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“If nothing could save us, 
not money, not a male 
body, and not even study-
ing, we might as well de-
stroy everything immedi-
ately.”  

-Elena Ferrante, narrating as 
Elena Greco in The Story of 

a New Name
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It is said that “he who learns must suffer.” Luckily for women, it doesn’t seem to apply based on that 
pronoun. Except that it’s rather unlucky as maybe that’s why we are so often doomed to repeat the 
same mistakes again and again without ever learning, ergo serving to compound a certain gender-
specific masochism. Or am I just deriving that notion from the business of putting out a magazine? 
In any case, feminine masochism is a particular theme that seems to run throughout Vol. 17 of The 
Opiate, starting with the commencing fiction piece from Dahna Cohen-Schwartz entitled “Autumn 
Ocean Crashing.” 

Detailing the struggles that Jordanna has with “disambiguat(ing) love from sex,” Cohen-Schwartz 
lays out the brutal struggle of a woman with issues of obsession and codependency as she can’t seem 
to unfurl the tie she feels to the object of her affection, Tom. That he happens to be in a polyamourous 
“situation” only further serves to dig the blade into Jordanna (both figuratively and literally). But 
for all of her displays of self-torture, none of them ever move Tom, so much as push him away. It’s a 
phenomenon that many females have endured, even in the present era of the so-called “independent 
woman” (even though it was also theoretically happening when Destiny’s Child sang of it in 2001, it 
was evidently just wishful thinking finally manifested into a more concrete reality post-#MeToo).For 
there still appears to be nothing worse than the rejection of a man somehow signaling that a woman 
is worth nothing if she can’t finagle that specific genre of approval. 

To that end, Youssef Alaoui’s “When the Phone Rang” speaks of the type of god commonly associated 
with misogyny (that is to say, all of them, but particularly the one of the Muslim brand). And as our 
protagonist, of sorts, Muhammed is left with little choice but to “commune with god” thanks to his 
state of imprisonment, he finds that avoiding chats with Abdelazis is an impossible feat. For there’s 
nothing more annoying than the sound of an unanswered telephone. Also available in his short story 
collection, Fiercer Monsters, published by Nomadic Press of Oakland and Brooklyn, “When the 
Phone Rang” is a dastardly interpretation of what a modern conversation with god might sound like.

No stranger to The Opiate “gang,” Max DeVoe Talley’s always “wonderfully weird” (as more 
politically correct literary journals might describe his flavor) writing style saturates the suburban hell 
narrative of “All That Is Unknown.” Then again, it is, more often than not, consistently the “bland” 
milieu of suburbia where all the freakiest shit happens. And not just of “the milkman’s son” variety.

On the subject of suburban-propelled lore, O’ar Pali’s fable-like “The Boy Who Found the Compass” 
is a modern parable of how easy (and preferable) it is for people to believe a more palatable lie 
over the truth--particularly if the lie has been told for so long that to subvert it with the truth would be 
unfathomable. But this is exactly what five-year-old Peter, along with his gecko sidekick, Evie, is tasked 
with. And as the duo makes their way through Arctic lands to attempt to debunk a longstanding myth, 
they encounter the likes of penguins, polar bears, walruses and even reindeer in their indefatigable 
quest to disseminate the real truth. If it seems vaguely familiar it’s probably because it sounds very 
much like living in America for the past three years.

Popping our nonfiction cherry is Bob Chikos, with an essay called “Probably,” detailing his time spent 
in a low-income housing development observing the distinct goings-on around him, one family in 
particular standing out to him over the course of his thirteen years spent living on the premises.

Editor’s Note Another first for The Opiate comes with the initial set of poems in the poetry section, originally written 
by Julio Monteiro Martins and translated by Helen Wickes and Donald Stang. That first being, of 
course, that we’ve never had the work of an Italian poet translated into English (though we did have 
Hungarian poet Kinga Fabó generously translate her poems from French to English back in Vol. 
11). “The Museum of the Statues of Salt” (original title: “Il museo delle statue di sale”) & “Everyone 
Is Asleep” (original title: “Dormono tutti”). For those unfamiliar with Monteiro Martins, he was an 
established professor of creative writing at universities including the Camões Institute of Lisbon and 
eventually going on to teach Portuguese Language and Literary Translation at the University of Pisa. 
Of his vast array of published works, available in Portuguese and Italian, few