throaty laugh.
 I followed his gaze past 
DrueAnne to where a couple were 
being seated a few tables away from 
us, and though I just assumed that 
the man must be Ty Rooney, when 
he turned his head I saw that, no, it 
wasn’t. It was Randall Sherwood. My 

should be spending more time trying 
to save the small businesses of  folks 
here at home. People like Lou Scan-
lon with his sheet metal business over 
in Radnor, or Jin Lee, who owns a dry 
cleaner’s in Drexel Hill,” he said, cit-
ing members of  the audience. “Isn’t 
what Congressman Tierney’s been 
spending all his time on lately the 
work for someone else? Has he for-
gotten who it is he works for?”
 I glanced over at Jay, who’d 
gotten a bottle of  Chardonnay out of  
the refrigerator and was pouring him-
self  a glass. “Isn’t this a little like bit-
ing the hand that feeds you?” I said. 
He gave me a questioning look. 
 “Well, I mean, here he is 
criticizing you about the exact same 
thing his—that Randall is doing over 
at the State Department.”
 “Yes, at the State Depart-
ment. That’s his point.” Jay used his 
palm to smack the cork back into the 
wine bottle. “Sounds like he’s just one 
speech away from joining everyone 
else who says I’m undermining their 
work.”
 “Even though they’re the 
ones who wanted you to get the word 
out.”
 Jay shrugged. “A job I’ve 
apparently succeeded at. Maybe too 
well. Read on,” he said, gesturing at 
the article. 
 I read about the now-familiar 
details of  Savarese’s background, de-
tails I couldn’t help but start to view 
in light of  the unintended political 
capital they offered him. The turmoil 
of  his younger years, growing up in a 
family of  five boys with a mother who 
died of  breast cancer when he was 
twelve, a roofing contractor father 
whose two sisters virtually moved in 
to take over the day-to-day business 

of  running the household. Winning 
a football scholarship to Penn State, 
and going on to break the Nittany 
Lions’ record for all-time rushing 
yardage, then after a year at the Uni-
versity of  Pennsylvania law school, 
abruptly changing course and joining 
the army. “I felt like a fraud sitting 
in a classroom while guys I’d grown 
up with were off doing our country’s 
work,” according to an oft-repeated 
quote also repeated here. And then, 
of  course, doing roadside patrols in 
Mosal and Ramadi before returning 
to the U.S. and finishing law school, 
then taking a job at the State Attor-
ney’s office. No question he had the 
kind of  storied background voters 
loved, and then came evidence of  it: 
according to their own internal poll-
ing, Savarese associates claimed he 
was in striking distance of  toppling 
the incumbent.
 Talk about burying the lead. 
 I looked over to where Jay 
stood with his back against the count-
er, his jacket off and tie loosened like 
any businessman after a long day at 
the office. He gave me a sort of  help-
less look then, which was so unlike 
him, and I understood instantly it 
wasn’t Anthony Savarese’s criticism 
of  the trafficking bill that concerned 
him, it was Savarese himself. 
 “Okay, let’s not jump the gun 
here,” I said, even though in the space 
of  a few seconds I’d pretty much done 
that myself. “It’s much too early to as-
sume anything.”
  “Mel, you know as well as I 
do,” Jay said evenly, “nowadays in-
cumbents are being defeated for no 
other reason than that they are in-
cumbents.” Of  course, he was right, 
and when I couldn’t come up with a 
response fast enough, he pressed his 

lips together in an imitation smile, 
then let out a deep breath. “I’ve got 
a couple calls to make,” he said then. 
He took his glass of  wine from the 
counter and began heading out of  
the kitchen but stopped abruptly at 
the door. “The roast,” he said, turn-
ing back and giving me a genuine 
smile, a Jay smile, “smells delicious.”

******

 IT WAS SUBTLE, THE 
CHANGE in his demeanor over the 
following days, nothing most people 
probably would have even noticed, 
but then, I’d been married to the 
man for over thirty years. Jay was 
not the sort of  person to dwell on 
things, and even during our lowest 
moments—a series of  miscarriages, 
our parents’ deaths—he exercised a 
rigorous self-discipline that enabled 
him to consume himself  with all the 
immediate concerns of  living. But 
suddenly, now, ever since he’d arrived 
home with that article, there was an 
underlying melancholy about him 
that, oddly, I’d never seen even during 
those earlier times. Anytime I asked 
him what was wrong, he just smiled 
and shook his head as if  to clear the 
thoughts away, then told me he just 
had too much on his mind but ev-
erything was fine. I didn’t push him 
on it, since over thirty years of  being 
married to him had also taught me 
that never worked, but to my mind 
it seemed as if  he was living with a 
loss before it had even happened, as 
if  by some infallible instincts he knew 
precisely how this next election cycle 
would play out, and he was seeing 
a picture of  himself—what? What 
would life after Congress be like, if  it 
came to that? I had to believe part of  
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heart quickened. It was like coming 
face-to-face with a celebrity you’ve 
always seen on television or in the 
movies, for while Randall had held 
such a singular presence in Jay’s and 
my life for such a long time now, I’d 
never actually seen him in person. He 
was tall and broad-shouldered, with 
thin gray hair and wire-rim glasses—
just as I’d known him in photographs 

in the newspaper, standing behind a 
State Department podium or holding 
a drink amidst a group of  people at 
a Kennedy Center event. I glanced 
over at Jay to see whether he’d seen 
him also, and apparently he had, for 
he had a stricken look on his face, as 
near to panic as I’d ever seen.
 “Jay, honey,” I said, leaning 
over to him and speaking practically 
in a whisper, for Randall had caught 
sight of  our table and was making 
his way over, “it’s not like you hav-
en’t seen him before...” I gave him a 
quizzical look. In fact, Jay had seen 
Sherwood any number of  times over 

the years, so there was no reason for 
him to feel awkward. Quite frankly, if  
anyone should, it would be me, con-
sidering that note I’d written to him, 
that one tiny little act of  defiance, all 
those years ago, but would he even 
remember that? Had he even known 
about it in the first place?
 As Jay and Howard stood to 
shake Randall’s hand and Howard 

introduced him to Drue and me, I 
watched for a spark of  recognition in 
his eyes, some nonverbal acknowledg-
ment, but his broad smile never wa-
vered. Nor did Jay’s. Politics amazed 
me: here was the man backing the 
man out to defeat him, but there were 
smiles all around. As I marveled at the 
ease with which they all played the 
game, suddenly the woman who was 
with Randall appeared at his side, a 
woman I’d never met before but rec-
ognized instantly. The dark suit and 
Tina Fey eyeglasses. Her hair pulled 
back. The aspect of  earnestness. I sat 
there frozen, staring at her, even as 

Howard began making the introduc-
tions. 
 “My wife, DrueAnne Dan-
ziger,” he was saying, “and Melanie 
Tierney... Harvey Jane Van Lewen.” 
I looked at Jay, and as smooth as he 
was, he couldn’t do a thing about the 
blood that had rushed to his face.
 Later I’d recall feeling this 
warped sense of  amusement at first, 

looking on as they made small talk 
about the restaurant, and Harvey—
Harvey Jane—raved, “The tandoori 
trout’s just heavenly!” but the amuse-
ment was hardly authentic, and last-
ed about as long as fake things do.
 After they left and the men 
sat back down, Drue leaned into the 
table and said sotto voce, “Is it me or 
does that woman look like Sarah Pal-
in?” A rhetorical question apparently, 
for with that she sat back and picked 
up right where she’d left off. “Anyway, 
so that’s it? The animal trafficking—”
 “It’s politics, Drue,” I cut in, 
suddenly having no patience for the 

“Jay’s ‘I’ was hardly lost 
on me. What was this, 
a one-man fight against 
terrorism?”

euphemisms of  “scheduling” or 
“timing” she was going to get from 
Howard. “As you know, Jay’s got an 
election coming up, and it was de-
cided that this could hurt him, all the 
attention he’s put to it.” I turned to 
Howard. “You can’t even be honest 
with your own wife about it?” 
 “Now, Melanie…” he start-
ed, but so calmly, not half  as put out 
by my outburst as he should have 
been, that I knew I was right. It was 
politics, politics rendered even more 
complicated, no doubt, by the in-
volvement of  Harvey Jane Van Lew-
en, Jay’s “liaison.”  
 “But what about the ani-
mals?” Drue suddenly asked.
 We all just looked at her. 
 “Well, wasn’t that the point 
of  all this in the first place? You know, 
breeds of  animals dying out—spe-
cies…animals being exploited and, 
and…” Drue waved her hand as she 
tried to put it all together, precisely 
what this had been about. I remained 
silent, leaving this one for the men to 
answer. An enormous exhaustion had 
fallen over me. Suddenly I was just 
so, so tired, no longer feeling that I 
was in any position to try to answer 
anyone’s questions, because what did 
I really know, after all?
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Can I Help You?
Max DeVoe Talley

 Ted Buckner drove up to his Sleepy 
Hollow home just outside Tarrytown after work. Pale 
blue television light flashed in a downstairs window 
as he mounted the front steps. Which meant a quick 
microwaved meal. He felt an argument rising in his 
throat but swallowed it down like stomach acid.
 “Hey, hon, just watching the news,” Carol 
said from the living room. She was always watching 
something.
 “I thought you planned a big dinner tonight.” 
Ted spoke the words calmly, without inflection. Their 
marriage counselor insisted they shouldn’t whine or 
make demands. From the alcove, Ted observed his wife 
sprawled across the couch in her terrycloth bathrobe.
 “I was going to, but I got distracted,” Carol 
said. “That explosion in Europe. Waiting to find out

 

if  it was terrorism.” She rattled the ice cubes in her 
cocktail glass. “I will tomorrow night. Promise.”
 The phone rang on the hallway table. Ted 
stared at it, but didn’t budge.
 “Can you get it, Ted?”
 “I told you we need to ditch our landline,” he 
said. “We both have iPhones. Only telemarketers and 
robocalls use that number.”
 Carol sat up. “It’s our communal phone, the 
family number we’ve had for years.” Her makeup 
looked weird, as if  she’d been crying earlier. “New 
technology doesn’t help people stay in touch or be 
happier. We’re more isolated.”
 “I know, but the landline should go.”
 “Please answer it.” 
 Ted grabbed the handset.
 “Doctor Bud, is that you?” a woman 
demanded.
 “I’m sorry, ma’am—”
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 “Buddy, I need to see you, 
bad.” Her breath came heavy. “Can 
you make a house call tonight? Har-
ry’s on a fishing trip. I’m all alone.”
 “I think you have the wrong 
number.” Ted hung up. “See,” he 
said to Carol. “Wrong numbers, IRS 
scams and bogus charities.”
 “You don’t need to shout.”
 “I’m not...” Ted stopped 
himself. Take it day by day, that’s 
what their counselor told them. Liv-
ing together again after the separa-
tion was not easy. Bourbon at night 
helped. 
 Their microwave needed re-
placement. The Stouffer’s lasagna 
tasted burned on the outside, while 
still cold and uncooked inside. Ted 
heated frozen peas, carrots and corn 
in boiling water. He sliced a sour-
dough mini baguette in two, dusted 
the pieces with Parmesan cheese, 
then baked them in the toaster oven.  
 Afterward, he filled his plate 
and slathered the vegetables in ketch-
up.
 “Wasn’t the lasagna 
enough?” Carol did that squinching 
thing with her lips. “I scanned more 
photos of  Amy to post on Facebook.” 
 “Oh, yeah?” Ted assumed 
they must be cute childhood pic-
tures of  their daughter, not ones of  
the nineteen-year-old who often 
stayed with her boyfriend because 
she couldn’t handle her parents ar-
guments. Not the teenager with tat-
toos, piercings and multicolored hair. 
The one dressed in black Ramones 
or CBGB t-shirts and Doc Martens, 
who thought people sucked and the 
world was doomed because her par-
ents’ and grandparents’ generations 
fucked up every single decent thing. 

“Too bad she won’t see them.”
 “I know. She blocked me, 
her mother. I was hoping you’d post 
them.” 
 “I’m not Facebook friends 
with her.” He coughed. “She warned 
me not to send a request, so I didn’t.”
 “Whatever.” Carol aban-
doned the dirty dishes on the table to 
wander over toward the computer in 
their office room.
 A good evening, a calm one, 
involved Carol spending two hours 
after dinner on social media. Tonight, 
Ted acquired the first level of  a scotch 
buzz and got thirty minutes into an 
episode of  Longmire before interrup-
tion.
 “Ted, come see.”
 “I watched the cat crawling 
on the woman’s head while she tried 
to play guitar and sing last night.”
 “Not that,” Carol said, when 
he shuffled over. “Look, Facebook is 
showing a memory I posted two years 
ago, which was a memory from two 
years before that. The time we ate 
that terrible spaghetti in Vernal, and 
you said it was because there were no 
Italians in Utah.” Carol angled her 
head toward Ted. “Should I repost it 
again?”
 “Why? It was just bad spa-
ghetti.”
 “Because Facebook cares 
about my memories.” She pointed at 
the banner above the photo.
 “Your call on this one.” Ted 
slouched toward the promise of  his 
second drink. He knew that some-
where between his cynicism and Car-
ol’s gullibility lay the truth. Reality 
rested on that horizon, but the sun 
had set and Ted was immersed in 
darkness, not revelation.

 Carol nudged him out of  a 
deep slumber upstairs around 2 a.m. 
“Ted, I have to ask you something. 
About that wrong number earlier...”
 “Some crazy lady looking for 
a doctor,” Ted said. “Never heard of  
him. Come on, babe, I need to sleep.”
 “She calls here almost every 
day,” Carol spoke in a loud whisper. 
“That’s why I wanted you to answer 
the phone tonight.”
 “Yeah, yeah.” Ted flipped the 
pillow over then sank his head into it.
 “I just have to know one 
thing,” Carol said. “Are you Doctor 
Bud?”
 “Jesus, really?” Ted sat up, 
cricking his neck. “We’re struggling 
to keep what we have going. Do you 
really think I have the energy af-
ter work to chase another woman?” 
When Carol said nothing, he contin-
ued, “And what kind of  fool would 
give out the home number his wife 
would most likely answer?”
 “Some men secretly want to 
get caught,” Carol said. “I heard that 
from Doctor Oz. Or maybe it was 
Doctor Phil.” She studied Ted, then 
snickered. “You’re right, I can’t imag-
ine women running after you. Sorry, 
sweetie, go to sleep.” She rolled over. 
“Did you set another trap? I saw that 
mouse again.”
 “Yup.” Ted didn’t want to re-
veal he had caught four mice in the 
last week. If  Carol knew, she would 
demand he stake her at an expensive 
Tarrytown hotel until all vermin on 
the premises were dead. The exter-
minator sprayed some poison shit in 
their cellar ten days ago, but it only 
drove the mice upstairs. So now, Ted 
propagated the lie of  one wily mouse 
forever evading the traps.
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 Carol began snoring.
 Ted remained awake, con-
sidering her suspicions as well as her 
insult. Sometimes, marriage seemed 
like a boxing match. You earned a 
few minutes rest after each round 
where a friend splashed water in your 
face and you got your breath back, 
then were shoved back into the ring, 
half-comatose and staggering. And 
for what? To not die alone. Nobody 
wanted that.  

******

 “Amy didn’t come home last 
night,” Ted said before leaving to 
Manhattan in the morning.
 “She stayed at Devlin’s 
place,” Carol replied, half-asleep. 
“Must be smart. She told me he was 
a chemistry major.”
 “He wears all black, drives a 
van and looks ten years older. More 
like a chemist.”
 After work, Ted remembered 
Carol would be at her book club, so 
he headed to the Bridge View Tavern 
in Sleepy Hollow. Nate, an acquain-
tance he struggled to avoid, sidled up 
to Ted as he ordered his first Stella.
 “Hey, buddy. Carol let you off 
the leash?” 
 “Something like that.” Ted 
stared out the window at the unend-
ing stream of  headlights crossing the 
Tappan Zee Bridge. “You still doing 
contracting?”
 “Feast or famine, my friend.” 
Nate shook his head. “It is what it is. 
Know what I’m saying?” Nate waved 
at the bartender. “Johnny Walker on 
the rocks. My man here is getting this 
round.”
 Ted shot him a derisive look, 

but Nate remained oblivious.
 “Listen, bro, I enrolled in this 
poetry course.” He frowned. “The 
new lady I’m banging said I wasn’t 
book smart or something. She wasn’t 
happy just shacking up, wants to have 
conversations about current events 
and writers. All that crap I thought 
we were done with in school.” Nate 
swigged from his drink. “I’ve been 
studying a Robert Frost poem. Dude 
was way ahead of  his time. His horse 
thinks he’s queer, but Bobby Frost is 
okay with that. He’s totally secure 
with his gender preference.”
 “I read that poem in grade 
school.” Ted sighed. “I really don’t 
think that’s what he meant.”
 “You are so close-minded, 
Thaddeus.” Nate downed his whiskey 
then signaled for another. “Men have 
been playing grab-ass with each other 
since the ancient Greeks, you know, 
like several centuries ago.” 
 “My full name is Edward, 
not Thaddeus.”
 Nate swatted his hand in the 
air. “That don’t make any sense.”
 “I have to go.” Ted stood. 
 “Sure, but listen, I talked to 
my ex-wife the other day.”
 “Rhonda?”
 “No, my first ex, Wendy. The 
one with the big—”
 “Yeah, I remember.”
 “Wendy said your old lady 
plays an online game, where you as-
sume an avatar and have virtual ad-
ventures.”
 “Like Second Life?”
 “Yeah,” Nate said. “Appar-
ently, Carol is a Lady Gwendolyn in 
a medieval kingdom who gets carried 
off by a lusty knight.” He paused. “I 
mean, I wouldn’t care if  my woman 

did that, as long as she wasn’t actu-
ally getting plowed by another dude. 
Anyway, just thought I should tell 
you, seeing that we’ve been tight since 
high school.”
 “Thanks.” Ted paid for both 
of  Nate’s drinks after the jackass 
flashed his empty wallet. “Carol and 
I are working through our problems.”
 “I heard things got ugly be-
tween you two. Real ugly...”
 “Goodnight.” Ted made 
a mental note not to return to the 
Bridge View Tavern. He felt Nate’s 
large hand claw his shoulder.
 “By the way, have you seen 
that guy on late night ads? Some type 
of  New Age healer, phony quack. He 
kind of  looks like you.”
 “No.” Ted pulled away from 
his grip. “I cut the cable. I just stream 
now.”
 “Seriously?” Nate said. “I get 
three hundred channels for a hun-
dred bucks a month. Streaming is for 
millennial dipshits. You’re too old for 
that, bro.”
 “Great.” Ted rushed to his 
Nissan Pathfinder.

******

 Back at home, Amy lay se-
questered in her room listening to 
The Clash on earbuds, unresponsive 
when Ted knocked and peered inside. 
 Carol returned giggly from 
her book club, her lips purpled with 
red wine. Instead of  hunkering down 
at the computer, she led Ted upstairs, 
extinguished the lamps and began to 
stroke him. At forty-seven, Carol still 
looked good naked in the dark. May-
be the StairMaster and treadmill had 
been wise investments. He resisted 
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the urge to call her Guinevere, the 
fair maiden. Just as Ted advanced to-
ward her, both their iPhones began 
buzzing loudly on the night table. Re-
peated texts flashed.
 Distracted, Carol slid away 
from Ted. “Amber Alert,” she said. 
“A sixteen-year-old girl in Buffalo, 
abducted.” Carol’s face fell and she 
pulled a robe around herself.
 “Buffalo?” Ted felt himself  
wilting in the cold air. “That’s like 

four hundred miles away. What the 
hell are we supposed to do?”
 Carol’s attention was on her 
phone, her naked husband kneeling 
on the mattress, something of  the 
past. “I need to text friends up in that 
area.” She hustled toward the door. 
“I’m going to post it on Facebook 
too.” Carol looked stern and sober. 
“It’s our duty. Remember, three years 
ago, Amy was sixteen.” She left Ted 
alone. He saw something gray and 
furry scamper along the floor by the 
wall and threw a balled-up sock at it.

 Later, Ted descended to the 
kitchen. Amy munched on Pop-Tarts 
and gave him a quizzical glance as he 
scoped the fridge wearing just pajama 
bottoms and Carol’s fuzzy pink slip-
pers, his graying hair a vertical mess.
 “Wow, Dad, did you just have 
really bad sex?” 
 “Fathers and daughters don’t 
have those conversations.”
 “What kind of  conversations 
should they have?”

 “I don’t know. Music, school, 
movies.” Ted paused. “Summer job 
ideas.” 
 Amy frowned. “Bo-ring.” 
She glanced toward the hall. “We 
need to do a Facebook intervention 
on Mom.” They both laughed.
 Ted knew the strawberries 
and cantaloupe would be healthy, 
but the Sara Lee pound cake loomed 
closer, the bright yellowy picture of  its 
inner treasure blotting out all refrig-
erator competition. He had located 
a butter knife and clutched the cake 

loaf  in its aluminum trough when the 
high-pitched yowling began.
 Carol bustled in. “Not 
again.”
 Three months ago, her cat 
had been killed by a vicious raccoon. 
Carol blamed Ted for not protect-
ing Muffin, and remained irked that 
he hadn’t avenged Muffin’s death. 
Ted was no wildlife expert. He had 
a Remington .22 target rifle in the 
garage, but couldn’t tell one fucking 

raccoon from another. But he real-
ized that he needed to present Carol 
with a dead raccoon. Any raccoon. 
Besides the brief  moment of  botched 
foreplay tonight, there had been little 
bedroom activity since Muffin’s inglo-
rious demise.
 “Well?” Carol said amid the 
caterwauling and hissing coming 
from outdoors. “Probably the neigh-
bor’s cat.”
 “I’ll get my rifle.” 
 Ted soon patrolled outside, 
half-dressed, under the glare of  se-
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“Sometimes, marriage 
seemed like a boxing match... 
And for what? To not die 
alone. Nobody wanted that.”
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curity lights in his backyard. The cat 
had scrambled off, but Ted spotted 
three raccoons staring at him, black-
eyed and fearless. He thought of  their 
sharp claws raking his bare chest.
 “Dad, protect your boys,” 
Amy shouted.
 Ted’s family jewels dangled 
like tender wrinkled grapes behind 
only a thin layer of  pajama. He set 
the rifle stock against his shoulder. 
Two raccoons loped off. Only the ba-
dass remained. Ted fired twice, but 
when his vision cleared, no dead rac-
coon. No sign of  animal life at all.
 “Did you get it?” Carol asked 
inside. 
 Amy stood by her mother, 
suddenly fascinated by her parents’ 
drama.
 “Think I only wounded it,” 
Ted replied. “But the cat escaped.”
 “Thank God,” Carol said, 
then winced. “If  only you’d acted as 
quickly with poor Muffin.”
 “It was the middle of  the 
freaking night. By the time I got 
dressed and outside, it was too late.” 
He gave her a piercing look. “And I 
didn’t let Muffin out that time.”
 Carol nodded and exhaled 
before padding back to the computer.
 “Dad, can you set a mouse-
trap in my bathroom?” Amy asked.
 “Shhh.” Ted held a finger to 
his lips. “Yes, I will,” he whispered.
 The landline rang. Ted ig-
nored it, seething, but the ringing 
continued.
 Amy rose to answer it. “Jesus, 
it’s not even my fucking phone.” Her 
lips soon arced into a smirk. “Dad, 
are you Doctor Bud?”
 “Wrong number, hang up,” 
Ted yelled, his hand trembling. Cog-

nizant that he still held the rifle, he 
deposited it back in the garage, then 
disconnected the phone cord at the 
wall outlet. Flashing colored lights 
approached as a police car parked at 
an angle outside.
 “Good evening, sir,” the 
young officer said. “Is everything al-
right?” 
 “Excuse me?”
 “Neighbors reported gunfire 
at your house. May we come inside 
to assess the situation?” The police-
man’s hand rested close to his holster.
 “Sure. My wife and daughter 
are fine. Some aggressive raccoons. 
That’s all.”
 “Ma’am,” said the Puerto 
Rican female partner to Carol, “are 
you being threatened in any way?”
 “No, my husband was just 
trying to stop an animal from killing 
our neighbors’ cat.” 
 “Don’t be afraid to tell us 
the truth, ma’am,” the female officer 
said. “We’ll protect you.”
 “I am,” Carol replied.
 The male officer glared at 
Ted. “Ever since that incident five 
months ago, you’ve been on the do-
mestic abuse watchlist.”
 “Seriously?” Ted winced. 
“Okay, we argued after drinking. Car-
ol hit me a couple of  times, and to 
stop her, I slapped her. Once. When 
you guys showed, I looked fine, but 
Carol was crying with a red face.” 
That scuffle had led to their three-
month separation and the ongoing 
counseling sessions.
 “So you said,” the female of-
ficer replied. “Beyond that, neighbors 
are very concerned about hate speech 
coming from your residence.” She 
pointed toward three college students 

standing outside their shared house 
across the street. 
 “A verbal argument between 
a husband and wife is hate speech?” 
 “Yes.” The male officer 
sighed. “According to our manual, 
when loud or threatening language is 
used against an oppressed minority or 
gender, then it qualifies.”
 “Those students didn’t have 
any trigger warning,” the female of-
ficer added.
 Ted wanted to explode, but 
the counselor urged counting to ten 
until the blood cleared. 
 “We’re issuing you a final no-
tification. Don’t make us come back.”
 Once the police left, Carol 
ascended the staircase yawning.
 Ted went to shut down the 
computer, still logged into Carol’s 
Facebook account. Remembering 
what that cretin Nate told him, Ted 
tapped the backspace key once, twice, 
thrice. The screen changed from Am-
azon to eBay to a chat room embel-
lished with dragons, wizards and cas-
tles. He scrolled to the bottom of  the 
conversation.
 But I’d really like to meet you in 
person, milady, wrote Sir Thrustalot.
 Impossible, brave knight. My 
master would not allow it, wrote Maiden 
Minerva.
 My lance grows cold and gray 
from disuse, replied Sir Thrustalot.
 Carol had not responded. 
 Initially, Ted felt anger. How-
ever, he often fantasized over women 
he encountered while working. Ac-
cusations and arguments now would 
only rush Carol into the arms of  this 
armor-clad clod, when at present 
she seemed disinterested in pursuing 
matters further.
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******

 Early in the morning, Ted 
was surprised to find both his wife 
and daughter seated at the breakfast 
table. Usually, he ate alone while they 
slumbered.
 “We wanted to discuss Amy’s 
college plans,” Carol said. “We’re all 
very proud of  her gap year, working 
part-time at Kinkos, but she needs to 
get her applications in.”
 The landline rang. 
 “You plugged it in again?” 
Ted glared at his wife then answered 
it.
 “I couldn’t sleep last night,” 
the strange woman said. “Doctor 
Bud?”
 “No!” Ted slammed the 
phone down and took a deep breath. 
“Where were you thinking of  going?” 
he asked Amy.
 “I insisted on somewhere 
nearby,” Carol interjected. “At least 
for two years, so Amy could visit over 
weekends.” She nodded. “Our coun-
selor feels that would engender family 
stability.”
 Amy rolled her eyes. “I’d love 
to go to Barnard or Sarah Lawrence, 
Dad.” 
 Ted coughed, spitting out 
coffee. “Tuition for either one is close 
to fifty thousand a year.”  
 “But we live in this huge 
house.”
 “Yeah, I made a fuck-ton of  
money in real estate sales before the 
recession.”
 “Language, Ted...” Carol 
raised an eyebrow.
 “But not in my current job.” 
He buttered his toast. “I really can’t 
afford that much. My financial advi-
sor says I’m not liquid.”

 “You’re dehydrated?” Amy 
asked.
 “I’m totally dehydrated.”
 “Amy’s willing to put a thou-
sand of  her earnings into tuition,” 
Carol said.
 “That’s not enough,” Ted re-
plied. “How about SUNY Westches-
ter or SUNY Purchase?”
 “State colleges?” Amy made 
a just-smelled-a-dog-turd face.
 Ted turned to Carol. “One 
is five miles away, the other is nine 
miles.” His wife smiled. “And I could 
handle the tuition by myself. You’d 
save your money, Amy.”
 “Yeah, okay, maybe,” Amy 
said. “Let me get Devlin’s opinion.”
 “What does your boyfriend 
know about colleges?”
 Amy frowned. “A lot. He was 
thrown out of  two.”
 Ted took a last bite of  egg on 
toast.
 “You go to offices fixing peo-
ple’s computers, right?” Amy asked. 
“Devlin wondered if  you could get 
him a job?”
 “I have to run.”

******

 On his way home, Ted drank 
a shot of  Maker’s Mark at Knuck-
les, a dimly-lit Tarrytown dive bar. 
When he tried to pay, the bartend-
er said, “That one’s on the house, 
Doc.”  
 Standing beneath the jumbo 
screen showing football, Ted could 
smell both the spilled stale beer be-
hind the bar and the nearby men’s 
room.
 A thirtyish woman with Ital-
ian features and big hair rushed up to 
embrace Ted. “So glad you’re here,” 

she said, pressing close. “I never 
thought you’d come.” She sudden-
ly recoiled. “Wait, you’re not Buddy 
Wingate. You looked like him in the 
dark, but you are definitely not him.” 
She snorted. “Don’t ever touch me 
again, motherfucker.”
 When Ted walked in his 
front door at seven, Amy wasn’t there, 
and Carol had left a note: Out for din-
ner with a friend. Left your meal in the 
freezer.
 Could she have gone to meet 
Sir Thrustalot? 
 Instead of  sending Carol 
accusatory texts, Ted microwaved a 
Chicken Alfredo package and baked 
bread inside the toaster oven. Some-
thing darted by his peripheral vision. 
Damn mouse. He chased after it but 
the creature vanished into a heating 
vent. 
 Ted heard clicking sounds 
coming from the backyard. He 
rushed out into the near darkness to 
get his Remington. The fearless kill-
er raccoon sat crouched by the fence 
communicating with its brethren in 
their weird percussive language. By 
the time Ted held his rifle, the crea-
ture had moved on. 
 He patrolled the yard until 
he smelled something burning. Spin-
ning about, Ted noticed black smoke 
gushing from his kitchen window. 
 The toaster oven. 
 Once inside, the smoke de-
tectors began beeping loudly. When 
Ted saw flames from the oven ignit-
ing the window drapes, he yanked 
the fire extinguisher from beneath the 
sink and sprayed foam everywhere. 
Beyond the screech of  the alarms, he 
heard a  hissing sound. 
 The stupid sprinkler system 
Carol installed during their separa-
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tion. 
 Ted studied the ceiling, 
but the kitchen sprinklers were not 
spraying water. He moved toward the 
hallway. The sprinklers had turned 
on everywhere else downstairs. He 
dashed into the living room to see 
the furniture getting drenched, the 
electric clock sparking, the Roku 
connection fizzling out and his 
Persian carpet ruined.
 Ted mounted a step ladder, 
and using the rifle butt, knocked the 
smoke detectors from their moorings. 
The sprinklers continued. With 
his front door wide open to air out 
the smoke, Ted noticed the brazen 
raccoon perched on the doorstep 
observing. He turned the rifle around 
and fired, the bullet striking the paved 
walkway beyond. The raccoon darted 
inside, but irritated by showering 
water, scampered upstairs. 
 House lights began dimming 
and brightening like in a power 
brownout. 
 Soaked, Ted stepped into 
the doorway amid the wail of  sirens. 
He noted the distressed faces of  
the college student neighbors, and 
watched the massive fire engine 
advance into his driveway. The 
policeman’s megaphone voice rang 
out. “Please drop your weapon and 
step away from the residence.” Then 
Ted registered both Carol and Amy 
staring at him as if  he was some 
dripping, interstellar alien come to 
wreak havoc upon their home.
 The landline rang incessantly 
from behind. His world in chaos and 
yet the telephonic talisman remained, 
the last connection to the happy 
family life he once inhabited—long 
ago. 
 In a daze, Ted picked it up.
 “Oh, God, I need you, 
Buddy,” said the distraught woman. 

“You must see me. Will you come?”  
 Ted surveyed the shambles 
surrounding him and the family 
members who now looked like 
aggrieved strangers lurking just 
outside. 
 “This is Doctor Bud, isn’t 
it?” the disembodied voice asked.
 “Yes, it is,” Ted replied into 
the mouthpiece. “How can I help 
you?”

 

King of the Normals
Ray Jicha
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 Louie got caught stealing pills from Grand-
ma’s medicine cabinet and had to leave the family re-
union earlier than he’d planned. He threw a couple of  
sandwiches and a thermos of  coffee into his backpack 
and asked Mama to drive him to the highway. As they 
paralleled the river a line of  fog hovering over the wa-
ter took on the blush of  dawn just before the sun itself  
rose above the flat horizon.  
 It would be a long way to Cleveland, longer 
than he could make in a day, but he had a card to play 
in Nashville. A girl he knew from school told him she’d 
be home visiting her folks that week and they could 
put him up for a day if  he passed through. 
 As far as Louie cared the uncertainty was 

all to the good. He’d get to Ohio when he got there, 
hang out with Big Lou and his old-con buddies for a 
week or so, then head up to Michigan, the UP, maybe 
fish the Big Two-Hearted, take the ferry across Lake 
Superior to Duluth, sing on the street in Hibbing, or 
maybe New England, someplace he’d never been 
before. It had been two years since his big trip west 
and he was itching to get back on the road. Colum-
bia would be right where he left it when he got back. 
School, the band, his girlfriend: they never went any-
where, not like this.
 His first ride came from a mid-sized coun-
try boy with slick, dark hair and not good teeth. He 
looked a hard forty and the Pall Malls weren’t helping. 
He was on his way to pick up a semi with a load for 
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Chicago. They stopped for breakfast 
in Texarkana. Over grits and eggs 
Louie asked him to spell the name of  
the town they were headed to so he 
could find it on the map.
 He sputtered “A…um…V-
V-V…uh, I don’t remember.”
 Louie looked at him 
uncomprehendingly and recalled 
how he had used numbers rather 
than names when describing their 
route—“Exit 20, Road 319,” rather 
than “Springs Road, Greenville.” 
Then Louie understood. Curious, he 
could find no polite way to phrase his 
questions. He looked away, hoping 
the man hadn’t read all that in his 
eyes. They got all the way to Benton, 
exit 117, before the man left the 
highway to find his truck, “Left three 
miles, then right at Mack Donald’s.” 
 Little Rock lay ahead, and 
getting through the big towns can 
be tough; Louie made a sign for 
Memphis with an El Marko and a 
scrap of  cardboard so folks’d know 
which way he meant to go. The sun 
rose high into the summer day and 
sat there like a fat Buddha as Louie 
waited first one hour, then two. 
 The longer you wait in one 
place the more likely the cops’ll notice 
you. This one rolled up with his lights 
on. Big show. 
 “How are you today?”
 Louie affected a blank and 
pleasant calm. “Good. Hot.”
 “Where you headed?”
 “Memphis. I got work there.” 
He jiggled the sign.
 “You got ID?”
 “Yes, sir.”
 Louie waited while the 
trooper returned to his car and ran 
him for warrants. Confident in the 
pending result, Louie concerned 
himself  more with how he’d get out 

of  there if, as usual, the cop restricted 
him to the top of  the on-ramp, as 
the letter of  the law requires in most 
places. Not much traffic up there.
 The cop came back and 
returned Louie’s ID. “Have a pleasant 
day.”
 Louie forgot himself  
momentarily. “You’re letting me stay 
out here?”
 “I sure as shit don’t want you 
in town. Keep moving until you’re 
out of  my district. After that you’re 
someone else’s problem.” That was 
more like it. Louie let the insult slide. 
They both wanted the same thing.
 Another hour passed and 
Louie began to wilt, but luck’s 
always changing, that’s the first thing 
you learn. A late-model Honda 
Accord, champagne with lightly 
tinted windows, pulled over. Louie 
unsquinted in the dark interior and 
wiped his face with a bandana as they 
got underway. The AC hit him like a 
waterfall.
 “Are you going all the way 
through Little Rock? I need the road 
for Memphis.”
 “I live in Little Rock but I 
can get you to the right road. I got 
beer in the cooler back there if  you 
want.” Things were looking up.
 Louie reached behind the 
driver’s seat and retrieved a can. He 
glanced at the driver and noticed 
that the man was small and thin, 
with sandy hair and leathering skin, 
wearing shorts and a t-shirt. No wait. 
He wasn’t wearing shorts. I mean, 
there were shorts; but he wasn’t 
wearing them. Instead he had draped 
them across his lap—the lap of  his 
otherwise bare ass. 
 Louie tried not to betray any 
reaction as he faced forward and used 
his peripheral vision to confirm what 

he thought he’d seen. Yep. Louie was 
in a car with a man without pants. 
He cursed silently to himself, took a 
big slug of  beer, and looked out the 
side window while he considered his 
options. 
 “When in doubt do nothing,” 
Big Lou always told him, and it’s not 
as if  Louie hadn’t fielded more than 
a few come-ons over the many miles, 
and not always from the ones you’d 
expect either, but this was definitely 
a twist. Still, nothing had been said. 
Louie sure as hell wasn’t going to 
bring it up. As long as this freak kept 
both hands on the wheel he figured 
why not? If  he kept his cool he might 
just get out of  Little Rock. 
 Over the next half  hour or so, 
as they skirted south of  the city, Louie 
looked intently at the fields outside 
his window and kept his conversation 
polite but minimal. Then the car 
slowed as the driver put on his signal 
to exit. Wherever they were, it wasn’t 
the road to Memphis. Not good.
 “Where we going?” Louie 
put a drop of  menace in his voice.
 “Shortcut.”
 Louie touched the knife in his 
pocket. He felt pretty sure he could 
keep the small man with no pants 
at bay if  it came to that, but where 
would he be then, and how would he 
get back to the main road? Unless a 
gun came out. He’d seen that before. 
Louie’s hands got cold.
 A long ten minutes went 
by. Outside they passed a hamlet of  
shotgun shacks sitting on bare red 
clay glittering with flecks of  mica. 
 “How much further?”
 “It’s right up here.”
 The highway to Memphis, 
cut below grade at this point, 
appeared seemingly out of  nowhere. 
Louie unclenched a little. The driver 
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pulled over near the top of  the ramp. 
Louie moved quickly to retrieve his 
pack and get out.
 “There you go. Unless you 
want to stay at my place tonight.”
 Louie looked. The shorts 
remained in place, with a crescent of  
bony white ass peeking from below 
the fabric and disappearing into 
the seat.  “Thanks for the beer.” He 
closed the door. 
 A few minutes later he 
shuddered as the fear left him and 
came up angry on the other side.  

 “Cocksucker.”
 He made good time to 
Memphis. By early evening Louie had 
everything lined up: a good spot, an 
open road to Nashville, and a couple 
hours’ daylight to work with. With a 
little luck he’d be calling Alice shortly 
after dinner. He sat on the guardrail 
and ate the sandwiches and drank 
the coffee he’d packed that morning, 
then got back to work. A little cloud 
cover took the intensity off the heat of  
the day.

 He’d been there half  an 
hour or so, about average, when an 
RV camper pulled over fifty yards 
beyond his present position. They 
hadn’t stopped for him. Family 
campers never do. He gave them a 
few minutes to get moving but when 
he saw the spare coming off the back 
gate he figured he better walk on. A 
stopped vehicle in the vicinity of  a 
hitchhiker immediately kills his play. 
 As he approached, he 
thought what the hell? and said, “I’ll 
change that tire for you if  you can 

give me a ride to Nashville.”
 The man and his teenaged 
son hadn’t noticed him prior to 
that and for a moment looked like 
they’d been caught in a scene from 
The Hills Have Eyes. A preteen girl 
danced, bored and oblivious, in the 
gravel beside the camper. The look 
in the man’s eyes followed a familiar 
path until it settled on the contempt 
Louie had come to expect from “The 
Normals,” as he called them. “No!” 
came the one word reply.

 That’s cool. He felt the same 
for them. “Have a nice day!”
 Louie walked until he broke 
the visual attachment other drivers 
might make between himself  and the 
camper, which pulled out soon after. 
He waved and smiled as they drove 
by. The courtesy went unrequited.  
 His next ride came along as 
night fell. He wasn’t going all the way 
to Nashville, but close, about forty 
miles out. 
 “Are there lights there? Is it 
busy?” Louie didn’t want to get stuck 

in the dark where no one could see 
him.
 The driver wasn’t sure he 
understood but offered, “There’s a 
truck stop.”
 “Good enough.”
 He was paunchy, in his 
thirties, with a droopy mustache and 
a flannel shirt. They stopped for gas 
and Louie bought a fountain Coke 
with ice. Refreshed, Louie recounted 
his day.
 “The sun, the cops, short 
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“And, you know, the 
vagabond lifestyle ain’t 
always as glamorous as 
it looks.”
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rides, long waits and the only guy 
with beer wasn’t wearing any pants! 
It’s usually not such a drag.”
 “I hear you, man. It’s rough 
out there. If  you think a blow job 
might help I’d be happy to do it, 
but if  you don’t want to talk about it 
anymore, that’s OK too.”
 Louie appreciated the 
respectful, non-psychotic approach, 
and true to his word, after Louie 
politely declined, the man didn’t 
mention it again. It was deep into the 
night when they arrived at the man’s 
exit. There was no light and no traffic 
at the rural exchange. Louie took one 
look down the return ramp into the 
inky blackness. “I’ll take the truck 
stop.” 
 It, too, disappointed. Little 
more than a convenience store with 
a diesel pump a full quarter of  a mile 
off the highway, Louie got a coffee, 
and sat in one of  two small booths 
nearby. He wrote Nashville on the 
other side of  his Memphis cardboard 
and placed it at the end of  the table, 
where people could see it as they 
poured.
 They let him get away with 
that for about twenty minutes before 
the pimply-faced clerk, on orders 
from the red-vested manager who’d 
been giving Louie the stink eye since 
he first walked in, came over and told 
him he’d have to move on. Louie 
trudged out to the far corner of  the 
lot, under the last light post before the 
void. As the occasional car or truck 
came in, he’d flash the sign and then 
try them again on the way out. Most 
seemed to make a point of  leaving 
from the exit opposite his position to 
avoid having to re-meet his gaze. He 
gave up the idea of  getting to Alice’s 
house at anything like a decent hour. 
In the lulls, he leaned against the 

concrete light pole abutment and 
smoked. 
 Finally, after a time made 
longer by its hopelessness, an older 
couple in a big Caddie four-door 
came through and pulled up to the 
gas island. As the man pumped and 
paid, the wife let the dog out and 
walked him over to a grassy area not 
far from where Louie stood. Over the 
next few minutes she let the dog pull 
her toward him and when she got 
close enough to speak she said hello. 
 “Having much luck?”
 “Depends on how you figure 
it, I reckon.” He smiled gamely, “I 
started in Texas this morning.” It 
sounded impressive when he put it 
that way.
 “Where you headed?”
 “I’m close. Nashville. Got 
friends there.” He nodded toward the 
scrap of  sign hanging from his hand, 
his hand hanging from his arm, his 
arm hanging from his shoulder. He 
looked away east, beyond the trees. 
 “We’ll take you in. I saw 
your sign. I wanted to make sure you 
weren’t a psycho.” Louie welcomed 
the praise.
 They let him ride shotgun as 
the man drove and the woman sat in 
the back with the hound. She took an 
interest in him and asked questions 
like the ones he hadn’t asked the 
illiterate back in Texarkana. You 
know, “What’s it like to be a freak?” 
—but in a nice way. She offered any 
information she thought might help.
 “There’s a gang a bikers 
around here been picking up 
runaways and cutting them up 
into pieces. Some satanic ritual or 
something. They found one little girl 
in a suitcase along this very highway 
just last month. Most of  her, anyways. 
You’ll probably be alright though, big 

fella like you.”
 “Thanks for the heads up.”
 Louie struggled to focus 
through his fatigue. Alice lived in 
Hendersonville, a suburb north of  
town. These folks were headed east. 
Louie used the map to determine 
where their paths diverged, at a 
junction of  interstate highways near 
downtown, and asked to debark 
there. 
 It was a bad spot, an elevated 
deck eight lanes wide, merging and 
diverging in every direction, from a 
car’s-eye view a marvel of  modern 
engineering, for a pedestrian a 
shitscape of  concrete chutes and 
ladders. Louie had no choice but to 
dash between the oncoming cars 
until he gained purchase on a wide, 
banking turn over the Cumberland 
River heading north.
 Alone and vulnerable, in an 
emergency lane that felt six inches 
wide, the only escape a jump to the 
river below, he hugged the retaining 
wall, shoulders hunched forward, 
forced-marching until he could find a 
safe place to stand. Every few seconds 
he flinched as another car flew at him 
only to veer away at the last moment. 
Their headlights threw his shadow 
against the wall like a convict making 
a prison break in a bad movie. The 
heat of  the day radiated up from the 
concrete and the sick city air made his 
lungs want to puke. He kept throwing 
his thumb out there, praying for a 
miracle. He laughed grimly at how 
wrong he must look.
 Eventually, eventually, the 
road straightened and descended 
to ground. At a decent hour Louie 
might have looked for a phone or 
public transportation, but under the 
circumstances he had no choice but 
to stay out there. He’d been at it since 
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6:00 a.m. A giddy panic lurked in the 
corner of  his mind. He had to hurry.
 A large, dark sedan coming 
off the turn slowed suddenly as it 
approached and pulled over closely 
enough that Louie didn’t have to jog 
to catch up. The interior light went on 
as he opened the passenger door and 
revealed a large, middle-aged, black 
man wearing a cheap business suit, 
with gilt frame glasses on a shaved 
head, smiling broadly. In a Darthy 
basso profondo he spoke, “Hello there, 
young man, hello. How are you this 
evening? Step in there, yes sir, heh, 
heh, heh!”
 Louie got to the point, “You 
got anything to drink—whiskey? 
Gin?” Somewhat taken aback by 
Louie’s demanding tone, the man 
shook his head no. “I’m trying to get 
to Hendersonville. I got friends there. 
Are you going to Hendersonville? I 
need to get to Hendersonville. Where 
are you going?”
 “St. Louis.”
 “St. Louis? Is that near 
here? Where the hell am I? I’ve been 
out there all day. I got friends in 
Hendersonville. If  I can get there and 
find a phone I can get off this damn 
road!” 
 Unfortunately for Louie, 
they reached the turn for St. Louis 
in less than ten minutes and still well 
short of  his goal. “Thanks anyway. 
Goddammit! This is turning into one 
motherfucker of  a day!”
 “Maybe a little blow job’ll 
cool you off!”
 Louie paused with one foot 
on the ground. “Sorry, Pops, I done 
got blowed by the last two guys and 
I’m fresh outta jazz. Know what I’m 
sayin’?”
 “I bet I could make it big 
again, heh, heh, heh!”

 Louie closed the door and 
walked away shaking his head, “What 
is it, a full moon?” But the clouds had 
thickened, obscuring the view.
 With traffic down to a 
bare trickle, Louie decided to leave 
the well-lit but otherwise remote 
highway exchange and start hoofing 
it for the next exit. He could see it 
in the distance, a little dome of  light 
reflecting off the clouds. It looked far, 
and he knew it was farther than it 
looked. If  a car came along he’d give 
it a shot but he knew they wouldn’t 
see him out there until they’d 
already gone by. Elsewise alone in 
the darkness he talked to himself  
and sang his Cherokee death song to 
maintain his courage:
 “She ran calling wi-ild fire, 
she ran calling wi-i-i-i-i-i-i-i-i-ild fi-
re.”
 It was a practice melody 
suggested by a bandmate who’d sung 
choir. “God, I hate that song.”
 Ahead in the distance he 
thought he saw a stopped vehicle 
and when he got closer he saw it was 
a van. It had no running lights or 
other signs of  life and looked like it 
had been there for a while. Then he 
remembered the Satanists. 
 “Think now, did you see a van 
go by in the last few minutes? Could 
they have seen me, pulled over and 
gone dark in that time? Maybe, but 
that’s a lot of  if ’n. Come on, Louie, 
pull yourself  together. Why did it 
have to be a van? She ran calling wi-
ild fire!”
 He quit singing and kept a 
sharp eye as he neared, steering a wide 
course deep into the grass beyond the 
shoulder until he noticed the tree line 
to his right and then carefully split 
the distance between the van and the 
trees to give him maximum reaction 

time in case of  ambush. Then he 
loathed himself. A flash of  distant 
lightning presaged a single drop of  
rain blown from afar onto the tip of  
his nose. The thunder rolled in eight 
Mississippis later. “Great.”
 The thunder got to four 
Mississippis on a freshening breeze 
and he was still forever away from the 
exit ahead when a car pulled over in 
front of  him. 
 “I just need a ride to the next 
exit, if  there’s a phone.”
 “Van trouble?”
 “Kinda.”
 Louie took no note of  the 
driver, though he did smell cologne, 
and sat there coursing sweat and 
feeling like disease in the fright light 
that flashed every few seconds as the 
rain picked up and the wipers came 
on.
 It only took a couple minutes 
to cover the distance in the car and 
the driver took Louie to the top of  the 
ramp where they spotted a payphone 
outside the entrance to a closed 
Hardee’s. He drove Louie over there 
and sat for a minute waiting for the 
rain to let up.
 “Smoke?”
 “Thanks.”
 “Keep ‘em.”
 Louie pocketed the soft-
pack with what felt like three left and 
let himself  out, darting under an 
overhang for shelter and giving the 
guy a thumbs up as he pulled away.
 Louie took a deep breath. 
It would take considerable charm to 
call some girl’s family in the middle 
of  the night, but fortune favors the 
bold, or so he believed. The quarter 
jangled musically as it slid down the 
slot and dropped into the catch.
 Four rings, then a groggy 
female voice. “Hello?”
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 “Hi, I’m sorry to call you 
so late. I’m a friend of  Alice’s from 
Columbia. She said it would be okay 
to call if  I was in town. Is she there?”
 Muffled mumbling, then a 
groggy male voice. “This is Alice’s 
father. What is this about?”
 Louie repeated the same 
explanation.
 Her father returned, “Alice is 
not here. She’s in Columbia.”
 Shit.
 “I’m sorry. She said she’d be 
home this week. I’m passing through 
on my way to Ohio and she said if  
I needed a place to stay I could call. 
I’ve been on the road hitchhiking 
from Texas since this morning and 
it’s getting too late to keep going.” 
Louie sagged as he waited through a 
long silence for the rejection any sane 
person would offer such a request.
 “What did say your name 
was?”
 “Louie. Louie Laszlo. I’m a 
friend of  Alice’s.”
 “Where are you?”
 “I’m on a payphone at a 
Hardee’s off exit 95 on I-65.”
 “What’s the name of  the 
road?”
 Louie looked around. 
“Everything says Rivergate.”
 “Louie, I’m going to call my 
daughter and see if  I can find out 
what you’re talking about. Stay where 
you are and I’ll call you back in a few 
minutes.”
 I gave him the number listed 
on the payphone and said, “Okay, 
thanks. She calls me Laz. She might 
know me better that way.”
 “Laz?”
 “Yes, Laz Laszlo, my real 
name is Louie, or Louis.”
 “Are you sure?”
 That’s fair. Louie waited. 

He’d lost the ability to calculate time 
but the phone rang on the sooner side 
of  his expectations.
 “Laz, I talked to Alice and 
she confirms everything you’re telling 
me. Stay where you are and my wife 
and I will pick you up. You’re only 
five minutes away.”
 “Thank you. I’m sorry.” 
After everything, Louie had at least 
managed to pick the right exit. 
 Less than ten minutes later a 
new, high-riding, family utility vehicle 
wheeled into the lot. A tall man got 
out. “Jim Saxon, pleased to meet you, 
Laz. This is my wife, Janice.”

******

 Once they turned off the 
main road, they wound through a 
heavily wooded landscape in which 
large houses peeked out from behind 
trees set far back from the street. They 
pulled into a drive and let him out. 
It was the biggest home through the 
front door of  which he’d ever walked. 
They led him through the foyer, into 
a commercial grade kitchen, and up 
a back staircase to a plush bedroom 
with a private bath.
 “This is Alice’s room. You 
can stay here. There’s a shower in the 
bathroom and towels laid out if  you 
want to clean up. I imagine you’re 
hungry. Janice will cook you some 
eggs. I’ve got work tomorrow so I’m 
going to turn in. Sleep as late as you 
want and relax. We’ll talk more when 
I get home. Good night.”
 “Thank you.” 
 Louie went into the 
bathroom and looked in the mirror. 
His face, burnt red, was streaked 
with grime in a way that recalled his 
smeared eyeliner after he’d fronted 
a show with his band, but not so 

glam. The sunburn extended down 
his upper chest in a V-shape with an 
area left white where his chunky brass 
crucifix shaded the skin. It reminded 
him of  a Jesus tortilla. His bleached 
and ratty hair had fallen out of  the 
rubberband he’d tied it back with. 
The rubberband itself  clung to a 
tuft of  hair like Wile E. Coyote from 
a branch hanging off the cliff. He’d 
lost an earring somewhere. His shirt 
was a disgrace; likewise his pants. 
He stank. He sat on the toilet lid and 
peeled off his combat boots: real ones 
earned from his miserable time as a 
cadet, not the Doc Martens most of  
his poseur friends wore. The shower 
descended like a holy spirit.  
 He slipped into his change 
of  clothes and followed the smell of  
fried eggs back to the kitchen. He 
sat at the large center island eating 
silently as Alice’s mom tidied the 
things she’d used to prepare his meal. 
He noticed that when he picked up 
the salt shaker or his glass of  milk he 
returned it precisely where he’d found 
it and took care not to make too loud 
a thunk when it made contact with 
the countertop. 
 He didn’t sleep late the 
next day, strange house and all, and 
wandered down to see Alice’s three 
sisters off to school. He hung around 
with Mrs. “Call me Janice” Saxon 
while she puttered about, and did his 
best to seem like a nice young man. In 
the quietude, his fatigue overtook him 
and he excused himself  back to bed 
where he slept until late afternoon. 
In the interim Janice had snuck in, 
elf-like, and laundered his clothes 
from the day before, presumably in 
a load unto themselves. He found 
them folded atop the hamper in the 
bathroom.
 As he rejoined the company 
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in the family area, the house buzzed 
with activity preparatory for Daddy’s 
return from work. It was clear even 
in his absence that the home revolved 
around him. Everything was made 
perfect, including the girls themselves. 
Suddenly Alice, the exquisitely boho, 
Gauloise-smoking chanteuse he knew 
from the coffee shops and beer bars 
around campus made fresh sense. 
 Dinner was an efficient 
exercise in domesticity as each of  
the girls reported on their days, Jim 
Saxon dispensed advice and opinions 
and Janice mediated any hint of  
conflict. It seemed a loving version 
of  his job as a DuPont factory boss, 
where he managed five thousand 
workers and a billion dollar budget 
for the manufacturing of  Dacron 
polyester. Louie couldn’t imagine any 
of  that, but was pretty sure none of  it 
was cool. He continued to eat.
 When it came time for 
Louie’s report he related a brief, 
G-rated version of  the events that 
led him to their table. Even so, he 
felt compelled to add that things 
usually went a damn sight better. 
The younger girls tittered at his mild 
oath, but checked themselves before 
receiving a reprimand.
 After dinner, they took 
Louie down to the dock and fired 
up the launch. Janice served bottles 
of  Heineken in stay-cold koozies as 
Jim Saxon motored about the lake 
and pointed out the homes of  the 
famous country singers. “That’s 
Johnny Cash’s place back in the trees. 
Roy Orbison lives there. They had to 
rebuild after a fire. Barbara Mandrel 
built that one new last year. Irlene 
lives a little further up the lake. Her 
place isn’t as big.” They all chuckled 
at the slight. 
 Well-rehearsed as the tour 

may have been, it so far exceeded the 
courtesy due an unwelcome guest, 
and Louie began to spread out a little 
to enjoy the sweet breeze.
 Back at the dock, Louie and 
Jim Saxon stayed by the water as 
Janice returned to the house. Louie 
found a fishing pole rigged with a 
Beetle Spin and dropped a few casts 
into the lily pads along the edge of  
the cove, hauling in two bream and a 
crappie in ten minutes work. Prowess 
at fishing often helped Louie bridge 
the freak/normal divide. 
 Jim Saxon sat in a deck chair, 
opened another beer and asked Louie 
about himself. “Alice tells me you’re a 
musician.”
 “I sing for a band, but I 
consider myself  more of  a performer. 
I don’t play guitar or anything—not 
so’s you’d notice, anyway. Alice can 
really play, and sing too. She starts in 
on that Joni Mitchell stuff and I don’t 
know what the hell’s going on. I do 
write my own lyrics, though.”
 “What are you taking in 
school?”
 “They call it ‘General 
Humanities’: History, Literature, 
Philosophy. I’m almost done, despite 
my best efforts to the contrary. It’s just 
as well. My Pell grants are running 
out.”
 “What then?”
 “If  my friends are any 
indication, second shift at Kinko’s.”
 “Why the road?”
 “A couple years back I got 
sick of  school, sick of  reading about 
things and took a year off to travel; 
hitched out to San Francisco and all 
around the west: Colorado, Oregon. 
I think I was looking for the Sixties, 
pretty stupid I guess.”
 “Not at all.”
 Louie was starting to like 

Jim Saxon, despite his capitalism. 
He opened up a bit more, adding, 
“My dad did it too, when I was a kid. 
I’d get postcards from all over and 
when he’d visit he’d tell stories about 
the things he’d seen and the people 
he met. Anyway, I had a great time 
before and I figured to recapture 
some of  the old magic this time 
around. Not so far maybe, but if  my 
luck evens out, tomorrow should be 
a better day. Then again, this time 
yesterday, I didn’t expect to be fishing 
in Johnny Cash’s lake.”
 Jim smiled and looked out 
on its darkening surface. Louie took 
the chair next to him and looked at it 
too. They didn’t say anything as the 
gloaming closed around them. Then, 
with a sigh, Jim spoke, “You now, 
Laz, sometimes I wonder if  I did the 
right thing with my life.” 
 Louie checked to see if  he 
might have been speaking to someone 
else, then groped for a response. “I 
know how you feel?” he stated as 
more of  a question than a comfort.
 After a pause Jim continued, 
“These things you’re doing now, 
singing for a band, reading the great 
books, hitting the road...I wanted to 
do them too.”
 “Why didn’t you?” Louie 
always wondered why people didn’t 
do things.
 “Who knows? You start 
working, start a family, time goes 
by...”
 It seemed like he wanted 
something from Louie: assurance, 
approval, absolution? He couldn’t 
be sure. Why would Jim Saxon care 
what Louie Laszlo thought of  him. 
He decided to take it as a compliment 
and respond the best he could.
 “I don’t know, Jim. It seems 
like things turned out pretty well.” 
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He looked around significantly. “And, 
you know, the vagabond lifestyle ain’t 
always as glamorous as it looks.” 
 Janice stood at the top of  
the lawn and announced the arrival 
of  a man who walked down from a 
side gate in the fence. Jim stood and 
advanced a few paces to meet the 
man and take his report. 
 “Hello, Doyle.”
 “Evening, Mr. Saxon. I fixed 
the commode in number three and 
ordered the backhoe and gravel for 
the new French drains, but I wasn’t 
able to get to the permit office. I got a 
flat on my way home with my family 
yesterday and didn’t get in until late.”
 “That’s fine, Doyle, that’s 
fine. I’m sure you’ll make it down 
there tomorrow. Anything else?”
 “Yes sir, I was wondering if  
you’d had time to think about that 
letter for my boy. For West Point?”
 Louie had moseyed up as 
they spoke and when Doyle said the 
thing about the flat tire he looked 
more closely, then interrupted, “Hey, 
you were in Memphis yesterday! With 
the flat? In a camper?”
 Doyle smiled bemusedly, 
“Yeah, how’d you…” Then he saw 
the hair and the clothes and he 
recognized Louie. It was great. 
 Louie, smiling broadly, 
twisted the knife, “I’m the guy that 
offered to help you! The hitchhiker! 
You remember, Jim? I told you about 
it. This is that guy!” He lifted his beer 
to Doyle, “Looks like we both got 
where we were going.”
 “Yeah,” Doyle faked a little 
chuckle and shifted indecisively on 
his feet. Louie savored the moment 
like a hearty winter soup. Jim looked 
mildly annoyed at getting pushed off 
center. Louie picked up on it and 

stepped back. “Anyway, it’s good to 
see someone again. It doesn’t happen 
much.”
 Jim gave Doyle some 
assurance about the letter and Doyle 
left them with one last dumb, fearful 
glance at Louie. After he’d gone, Jim 
and Louie continued back toward 
the house. Lights hidden in the 
landscaping had come on to guide 
them. 
 “Pretty weird, huh?”
 “Doyle works at the plant. 
He takes care of  some rental property 
for me. He’s a good man.”
 Louie used the scene to 
support his earlier point. “See? 
Nobody would ask a hitchhiker like me 
to write a letter of  recommendation. 
You should be proud. You’re, like, 
King of  the Normals!”
 Jim paused to consider the 
title. “It may seem that way, but I’m 
no more my own man than Doyle or 
anyone else. You know the company 
has moved me six times in eighteen 
years? It’s been hard on Janice and 
the girls, but I have to go where they 
tell me.”
 “Six moves in eighteen years? 
If  that ain’t going on the road I don’t 
know what is.”
 “Yeah okay, thanks, but the 
reason I brought all that up is not 
because I regret the choices I made, 
I’d have to be a grade-A prick to 
think that, but to let you know I also 
respect the choices you’re making. So, 
when I ask you to let me buy you a 
bus ticket to Cleveland tomorrow, it’s 
not a handout. I want you to go to 
Cleveland, to see your father, to fish 
the Two-Hearted, to sing in Hibbing. 
And if  our paths cross again someday 
I want you to tell me all about it. 
Promise?” He extended his hand.

 Louie took it. “You got a 
deal. And thanks. Nobody ever took 
me seriously before. Not anyone old 
enough to know better, anyway.”
 “Besides, when we’ve met 
Alice’s friends we’re always reassured 
to find, no matter how original 
they may appear, they’re decent, 
thoughtful people, and maybe we 
worry a little less.”
 Louie got back to Columbia 
in time for the fall term and ran into 
Alice soon after. He thanked her for 
smoothing things out with her folks. 
“Lucky you were home when they 
called. Man, it was great. Tell ‘em I 
said so, okay?”
 “Don’t sweat it. You earned 
your keep. Now they’ll have a story to 
tell at every garden party and charity 
function for the next six months. 
You saw Six Degrees of  Separation? 
Congratulations, you’re the black 
guy.” She took the needle from her 
arm and gave it to him. “Hurry up. 
We’ll be late to class.”

Some Stupid Bitch Killed Ana 
Peaceful (Or Four Unbelievable 
Conversations and a Murder)

An Erotic Comedy Inspired by the Life & Intentions of Valerie Solanas

Anton Bonnici
Conversation #2 HERODIAS’ BEEF

Sandra Kage (SANDRA) – A young writer-director that writes intense, shocking 
plays.
Vera Darling (VERA) – A mature successful actress that used to be Sandra’s 
teacher.   

The young writer/director (SANDRA) has invited her teacher, now a successful actress (VERA) to her apartment to 
discuss a casting proposition.
VERA is in a smart suit, very business-like but also stylish. SANDRA is in jeans and a shirt, very artsy and maybe 
even a bit punk.
A table with a huge burger, a bottle of  wine and two wine glasses. One glass is already half  full. SANDRA and VERA 
walk in.

SANDRA Thank you so much for coming Vera!

VERA  It’s a pleasure! I was delighted to hear from you.

SANDRA I’ve been meaning to get in touch since forever but as soon as I finished this script I was  
                        totally sure you had to read it first. I’m having some wine, would you like a glass?

VERA  Yes please, that would be lovely. Cozy place you’ve got here.

SANDRA Well, cozy is what I can barely afford. I won’t mind moving into someplace bigger down 
                        the line.

VERA             That’s what you say now, I actually miss the days I used the live in a shoebox, things were    
                        so much simpler back then.         

SANDRA So how are you doing? I’ve heard you’re super busy…

VERA             It’s insane. I’m working on this musical Ana is producing and I have a couple of  other  
                        projects of  my own. You know how it is, either two years of  no work at all or you have to 
                        handle six projects in three months.
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SANDRA Are you in any of  Ana’s movies? That must be exciting…

VERA             Oh no, I want to stick to theatre, I’ve had enough of  the camera. Anyway she’s into 
                        horror movies right now and I have no inclination towards that gory stuff whatsoever.

SANDRA You were always into the sexier kind of  films weren’t you?

VERA   Those were fun times. But we’re not doing that anymore.

SANDRA So just horror movies and musicals?

VERA             Hopefully I’ll be able to convince her to produce something else as well… But it’s hard to  
                        find fresh new interesting ideas. Everyone wants to write easy things, family dramas,   
                        romantic comedies, pieces that have a reliable audience. I’d love to work on some risky 
                        stuff again, but when there’s so much money involved nobody is willing to risk 
                        anything…

SANDRA What about my script then? Have you read it? Do you think that’s risky?

VERA  Wow, straight to business?

SANDRA (laughs) I didn’t mean it like that! But, yes, I’m dying to find out what you think.

VERA              Well, yes, I did read it, and I’m very flattered that you sent it to me, but, to be honest,  
                         and I’m truly being sincere here, I don’t mean to hurt you or anything, it’s just that I  
                         don’t get it. I honestly don’t really know what’s the point of  this…this thing that you’ve  
                         written here.

SANDRA  I see. Okay. I guess, I wasn’t expecting this, so… 

VERA              I’m still interested in somehow working with you, but does it have to be this play?

SANDRA But what is it that you don’t get, exactly? I mean, you know the story of  Salomé, right?  
                        This is Salomé and her mom right before her mom marries Herod Antipas and they  
                        meet John the Baptist, so this is a prequel, of  sorts.

VERA             That I get, okay, yes, this is Salomé and her mother Herodias, but, the concept itself  is   
                        not the problem.

SANDRA So what is it that you don’t like exactly?

VERA             A couple of  things actually, erm…let’s take it from the beginning. Why does the play  
                        have to start with Salomé eating a giant burger?

SANDRA Because it’s her mother’s burger. She’s eating the burger her mother ordered. It’s meant 
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                        to be both funny and a commentary on the decadence of  the lifestyle of  these two 
                        women. It also bridges the gap between the biblical setting of  the original characters and   
                        our own day and age making it more accessible for the audience.     

VERA  So it’s meant to be a comedy?

SANDRA Of  sorts. I was actually testing out some actions before you arrived, I’m trying to find  
                        some kind of  disgusting way for Salomé to eat the burger. Something like this…

VERA  I see…

SANDRA Or this... Or maybe...

VERA             Okay, okay I get it, but don’t you think the actress would find it difficult to say the first  
                        couple of  lines with her mouth full of  burger?

SANDRA Oh. Yes, you’re right, that might be a problem. But we’ll workshop it! That’s why I need   
                        somebody with experience on the project; someone like you. You see things I don’t!

VERA             Well, still, I’m not a fan of  the burger, then there’s all the profanity and the insults they  
                        hurl at each other…

SANDRA It’s all a game, a psycho-sexual game of  shock and drama, I can’t see how you don’t get 
                        it…

VERA  It’s not just what they say, come on now, you know what I’m referring to…

SANDRA What?

VERA  Are you going to make me say it?

“You find the Sylvia 
Plath reference too 
gratuitous?”

Some Stupid Bitch Killed Ana Peaceful - Anton Bonnici
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SANDRA Say what?

VERA  You don’t think what happens later is a bit too much?

SANDRA You find the Sylvia Plath reference too gratuitous?

VERA  No Sandra, not the Sylvia Plath reference…

SANDRA Then what is it??

VERA  Salomé giving oral pleasure to her own mother?

SANDRA  But that makes total logical, symbolic and theatrical sense! It’s poetic!

VERA  Salomé giving head to her own mother is poetic??

SANDRA Yes! Her mother, Herodias, catches Salomé eating her burger, so, in turn, she makes 
                        Salomé “eat” her pussy!

VERA             Jesus Christ, I can’t believe you actually mean that sentence. Look I don’t think this is the  
                        kind of  work I’d like to commit to, okay?

SANDRA You’re not giving my work a chance to win you over?! Listen for a second; it’s all a power       
                        game! The daughter is using the act of  eating, the act of  consumption, to challenge her  
                        mother’s claim of  ownership. Salomé is saying no matter who you marry, no matter how  
                        powerful and seductive you think you are, whatever you own, whatever you acquire, is 
                        ultimately mine. Her mother, on the other hand, is using Salomé’s own act of  
                        consumption, the act of  eating, to reverse the power move and show Salomé that 
                        whatever she does, even an act of  rebellion, will always end up giving Herodias pleasure;  
                        rendering the act of  rebellion insignificant. It’s about the paradox of  the mother and  
                        daughter bond, a generational link that’s both creative and supportive in its sustenance  
                        but also perverse and enslaving in its actualization!

VERA             Okay, so you’re intelligent, you have a literary and intellectual point to make, but your 
                        audience is not going to see or understand any of  this. Your audience is just going to see  
                        an insane mother pushing her own teenage daughter to her crotch and everybody is 
                        going to think it’s perverted and repugnant. This will be crushed by the critics.

SANDRA Fuck critics! Weren’t you saying, just a couple of  minutes ago, that you can’t find fresh  
                        and new risky work to act in? Here it is. This is fresh, new, crazy, risky bold stuff and  
                        you’re fuckin afraid of  it. You’re afraid people won’t like it. Well, that’s what risky means, 
                        risky means there’s a chance people won’t like it. You know what, for all your talk on 
                        wanting to create bold, radical theatre, when push comes to shove, you’re just happy with      
                        the easy work like everybody else. No wonder you’re still tap dancing in fuckin musicals.

VERA  How… how dare you…
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VERA slaps SANDRA in the face and then is immediately horrified by her own action. SANDRA realizes she has over-
stepped a line and is horrified at what she said.

SANDRA Oh god, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.

VERA  No I’m sorry, I’m sorry I shouldn’t have…

SANDRA  I’ve gone too far, I shouldn’t have said that, I’m really… Oh shit…

VERA  But… Maybe… Why did I do that? Why did I hit you like that?

SANDRA I’m a bitch, that’s why, I’m a stupid bitch. I shouldn’t have sent you my stupid play.

VERA             No, no don’t talk like that, just don’t talk like that, maybe you’re right. That’s why I hit  
                        you, because maybe you’re right and I can’t stand it. I’m a sellout. Since when have I    
                        become such a sellout?

SANDRA I’m sorry, please don’t take me seriously, I shouldn’t have said that. Me and my big fuckin  
                        mouth, I’m…

VERA             No. Stop apologizing. You’re right. I’m a hypocrite. I’ve been refusing tons of  interesting  
                        scripts by young writers because I wouldn’t take the risk.    
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SANDRA But you used to write and act in crazy cool stuff like this all the time. You remember the  
                        first time I met you? When I had approached you and asked you that question?

VERA  When you joined my course? You asked tons of  questions….

SANDRA No, even before that, it was ten years ago, I had just seen you perform in one of  your first 
                        plays, it was called Menstrual Pleasures, I’ll never forget it.

VERA  Oh my god. I haven’t thought about that performance in a long while.

SANDRA That was the first thing I saw you in, I was nineteen. And after the show I waited for you 
                        and I asked you about how you feel about people not understanding your work and you  
                        had told me, I still remember it very clearly, you had said; I don’t do it so that people 
                        understand it, I do it because I feel that at this point in my life this is what I want to say  
                        and do. That was when I decided to enrol in your class. You didn’t care whether people  
                        would like it or not ten years ago Vera, so what happened since then?

VERA             Everything. Everything has happened since then. I became a qualified teacher, I met  
                        Ana, I  started getting cast in the bigger shows, then Ana became a big producer, we  
                        started making more money, and I don’t know, slowly, slowly, I guess I changed.

SANDRA  But aren’t you still in it for the same reasons as before? You still love what you do, no?

VERA             I do, but the world we’re working in now is so different. Before if  we wanted to do 
                        something we just did it, or simply found a friend who would give us the money to do it.  
                        Now it’s completely formalised and so bureaucratic. I mean, to put up a show with Ana,  
                        my own partner, I have to fill in an application form and give a project proposal with  
                        budgets, sales estimates, marketing pitches, it’s incredibly ridiculous. And at some point,  
                        I think, my own brain, has started to work like that. Every time somebody shows me a 
                        new idea I start thinking of  what I have to write in the boxes of  those fucking application  
                        forms….How did it get to this?

SANDRA Maybe it’s time you broke out of  this straightjacket they’ve put you in.

VERA             I have to. I truly do. I can’t go on like this. Let’s try it, let’s try something crazy.

SANDRA You mean my play, you want to try it out?

VERA  Yes, right now, you play Salomé and I’m Herodias, let’s give this a shot.

SANDRA All of  it?

VERA  Let’s start with the first scene and we see how it goes…
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SANDRA Yes, yes, okay, let’s do this. I’m Salomé, you’re Herodias, I’m at the table with the burg 
                         ers, I have a new idea for the burger I’m going to try it out, after a few seconds you walk      
                         in from that direction and deliver the opening line. Ready?

VERA             Okay.

SANDRA Positions, and action!

SANDRA plays SALOMÉ super slutty. She starts miming eating the burger in a ridiculously sexual manner, sexy noises 
and all. After a few awkward seconds, VERA enters as HERODIAS, very stern and uptight.

HERODIAS What in the Tetrarch’s fuckin name do you think you’re doing?

SALOMÉ (in mid-orgasm) Mmmm...I’m eating...ahhh...your burger...mmother!

HERODIAS You filthy whore! Have you no shame? Touching with those vile lips your mother’s favor 
                         ite lunch!

SALOMÉ (recovering from the orgasm) If  filth is in my nature, if  vileness is on my lips, haven’t  
                        these vices but spilled over from the excesses of  your very own bosom?

HERODIAS Have some decency when talking to your mother, to your Queen!

SALOMÉ Decency? Decency is for the poor peasants that have to wipe the shit from your hairy as 
                        shole every single morning. And anyway, you’re still not the Queen over here. Just be 
                        cause you’re sleeping with Uncle behind Daddy’s back doesn’t make you Queen in both  
                        fuckin territories.

HERODIAS But I will be Queen here and you will be Princess, so by the moon’s very light you should  
                        start behaving like one. 

SALOMÉ And when I am Princess, the King will be my daddy as much as he is yours!

HERODIAS We are talking about the Tetrarch here, not some burger!

SALOMÉ Oh someday he will be a burger, a burger for the worms, just like everybody else.

HERODIAS I can never tell what horrifies me the most, your insatiable lust or your morbid imagina
                        tion. Can’t you understand that we are the very pillars of  this land? The foundations of  
                        this civilization? If  we turn all twisted and perverse, by whose example shall our peoples  
                        thrive?

SALOMÉ laughs hysterically.

HERODIAS What is that slimy brain of  yours cooking now?                       
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A pause. 

Both actresses lock onto each other’s eyes as they pull away.

VERA  I’m just following the directions on your script…is this what you intended?

SANDRA Yes, yes I think you got it right… What do you think? How does it feel?

VERA  It’s horribly insane; I haven’t felt so good in ages. I love it. 

SANDRA You do? You think we should do this?

VERA  Yes. We should do this. Christmas time. Give them something to talk about.

SANDRA Do you think Ana will produce it for us?

VERA            Oh no, she won’t get anywhere near this. We don’t need her. I think I don’t need her, not  
                       really, not anymore.

SANDRA I’ve been meaning to work with you for a very long time, I think we’ll create something 
                        great together.  

VERA  Yes, I think so too. And we will also have some good old crazy fun.

SANDRA A toast to that!

VERA  Shall we do it one more time? Take it from the top?

SANDRA Maybe we can keep going this time? Try all of  it?

VERA  Yes, maybe we should try all of  it.

SANDRA Okay, are you ready?

VERA  No, actually, I’m not ready at all, but that’s exactly what I love about it.

The young writer/director takes an actual bite from the burger as she looks at the actress unbuttoning her shirt, getting ready 
for the role.

Photo by Fanny Mac Films: fanny-mac.format.com
Of  Potters’ Demons Production Lab: ofpottersdemons.com
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SALOMÉ What example? What foundations? Our peoples do not thrive, they barely survive! 
                        Hunger is what drives their machinations, hunger is the only foundation of  this so called  
                        civilization and they don’t eat you alive only for fear of  getting poisoned by your bile. Or  
                        impaled on daddy’s sword.

HERODIAS Don’t you ever dare talk this shit to the King! Ever! 

SALOMÉ Oh but he does ask me to talk to him. He calls me to his chambers to talk to him. 
                        Sweetly, to talk to him “sweetly,” he asks. And I see him you know; I see Uncle looking at  
                        me just like Daddy looks. Do you really think that anybody who ever gets close to your  
                        very skin does so because of  the perfumed ointments you rub yourself  in?

HERODIAS They come to my bed because I suck the best cock across the entirety of  the four 
                         Kingdoms!

SALOMÉ I suck the best cock across the entirety of  the Roman Empire, and they come to your bed  
                        with the pathetic hope of  someday stumbling into mine!

HERODIAS I still do not know why I keep preserving your useless life.

SALOMÉ Because deep down you know that at some sick point it will become less useless than 
                        usual.

HERODIAS You? Less useless than usual? All you can do is dance and fuck. The day those two talents   
                        of  yours become less useless than usual the almighty wings of  death himself  will 
                        enshroud us all.

SALOMÉ And won’t that be beautiful? The all-enshrouding wings of  death? I bet, even death will    
                        want to fuck me. Even death will rest his black sockets on me and watch me dance my   
                        seven dances. By the time I’m finished there won’t be a bone in his body that hasn’t come  
                        undone and all he’ll be wanting is to push his bony fingers all the way up my shaved rosy  
                        little tight cunt.

HERODIAS SHUSH YOU DEMONIC HARPY!

HERODIAS slaps SALOMÉ, SALOMÉ slaps HERODIAS back. Then HERODIAS grabs SALOMÉ by her neck 
with what seems like a very strong arm. 

SALOMÉ Listen to my plutonic spells! Disgust thyself  forever by my devilry! You will never shut me  
                        up! (Salomé laughs out loud hysterically and doesn’t seem to have any intention of  
                        stopping.)

SALOMÉ struggles uselessly as HERODIAS pulls her towards her. Then HERODIAS squeezes 
SALOMÉ’s cheeks to hold her mouth open and kisses her aggressively. The kiss goes on uncomfortably long.
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then closing the bathroom door 
behind her. The only sound in the 
room was the gurgling of  the infant. 
I’d noticed it propped up between 
two pillows when first I walked in.  

A few minutes later, she emerged 
from bathroom and saw me lying on 
the bed inhaling deeply from one of  
her baby’s thighs. 

I slowly removed my face from its 
leg to explain my actions—from 
the moment I had walked in I had 
imagined this exact scene, in which a 

woman walks out of  a hotel bathroom 
and sees her brother inhaling her 
baby—but I could only manage a 
chuckle and a shrug. 

She reached down and swooped up 
the baby, stroking and kissing the 
child’s face as flames of  indignation 
flared up around her towel-covered 
head.  Despite the newly overdone 
makeup job, I was struck by the strong, 
defiant look on her face (always a bit 
camera-shy, her weak crumbly smiles 
in photos were a source of  pity and 
amusement in our family). 

I had done it mainly to get her reaction 
and she had never before appeared so 

authentic to me, so passionate and 
filled with purpose. “Can I take your 
picture?” I started to say, a naïve grin 
beginning to form on my face… But 
then I thought the better of  it. 

She just stood there grimacing with 
the baby neatly balanced on her 
right hip, which was thrust out at an 
angle that I could not help finding 
aesthetically pleasing.  Once again, I 
resisted the urge to take her picture. 

“See you at the big show,” I said, 
rising from the bed, and then headed 

to my car.  It was only 10 a.m.

I drove home fast blasting songs 
I couldn’t stand and straining my 
upper body towards the windshield 
until I was literally biting down on 
the steering wheel, my entire being 
spasming with adrenaline and anxiety. 

Once I calmed down a bit, I 
disengaged my jaw and then gently 
slid my fingers over the saliva-soaked 
steering wheel, occasionally yanking 
down on the turn signal and swerving 
slightly toward wrong exits until I 
finally reached the right one. I was 
exhausted by the time I pulled into 
my driveway. 

When I unlocked the door and 
walked into the apartment it felt 
unusually still and clean inside, like 
an art gallery. I noticed that pieces 
of  furniture were missing or had 
been completely moved out for some 
reason (was the reception to be in our 
apartment?) and the floor was free of  
the refuse and residue that normally 
litter its corners. I found myself  
observing myself  like an intruder as I 
walked through my apartment.

I noted with pride each of  the framed 
film posters that lined the hallway—

from The 400 Blows to Two-Lane 
Blacktop—and then did a quick scan 
of  my vinyl collection—the second 
rarest album in each stack facing out 
as is my policy—before sitting down at 
my laptop. I wanted to distract myself  
from thinking about the wedding. 

After a few seconds of  staring at the 
blank computer screen I turned and 
looked at the photo of  my fiancée and 
myself  on my desk. 

Russ and Sissy
Those were our character names for 
the “shoot” and I had demanded that 
the photographer address us as such.  
I had also insisted that the photo 

“Would she be my muse 
or my noose?”

Screen Tests From a Marriage - Jason Michael Martin

Screen Tests From A 
Marriage

Jason Michael Martin

Wedding Morning 
Today’s endeavor is to find the reason. I have 
cigarettes and a tuxedo, but I feel impatient and 
inspiration is needed. After all, it is my wedding 
day. 

With nothing better to do until the ceremony, I 
went to visit my sister at the Sun & Sea Lodge, a 
one and a half  star motel about half  a mile outside 
of  town.

She answered the door in a terry cloth robe em-
broidered with a different hotel’s name. We went 
inside and she sat close to me at the end of  the 
bed. We both stiffened for a moment and then she 
smiled weakly.  

“Welp, today’s the big day,” she said. “How do you 
feel?”

She had not yet put on her makeup and I could 
see nervousness in her face. 

“I feel like Buster Keaton. Waiting for the train to 
sweep me away.”

She leaned over and squeezed my throat affec-
tionately.  We sat that way for a few seconds, her 
choking me until I pounded on her forearm a few 
times and then pantomimed suffocation.  She slid 
her arms away and rose from the bed. 

“Well, I’m going to go freshen up for the big day,” 
she announced, walking away on her toes and 
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Screen Tests From a Marriage - Jason Michael Martin

The ceremony had felt like just 
another family ritual and I performed 
my role with self-conscious tact. 
Immediately after the wedding, I 
changed into my sleeveless Friday 
Night Drag Races  t-shirt and a pair of  
my favorite worn-out jeans. 

It felt a little contrived but satisfying 
at the same time when I (Steve 
McQueen) revved the engine before 
racing out of  the church parking lot 
at top speed, my wife (Ali McGraw) 
waving to our guests through the rear 
window. 

******

Throughout the long drive to the 
hotel, I imagined myself  giving a 
screen test for John Cassavetes. My 
hair was even greasier than usual and 
my t-shirt filthy as I chain smoked and 
chain slumped and chain mumbled 
and chain whispered for John. 

A woman with dark eyeliner and 
a wide gap between her front teeth 
sits across from me Indian-style and 
she is impervious to the self-aware 
sneers and smiles that cycle across 
my face.  John is slumped down in a 
leather recliner (it’s his living room) 
watching us intently but smirking at 
our affectations, occasionally turning 
away from us in complete disgust, 
then pointing a television remote at 
the TV and clicking it on. 

See kids, if  I want a goddamn cologne 
commercial... In other words, if  I want to 
see bullshit, I can find it pretty easily. 

After that, John and I locked into a 
long staring contest until I finally 
conceded (what choice did I have?) 
and then everything improved.  I 
ended up giving him so much 

“honesty”—that’s your thing right John? 
Truth? I had snarled at him—that 
afternoon that he burst into applause 
that I chose to take as sincere. 

Anyway, that’s how John and I got 
started. We ended up making four 
films together. None of  them made 
any money but it was the most 
fulfilling time of  my life. We were like 
a family—a very unstable but loving 
family. Obviously I learned a lot from 
John about acting, but I learned a lot 
more about myself, about life...

******

“Pull off!” my new wife shrieked, 
pointing at a TOYS-R-US on the 
side of  the highway.  She ended up 
purchasing a very realistic-looking 
squirt gun and I bought a fake beard. 
We got back in the car and drove on 
in silence, me in my beard and my 
wife pointing her gun out the window 
and murdering our competition 
along the highway. 

The room the Darlings gave us was 
stuffy, so we used the Bible in the 
drawer to prop open the window.  
My wife was already the spirit of  
things, running around the room 
wearing nothing but a white tank top 
just as I’d requested. I took out my 
giant, vintage Polaroid camera and 
she began to pose. 

I had to admit that I felt optimistic. 
Everything was falling into place. 
I had created my memory of  the 
evening in advance and staged every 
detail in my mind. All that was left 
was to document it all. 
 
That wasn’t the only reason for the 
camera, however. The act of  taking 
the photo, the moment when I 

brought the camera down from my 
face and smiled at her… In my mind 
I was filming myself  photographing 
her. I tossed each Polaroid away 
without bothering to look until the 
shag carpet was littered with images 
of  romantic impulses. 

Later, as I was thumbing through 
the Polaroids, I stopped on one I’d 
taken of  her from behind as she 
read a magazine. Lying there on 
her stomach, her calves smothered 
in black stockings except for the 
occasional butterfly-shaped rip, she 
had been swinging the lower part of  
her legs perpendicular to her body 
in accordance with the rhythm of  
her page turning. Her dark, thin legs 
reminded me of  antennae on an old 
television set being manipulated for 
best possible reception.

I walked over to where she was asleep 
and studied the shape of  her skull 
through the camera lens.  A bit flat, 
and elongated at the rear like a wasp, 
or an egg laid flat, her shaved head 
was covered in a mat of  black fur 
save for the perfect worm-like scar at 
her temple. As I pressed the button 
to take the picture, I labeled the 
image: “STATUS: Lovesick teenage 
runaway. CLASSIFICATION: 
Possible reincarnation. CODE 
NAME: Audrey Heartburn.” 
 
And then a whisper comes: Is it love?

Our courtship was brief  and when 
we did see each other, we hardly 
talked at all aside from absurd double 
entendres each more ridiculous 
than the last. We spent most of  our 
time together lying around naked, 
occasionally sucking or biting each 
other’s fingers. When we were 
apart, we texted each other a mix of  

be taken at Sears “with a sky blue 
background shot in natural light,” 
both of  us staring off camera with 
dazed expressions.

I remember that when I noticed 
a photo on the wall of  the studio 
similar to the one I had proposed, I 
walked outside to invite the homeless 
man I had seen on our way in to join 
us, so that the shoot could proceed 
unadulterated.  

A thumping sound outside brought 
me back to the present and I scanned 
the bay windows at the front of  the 
house.  A child across the street was 
bouncing a ball off of  a garage door. 
I held up my thumb and aligned it in 
front of  my face to perfectly obscure 
the movements of  the ball from my 
vision so that that the boy was playing 
with an invisible ball.  When the boy 
caught me and my thumb staring at 
him he made a half-hearted attempt 
to reciprocate, his slightly upturned 
kid thumb just barely noticeable. 

The boy inspired me to review 
some film clips from my childhood 
so I closed my eyes and generated a 
stream of  images,  from class spelling 
bees to clandestine kisses around 
corners to deadly headlocks by all-
powerful bullies… Until finally, two 
large white letters appeared: 

NO
These were just movie memories. 
Not even my own. 

Where was the despair? The terror?  
I moved so often as I child—at least 
once a year until I was eighteen—
that I have no authentic memories. I 
just have scraps. 

One such scrap that may be true is 

trying out new identities each time we 
moved, even different names, though 
my mother always insisted that the 
new name begin with the same letter 
as my real name, on principle I guess. 
I remember wearing a three-piece 
suit made of  brown corduroy and a 
neck brace at one school, a mohawk 
and adult-sized wristbands at the 
next…
. 
I began to feel sick again. I went into 
my room and sat down on the bed so 
that I faced the tuxedo hanging in the 
doorframe of  the closet. I got up and 
tried it on and stood in front of  the 
mirror. Then I grabbed my phone, 
held it up to the mirror and began to 
record. 

I started by practicing a few gestures 
that might come in handy at the 
wedding reception: a generic wave/
smile combination, then the classic 
shoulder shrug with both palms 
facing upward… (Okay, okay, sheesh 
gang take it easy folks!)...  Followed by 
the “I’m sarcastically blowing my 
brains out with my index finger as a 
pistol” routine.

Next, I grabbed fistfuls of  my greasy 
hair and yanked it into stylish spikes. 
I twisted my bow tie slightly until 
it was off-kilter rakish. I stiffened 
my posture and pretended to hold 
a martini glass as I flirted with my 
reflection in the mirror. “Why yes 
lovey” and “Why no ducky” I cooed to 
myself  in a British accent. 

I started to feel good about this so I 
sprinted into the kitchen and poured 
myself  a glass of  vodka with ice. 
When I sauntered back to the mirror 
I was Peter O’Toole telling glorious 
stories of  past depravities, from fist-
fights in pubs with working class 

brutes to the time I was kicked out 
of  Buckingham palace and landed 
face down in the gutter, the bundle 
of  calla lilies I’d brought with me 
scattered around my head… 

When I made eye contact with myself  
in the mirror I stopped suddenly and 
stared at the nearly empty drink in 
my hand, at the expression on my 
face, and the rage of  some unnamed 
insult poured over me. My stomach 
gave out completely and I joined my 
hands together and began rocking 
back and forth slightly. I had to fight 
back the tears.

Later, as I was walking down the aisle, 
I wondered what role my bride would 
play in all of  this. Would she be my 
muse? Or my noose?  As I lifted the 
veil to kiss her, I remembered what 
Jack London once said:  “Do not sit 
and wait for inspiration, light out 
after it with a club.”

The Honeymoon
Things are moving fast now. I don’t 
really remember the wedding, but I 
remember the honeymoon. We were 
lying there in an intricately carved 
wooden box called a “Chinese 
Wedding Bed” taking Polaroid 
pictures of  each other. 

The owners of  the Inn, MR. AND 
MRS. DARLING, had printed out a 
list—

RULES OF THE HOUSE

—and laid it on the pillow. It was only 
11 a.m. and already we’d broken four 
of  ten rules.  

******
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saccharine little sentiments and lewd 
fantasies. 

Occasionally, she would break 
character and ask me how I really felt 
about her. I would adopt the classic 
role of  the earnest but flustered male 
suitor, rolling my eyes like Charlie 
Chaplin and looking up towards 
heaven with pleading hands...
 

Women! Whaddayagonnado?!

Other times I would respond with a 
stock question of  my own, like “Well, 
what’s not to like…?”  and raise my 
eyebrows up and down like Groucho. 
Other times I would point my index 
finger at her like a gun, pretend to 
attach a silencer to the end of  the 
barrel, and silently mouth: BANG!

Married Life
I don’t think our marriage is going 
very well. Despite the fact that 
nothing has fundamentally changed, 
I find that I am utterly bored by my 
“new” life. Lately, I’ve been sitting 
in front of  the window of  our new 
apartment watching television 
through a neighbor’s gauzy drapes.  
The sheer drapes distort the screen 
just enough to shift each scene 
from banal to sensational with each 
channel change.  

Actually, one change has taken 
place. Since the day we returned 
form the honeymoon, my back has 
been covered in welts (my wife calls 
it “my psycho-rash”). Despite the 
discomfort it causes, my psycho-rash 
reassures me that I am still desperate, 
still unique, despite the doldrums of  
married life. 

Tonight, she is away and our home 
is dark and empty. I am drinking 

vodka and I feel desperate again. I 
found a large sheet of  butcher paper 
earlier and I’ve arranged it on the 
floor. I also brought up some buckets 
of  house paint. I have turned off the 
lights. 

I walk the perimeter of  the butcher 
paper, flinging paint across its surface. 
When I finally switch on the light and 
look down at the painting, all I see are 
meaningless splashes of  color.  When 
I look up again, I catch a reflection of  
myself  in the mirror holding a paint 
can in one hand and the brush in the 
other, and I roar with self-conscious 
laughter: Jesus Christ you asshole! You’re 
doing Jackson Pollock! 

Thanks to the vodka, I decide to 
forgive myself  this once and return 
to the painting. Scrutinizing it from 
all angles, I convince myself  that it 
is inspired by thoughts of  her pale, 
naked body. Covered in ink like a 
young poet/radical’s notebook, my 
wife’s skin is covered in tattoos of  
serial numbers, Chinese characters, 
Russian machine guns and black 
flowers, Latin phrases and chipped 
hearts. Like me, she is a sucker for 
arbitrary symbolism.

Last Act
I am on the roof  of  our building, 
filming the cityscape. I did not sleep 
last night. My wife, however, is 
sleeping soundly inside. When I stop 
filming and sit down, I feel invisible 
like a black pixel in a shadow. It 
is windy on the roof  so I turn up 
the flame on my lighter to light a 
cigarette and singe off the left side of  
my mustache. The smell is impossible 
and inescapable.

I’m running out of  ideas.  Last night, 
as I was setting up a scene, she refused 

to go through with it and even began 
to cry. 

“There’s not even a story!” she 
shrieked. 

“No story!” I started to scream, but 
held back. As if  that was some great 
crime. Besides, I had recently begun 
writing about us and organizing 
it into various chapters, like “The 
Wedding” and “The Honeymoon” 
and so on. It was something. 

“I mean, all this was kinda fun at 
first, but now…? Isn’t it time we 
got started like you know making real 
memories and living our actual life?” 

Her dialogue made me cringe. I felt 
embarrassed for her. I felt ashamed 
and then insulted. She had seen my 
behavior as some amusing “stage” all 
along—one that I would eventually 
outgrow as our love came to flower 
over time. She was waiting for a 
transition that would never come. 
She had given us our ending.

“Can we shoot just one more scene?” 
I asked, giving her my most naïve 
pre-marriage smile. 

When I saw your face in the camera 
you looked so stunned, your eyes were 
so wide that I thought of  that actress 
in Dreyer’s Joan of  Arc film. I swear 
to god. When I set the camera down 
and walked past you and then out 
the door you watched me with such 
sorrow and even some tenderness…?
You were Gena Rowlands then. I 
admit that I feel proud when I get 
outside and then for a few days after. 
I regret that no one was there to film 
it. It was our best scene. Obviously, I 
still think about you. I was often so 
numb during that time. 

During moments of  ultimate fear, completely and solely about survival, beyond 

fear, a person’s heart speeds up dramatically, squeezes harder, while in the brain, 

norepinephrine pumps out, focus sharpens, memory hones, blood pressure rises, 

blood flow increases, oxygen and glucose bulk up. There is a shunting of  blood 

flow away from the gut, toward the brain and the muscles of  the arms and legs.

Chapter 3: Facts About 
Ultimate Fear

Leanne Grabel



52. 53.

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

The spleen releases red blood cells in mass quantities, allowing for more oxygen to aerate the 

muscles. The liver converts glycogen to glucose, a more accessible sugar. Breathing becomes 

heavy on purpose so extra oxygen can get to the lungs. The pupils dilate for better vision. 

Opiates act on the brain to dull pain, so pain does not impair the fight for survival. Nothing 

must impair survival.

-J. Douglas Bremner, “Does Stress Damage the Brain”
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Per above science*, my body started rearranging its systems. My brights and brawn moved 

to the front. They had to. My brights and brawn were what was necessary. For protection 

and strategic planning. For operational guidance. Survival was not assured. I repeat. Sur-

vival was not assured. 

And I continued to fart. Tied up next to Jill and Daniel. Knees under my nose. Anus flaring. 

And I was popping out these whiffy ones like fireworks in the distance. I started laughing. I 

couldn’t stop. 

“Sorry. Solrkepf,” mumbling into the blindfold. I kept farting and laughing and mumbling 

apologies. I couldn’t stop.

*not a liberal conspiracy



54. 55.

The van crunched to a stop on what sounded like pebbles. I peeked out the side of  my 

blindfold. I saw the amphibian with the sheath go into a small shack. 

There was a lightbulb on a ribbon dangling from the ceiling of  the porch. It provided 

the only light for what seemed like infinity. 

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel The Opiate, Summer Vol. 10

The one with the rifle kept his eyes and the gun on us. His hands were in position. 

The gun was cocked. Then the one with the sheath came back out of the shack 

with a well-handled grocery bag. It was brimming with some raggedy-looking, 

stong-smelling weed. They drove for a while. Then stopped again. I saw nothing 

but darkness. The black of the back of the most desolate closet in the world. I 

couldn’t even see my own hand when it was so close it was brushing my lashes.
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Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel

They pulled us out of the van. They ripped our blindfolds off. Only our arms were tied 

up now. The rifle one pointed at Daniel. The he butted him away somewhere behind the 

van. 

“Come on. Let us go,” Daniel was pleading. “Take my wallet, it’s all yours. Just let me go.”
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I thought I heard shots. Oh. God. They shot Daniel. The dying had begun. 

The rifle one came back and rifled Jill and me onto the sand. The knife one sat 

down on the sand in between Jill and me. Then the rifle one sat down. We were 

arranged amphibian/girl/amphibian/girl as if  we all wanted to be. The rifle 

one pulled out some weed and rolled a joint the size of  its arm. It used an entire 

brown bag for the rolling paper. 

My arms were now slapping around like my legs. Terror the hound was setting 

the entropic rhythm of  this dance of  the damned. 
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The knife one lifted the refrigerator out of  the van and dropped it on the sand. 

It pulled out Jill’s chocolate chip cookies and four regular Pepsis. It gave one to 

each of  us. 

“I don’t drink regular,” I said, handing the Pepsi back. Jill looked at me hard.

I instantly realized the absurdity of  my worrying about calories at a time like this. 

I opened the Pepsi. I pretended to take a sip. I took a sip. It was maybe the third 

time in my life that I had had a regular Pepsi. My mother didn’t let me have 

Pepsi. She was always watching calories. Especially mine. It tasted sweet. Too 

sweet. It made my tongue smack.

The rifle one pulled out a bottle of  tequila. He took a gulp and passed it to Jill. 

She passed it to me. I pretended to take a sip. Then. I took a sip. It was awful. 

But I figured it was good politics to have what they offered. It would put them 

in a better mood. Less vicious. Shit. Jill didn’t take any tequila. She didn’t even 

pretend to take a sip. I looked at her hard.

Then the rifle one lit the joint. It was the size of  a salami. I pretended to take 

a hit. The smoke got all over my face. I coughed and coughed. Jill didn’t even 

pretend to take a toke. It pissed me off. 
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I began to envision the upcoming headlines: 

BAJA TRAGEDY: Stanford Students on Spring Fling Raped and 

Slaughtered on Baja Beach.

Valedictorian Beheaded on Baja Beach.

An American Tragedy Out West.

(I thought the fact that I was a valedictorian was going to count for something. I 

guess not.)

You swallow stars in your sleep
And yellow pins remerge in your eyes,
The receipt from the comet’s demise.
Sparks descend from an anvil 
And fill the pinkish brims with oil for battle.

Rainbows and deceit and ill omens
Better plied to the lace kerchief
In telling like tea leaves, orchid wings
Dressed in robes around your wrists.

The sky is but a rumble
Of  another stomach somewhere lost
And hungry and pleading for the sun’s milk,
Its devastating marmalade pulses
From moon drizzled shellfire and hollow-rays
Deeply set into your cupped hands.

And all you can do is stare with more stars
That I could never connect as in a passageway
Through desert or through the minefield
Of  darkest desire that sprouts wings,
Razored feathers of  poisoned arrows.

Is it even for you to understand
Or to draw from one livid ecstasy to another
A reasonable pattern
Which could constitute a constellation,
Either bullhorn or a dangerous equivalent
Yet discovered by an all-powerful eye?

Or is it like any other canopy 
Which sags into the dome where deadlights
Blister darkness with murderous glee
And roam uncontrollably through vast, 
Light hating leagues to only arrive completely spent,
Bankrupting themselves in laying a highway
Back to a source which has cloaked itself
In the strongest known hunger for nightfall.

Lampposts on the Desolate St. 
of Your Eyes
John Turanyi
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—after Pollock’s Full Fathom Five

When the artist was young, Hans Hofmann stood over him
like Alexander blocking the sun from Diogenes
and said you must paint from nature
and the artist said No.

When he was a little older his wife said
I am an artist like you
and the artist said No.

When he was almost dead his girlfriend said
don’t drink and drive so fast
and the artist said No.

So he wasn’t around to catch the buzz  
when they hung him on the museum wall
with swirls and drips like alpha-particles 
in a Wilson cloud chamber
and someone stopped to stare.

This naturally drew a larger crowd of  viewers
who searched for and found 
cigarette butts and nails, a key and other stuff 
dropped into the paint. Even his handprints

and hippy colors like Monet on acid or pot.
A treasure hunt
with importunate demands for attention
which the painting refused.

Some viewers started speaking in tongues,
they were the critics, and the audience grew.
But the painting ignored them, reflexively
as if  thinking of  his favorite word: No.

The Painting Commissions Its 
Audience
Michael Salcman

The Lost Horizon
Cameron Morse

Grandma Agatha died in Shangri-La Rehab 
& Living Center. She packed her cheek 
with roast beef  and choked in Shangri-La, 
where she didn’t know any of  the people

parked in wheelchairs, entangled with 
breathing tubes and IV stands, slumped 
around the common room, staring 
blankly at the screen or dozing to the chant 

of  a live Chicago audience: Jerry, Jerry, Jerry. 
Who was Jerry? she had wondered. 
Who were these visitors asking, “Do you know 
who I am?” She could only guess 

who the white-bearded man was who wanted 
to have sex with her. She didn’t remember him 
raping her in the basement bedroom, 
didn’t remember hissing, “Stop it, Bernard. I said
 
stop it.” If  she had, she may have taken Shangri-La 
to be a safe house, a refuge, not a place as alien 
and unfriendly as a lamasery in the Himalayas 
where immortals waft above bamboo groves, white 

as her husband’s beard, in their ethereal robes. 
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You will not find me 
in the industrialized, bureaucratic, banality
of  the Holocaust, or in hospitalized death 
penalty chambers equipped with audience seating 
behind one-way mirrored, double-thick glass.

Nor will you find me 
in satellite linked situation rooms 
discussing kill lists by way of  videoconferencing,
or seated in remote control command centers 
launching Hell-Fire missiles 
from unmanned aerial vehicles.

You certainly won’t find me
in Wall Street boardrooms
where bloodless, bottom line, collateral
killers in suits decide every day who will live
and who will die relative to quarterly dividends. 

No, I occupy and ooze out of  handkerchiefs 
secretly tucked away in duffle bags
aboard military transports winging
their way from the desert’s storm
to trophy cases housed in dimly-
lit suburban man caves.

I rest in pieces:
severed heads and hands, mutilated
genitals stuffed in the mouths
of  fallen horse soldiers
on the banks of  the Little Bighorn.

I am the shriveled, blood-matted scalp 
of  Yellow Hair dangling from the neck 
of  Buffalo Bill Cody cantering 
his mount under the big top,
a ghastly ornament admired by the crowned
heads of  Europe and the Czar of  Russia.

Beast
A.G. Price
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I am savagery at its most elemental root
ripping the putrid flesh of  hypocrisy  
from sanitized, televised, and monetized killing.  
I am the beast of  vengeance tugging at its chains.
I am the beast found in every human heart.
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My ideas of  god come from being in the womb,
hearing my parents talk through the ether. 
 
People are the morning
and the city breathes in the blood. 
 
The gunshot in the neighbor’s house
stops the tongue in the middle of  the prayer  
and the temptation to jump into the river
from the bridge as the water rushes by, 
to arrive someplace else, illuminates the nude vein.
 
*
 
The streets shrink from the propaganda 
based on currency at 3AM
and there’s a freedom in the closed storefronts. 
 
The ground and sky exist without logic, 
a table of  contents. 
 
I don’t know what to say, 
the workman peeled the plastic transfer back
and the store lettering stays on the glass,
coins drop into the cup, 
the auction house puts the bottles on the block, 
I build the world out of  my back. 

Green Belt
John Gosslee
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Carnage on the front page one day after inauguration. Surprised by how much a clown car can eat. 
Rung out by the shade thrown on the peaceful transition of  dimension. I want a girlfriend who doesn’t 
know anything about politics to talk to me about meditation. And levitate through layers. Of  rainbow 
cake. And licking the spoon. And press down into discs. Cookie dough sound on wax paper. Ontological 
anxieties dormant like the trees. Instead I’m eating my feelings with only salad. At least I can afford to 
eat my feelings. I constantly fear getting fat meanwhile I’m withering away. Waste not want not have not 
fear not. The haves have only power and fear, bleached assholes and thin skin. Self-obsessed in front of  
monument. Ctrl-Alt-Fact and now I’m rich. Even my cat sneezes gold dust and does magic tricks. I feel 
lonely for the first time in years. Like I care. It feels nice. And also hurts. I’m always dumping 
Tinder dates. The rain pelts at my window. the cold kind that crashes and reminds of  a good read. And 
a clock that has no hands. And a girl who has no plans and has hope that you might change. When 
those two words weren’t just political slogans. When -those three words- weren’t something you forced 
through the mirror. Were pillow talk. And naive. Said just because you could. Yes we did. I blank you. I 
blank out. And fill the void. With politics. 
 

Damn that was a dark 
speech.
Craig Kite
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I wish I had something beautiful inside of  me. 
I wish I had something beautiful to say.
I don’t. I’m sorry. 

I wish there was light extending from my heart to beyond forever
And you could see it from some mountaintop
And together,
We could hear laughter 
And Mozart 
Harps strumming 
Sparkles drumming
Birds flumming 
Enchantment 
Sunbeams 
Blinding my iridescent eyes

I wish love had been real

No matter
It’s all the same
An indifferent world
It’s really not indifference
But loud, pervasive 
Screaming, shrieking shame
Because the world is black
And love is dead
Which means art is dead
Love is over 
In this artist graveyard
Untold is read

Go take the train
To the next port 
Of  a portal
The next dock of  a squortle
And you’ll find me standing there
With my arms above my head
Like some alien 
Waiting to get sucked back
To where I came from 
Instead
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Modern Flame
Erica Schreiner

Of  this mental squalor
This denial of  fame
Because our eyes are all burning
From staring too long at the modern flame

Give me love and love-making 
something that means something 
Please

Forget it
It’s over
Since the sheep have been bleached
The tea has been steeped 
For too long
The water is tepid
The longing is septic 
That longing we had as children
Before the World Wide Web existed
nevermind
nevermind
nevermind
Lou Reed said to me nevermind
Probably better off he died 
Decided 
Not to reincarnate 
He said this world was over 
Said his songs lost their thunder
Thanks to your sacred Internet
He said

Sometimes I feel nostalgia so severely
It makes my heart ache  
Thank your technological device 
Take a picture of  me with your prosthetic vice 

You’ve unknowingly, willingly forfeited your memory

And everyone is just so goddamn pleased with themselves 
So eager to tell you about their latest purchase
And how it differs from their previous purchase
 
I’m sorry I’m 33 and unable to change with the tide
I’m sorry I’m 33 and born in the wrong time

Give me the 60s, the 70s, even the 80s were okay
But this shit
Cocksucker 

Modern Flame - Erica Schreiner
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The degradation of  brain 
That hypnotic mitt soldered to your clumsy paw

And we have two choices
As far as I can see
Accept it or die
Actually just one
Because I perish in mediocrity 

On the train
When I want to scream poetry 
Into the faces of  the extras in my life
The ugly faces
Lit by the blue-light prayer 
They clutch religiously 

And I’m a fucking participant
Barricaded 
In gold participation ribbons
Of  the Millennial generation 

And Jesus never came back for us
Jesus never came back for us
Jesus never came back for us
Jesus never fucking came back.

The Internet was wrong about the weather again today

I wish I would die
I wish I could drop dead in this very moment
I wish the chandelier would bust over my head
I wish stars would crash down and fall into your drinks
And break your beer glasses
And crack out your wine stained teeth
I wish we’d all fucking die
Wipe this planet fucking clean
To start over 
For the cheetahs and the giraffes and jellyfish and the seeds
Whatever is left, they can start again clean 
And the upright animals without fur 
(Flaunting their opposable thumbs)
Can get sucked into hell

I’m negative because I’m negated
Just another artist 
Spat on by time 
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Just another schizophrenic transient prophet 
Some self-proclaimed poet
Unnecessary 
Born in the wrong time

The toilet is overflowing
With new technology 
Better go out and buy it 
I’ll stay home and broadcast
My suicide
Live to view 
On a sapphire glass screen

Anyway this is all one rational hallucination

One explainable dream inside a dream. 

Modern Flame - Erica Schreiner

VHS video still from The Plastic Sea (2017) by Erica Schreiner
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Ugh!  Ugh!  It is a terrible thing, that sonata.  And especially that part. And in general music is a terrible thing! What is 
it?  I don’t understand it. What is music? What does it do? And why does it do what it does? 
—Tolstoy, “The Kreutzer Sonata”
 
 
Pozdnyshev of  course
did not approve
 
of  the Kreutzer Sonata
believing it aroused
 
ungovernable passions
how can that presto
 
be played in a drawing-room
among ladies
 
in low-necked dresses
and Pozdnyshev it must
 
be acknowledged was no
fool though paranoiac
 
for it is not hard
to imagine a man
 
and a woman perhaps
another man’s wife
 
with a pair of  fine breasts
caught up in the piece
 
flushed with excitement
gazing across
 
a piano still ringing
that final chord

into eyes moist and widened
yes one imagines
 
it might not take much
to get such a woman
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Kreutzer Sonata
Lance LeGrys

such a woman that is
who really could play
 
the Kreutzer Sonata
out of  her dress
 
and as for the man
why we can assume
 
the bastard had planned 
the whole thing from the start
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The snow brings forth the mountain:
Slipping free from its peak
unblemished and
young
it is taken
by the wind;
 
frenzied, it obscures until
the mountain emerges
again
tall and
bare
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Postpartum
II
The Mountain
Ankó 

Completion
Ankó 
a betrayal
of  the fervent mind
a mind that longs for caress:
a phantom touch.
 
You can feel it, you
with palms against chest
running the seam
you, of  fortune’s womb.
 
You can feel it, you
long sung acceptance -
cresting breaths marking nourishment’s path
soon-burning heart dispelling lonesome dearth
 
You can feel it, you
you can know it;
warmth awash beneath hands
purring down, intimate
to where nothing needs to be found
 
You can feel it, you
can know it.
 
 
 
I can feel it, too.
 
when eyes are left to slumber
when hands of  mine glide to trace
to glow between fingers;
intimate that selfsame purr
I can feel it, too
how it joins together, stitchless
nerve-endings alight
the unmarked path
I can feel it
 
but I cannot know it.
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Heavy hung may one only look -
completion, replete of  caress.
I can feel it
mimickry’s hard-spun jest
can want it
can ache for it;
your hands run that seam.
 
I can feel it, I
but I may ne’er know it
 
not like you.

 The Opiate, Summer Vol. 10

An Afternoon Colloquium
Chris Fahrenthold

Emerging from the sacristy at four
to white linen, perhaps later a ghost,
a wand, a paten of  pastries, some notes—
 
some hasty homilies to introduce
the conversation: “What is heresy
in poetry?” Bad, dishonest verses.
 
No spirit curses being summoned down
to speak through a glowing cloud, torch-lit mist
and fallow flesh, brittle, with jam and brie.
 
The tabletop’s invisible Turner
now rattles with the rumcake mystery—
the book, the dead, the living, their voices
all merging in the nave at almost five.
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He told me not to go – he was always telling – 
but, it was too late when he called, too late for this evening’s sermon.
And I – I was already sipping on yage: sacred leaves mixed up real good with sacred vines. 
This was the only spirituality I could understand, 
                                                                                 transporting me to an in-between dream.
He told me not to go, and there was something else, also – that didn’t matter now. 
I had discovered the cure for my unrest in her: Ayahuasca, my spirit rope keeper. 
She dropped down the woven ladder for me to climb. 
“Come on up,” she said and I obliged. 
Up I went, rung by plaited rung, never looking down.
And while his voice faded in my ear, the sweet, dreamy, dream dew drops clouded my eyes.
Oh how those rainbow prisms glowed, beholden only by those who had made the trek,
never looking down, but always up, 
                                                                                                                                 and up
                                                                                                          and up                                                   
                                                                                and up
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But I went
Haylee Massaro

Behave yourself,
I warned my reflection
in the bathroom mirror.

I’m trying to shave, I said,
my other half  distracted,
condensation obscuring
his crooked grin –
which most mistake
for snarling menace.

You’re up to something,
I told myself.
Then we both laughed,
knowing full well the truth
is not always the answer.

I And I
Bruce McRae
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tried
to forget
the famine. 

We leave 
what we build
in order to build
again. 

Leaving is
the true art
of  creating. 
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The Farmhouse
Thomas Fucaloro

Knuckles white—
tight on a turning wheel, plowing 
across a bridge that spans four thousand years.

Hands clutch a brittle clay, searching 
for sculptures lost to repeating winters—
the potter knows his work is wrecked.

The priest-king and dancing girl
beckon the faithful: Ishmael has come home to Isaac.
The sins of  the father are visited on the sons.

An overturned cart as collateral damage, 
cut flowers litter the street: roses, tulips, nasturtium—
tansy, poppies, hyssop—lilies, hyacinth, willow.

This is the death of  air.
Any action is a step to the block, 
to the fire, down the sea’s throat.

Watch the peepal leaves stir. 
Sacred bark cannot stanch the bleeding.
We need the absent wind to blow.

History Is Now and England
Marissa Glover
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CRITICISM
Atmospheric Disturbances: A Greater Allegory 
for Growing Disconnected From the One You 
Love
Genna Rivieccio

 To most, Rivka Galchen’s debut novel, 
Atmospheric Disturbances, is a straightforward enough 
tale about a copy of  something so easily replacing 
the original without anyone else being able to 
detect it. The image of  Saddam Hussein’s many 
body doubles somehow comes to mind. And yes, 
there’s plenty of  symbolism to this notion of  false 
equivalents in a century when the synthetic is overly 
encouraged rather than accordingly maligned. In 
this case, the carbon copy is of  Leo Liebenstein’s 
wife, Rema, an Argentinian woman much younger 

than Leo’s own fifty-one years. In his post as 
psychiatrist (aren’t all the mad ones psychiatrists?), 
Leo is especially attuned to psychosis, chiefly “Rema-
based psychosis,” which is what convinces him that 
the “ersatz” woman he sees before him one day is 
not truly his wife. 
 Along with the aid of  Harvey, one of  his more 
crackpot patients—or who he formerly thought was 
a crackpot patient before coming to see his side of  
things—and Tzvi Gal-Chen (not a coincidence that 
it’s barely differentiated from Rivka’s own last name), 
a dead meteorologist with ties to the Royal Academy 
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of  Meteorology, Leo attempts to track 
down his real wife in Argentina. The 
aforementioned institution, along with 
Gal-Chen himself, was something 
Leo previously thought was mere 
cockamamie spouted from Harvey. 
Yet, upon receiving emails from the 

erstwhile dead meteorologist, Leo 
begins to think that maybe Gal-Chen 
holds the key to finding a woman 
whose true essence—true spirit—has 
fundamentally emptied out into the 
ether. 
 In email correspondences 
with one another, Gal-Chen states, 
“My daughter once came home 
from school very excited about some 
lecture—this was years ago, before I 
died, though just right before—and 
she said her English teacher had 
talked about what the dead sound 
like in Dante. This funny thing about 
Dante’s dead, which is that they know 
the past, and even the future, but they 
don’t know the present. About the 
present they have all these questions 
for Dante. And that somehow is what 
being alive is, to be suspended in the 
present, to be suspended in time. 

She seemed to feel this really meant 
something. That and also that the 
dead know themselves better than the 
living do.” Gal-Chen’s self-reference 
to himself  being dead and therefore 
somewhat sager than Leo at this point 
gives way to a larger allusion: that 

Rema as he knew her is dead. While 
some will prefer to take Atmospheric 
Disturbances on a literal sci-fi level, 
one can’t help but feel Galchen 
is addressing an even more fear-
inducing possibility. And it’s not that 
the one you love can be bodysnatched 
in an instant—it’s that you can wake 
up one day after years together and 
realize you’ve incrementally and 
undercuttingly grown so far apart 
from him or her that you can only just 
now recognize that there’s something 
different. Rema’s essential deadness 
to Leo infers that in her so-called 
absence, she is perhaps the wiser of  
the two for ascertaining the level of  
disrepair that has developed between 
them.
 The beginning of  their 
relationship is marked when the two 
meet at a Hungarian pastry shop, 

where Leo manages to capture 
her heart in spite of  her physical 
superiority. And possibly because 
Rema is so much younger than 
him when they first develop their 
romance, Leo is particularly sensitive 
to the “atmospheric disturbances” 

that occur within her—and therefore 
in their relationship—as she further 
matures and evolves as a result of  not 
being as naturally set in her ways as 
someone of  his older age.
 Her reassurances that she 
loves him do not assuage Leo’s 
constant worry that she might leave 
him, might suddenly look in the 
mirror one day and discover she 
still has enough years left to bag a 
man more on her level, socially and 
aesthetically. The weather itself  is of  
course the grandest allegory of  all 
in Atmospheric Disturbances, with Gal-
Chen’s weather specialty in Doppler 
radar serving as a mirror for the 
fragments of  Rema coming from one 
single source he’s constantly trying 
to pinpoint. In effect, Doppler radar 
becomes “Dopplerganger radar.”
 On his quest to find out where 

“Leo’s insecurity constantly 
feeds into doubting the relation-
ship, which, in turn, becomes 
a self-fulfilling prophecy, one 
fulfilled via his own delusions.”
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the real Rema is, Leo finds himself  
on a journey with Harvey to her 
hometown of  Buenos Aires, where 
he meets her mother, who appears 
to be equally as out of  touch with 
reality when it comes to Rema. As the 
two form a personable alliance, the 
“simulacrum” comes to collect him. 
Nonetheless, he remains convinced it 
isn’t really her. Harvey attempts to ask 
him deductive reasoning questions 
to help him truly understand what’s 
making him believe it can only be 
an impostor, leading the line of  
inquiry to the notion that perhaps, 
unlike Tina Turner said, love does 
have something to do with it. In an 
exchange between Harvey and Leo 
in which Harvey asks of  Rema’s 
dog, “Does the doppelganger love 
Anatole?,” Leo responds, “Why all 
this talk about love, Harvey? What’s 
happening to your interest in the 
weather?” Harvey counters, “I often 
find that it’s love that lies at the center 
of  things, don’t you?” Yes, even an 
insane person can see that—indeed, 
it’s probably what drove him insane 
to begin with. 
 Leo’s constant fear of  the real 
Rema cheating on him with another 
indubitably adds to this gradual 
building of  distance, enhancing his 
conviction that the real Rema is gone. 
Debating whether or not he can learn 
to love the simulacrum or if  the real 
Rema could ever love another man, 
Leo, in Psych 101 fashion, references 
Freud’s stance on “ersatz love,” stating, 
“‘He can be nothing more than the 
illusion of  the recovery of  that love; 
he can only be the ersatz love, you 
see; no other sensible explanation 
for her affection toward him would 
exist.’ I knew I was going on, but 
having arrived so dispirited, I now felt 
compelled to speak from a position of  

superior knowledge. ‘In fact, Harvey, 
this is all rather analogous to how 
Freud ‘discovered’ transference in 
the first place. Do you know? He had 
this experience, early in his career, 
of  this beautiful young woman 
emerging from hypnosis, throwing 
her arms around his neck, and kissing 
him passionately. It haunted him. 
He felt certain, I suppose, that she 
couldn’t have really been attracted 
to him personally, that he must have 
functioned as a stand-in for someone 
else. I mean, it’s interesting—if  Freud 
had considered himself  attractive, he 
might never have made his discovery, 
he simply would have assumed the girl 
found him straightforwardly alluring. 
Surely that’s what Jung would have 
thought. Although Freud takes 
his idea to an extreme—he seems 
to think transference explains the 
origin of  all love, that there’s always 
a thicket of  past people between any 
two lovers.” And yes, this “thicket 
of  past people” surely applies to the 
relationship deteriorating between 
Leo and Rema, as it does to most 
attempting monogamy in the twenty-
first century. 
 Occasionally prone to 
subconsciously acknowledging that 
it is he who has changed, who has 
ceased to look at her in the same way, 
Leo muses on his decision to leave 
home for college: “And sometimes I 
think, contrary to popular belief, that 
being the one who is leaving is more 
difficult than being the one who is 
left, and I say this only because my 
mind has often stuck on the image of  
my mother lying on our wool-acrylic 
blend upholstered sofa…” Because, 
once again, he has left someone 
behind—figuratively and literally. 
So vehemently telling himself  that 
this couldn’t possibly the Rema he 

once loved, the insinuation of  this 
sort of   “willed depersonalization” 
is made early on in the novel as Leo 
justifies, “Willed depersonalization 
is entirely normal, a valid, even 
laudable, coping technique. Only 
unwilled depersonalizations would be 
a cause for concern.” His, it seems, is 
a combination. 
 The tone of  Leo’s voice 
as the novel progresses indeed 
sounds increasingly detached and 
clinical, as though some sort of  
defense mechanism, a means of  
protection from getting too close to 
the subject—his former love. In true 
removed fashion, Leo comments, 
“People naturally perseverate on 
their personal tragedies, even though 
such perseveration doesn’t really 
serve anyone, neither the living nor 
the dead. I mean, there’s research on 
these things. It’s simply not a practical 
use of  time to think constantly of  
the dead. I’m not heartless, and I do 
regret that I must sound that way, and 
I understand how resilience is in its 
way a demonic kind of  strength, a 
strength not unrelated to a capacity 
for indifference, a strength that is 
discomfiting evidence against the 
existence of  true, eternal love.” And 
resilient, indeed, does Leo appear to 
be in the face of  his loss of  Rema, 
revealing just how rubbery the 
human spirit and heart can be when 
it comes to surmounting crippling 
disappointment. But is it necessarily 
recovery so much as deep-seated 
suppression and denial of  emotions? 
 It isn’t that Leo’s wife has 
been replaced. It’s that Rema was 
never really his in the first place—
most obviously because she has 
normal social skills, attractiveness 
and youth, all in direct opposition to 
Leo’s Aspergic detachment and aging 

Atmospheric Disturbances: A Greater Allegory for Growing Disconnected From the One You Love - Genna Rivieccio
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crustiness. Knowing the discrepancy 
between their “match-readiness” 
for each other, Leo’s insecurity 
constantly feeds into doubting the 
relationship, which, in turn, becomes 
a self-fulfilling prophecy, one fulfilled 
via his own delusions. 
 In Liesl Schillinger’s New 
York Times review, Leo’s sudden 
inability to see Rema the same way 
as the inevitable and heart-wrenching 
distance between two people occurs 
after enough time spent together 
is dubbed the “lessening of  love.” 
Some of  us can handle it and go 
about the relationship knowing 
that it’s all become rote, carried out 
because of  a sense of  obligation 
and the congenital human need to 
not be alone. Others of  us prefer to 
create an elaborate excuse for why 
it’s all gone horribly awry, somehow 
involving Doppler radar, dead or 
imagined meteorologists and  a touch 
of  science fiction. 
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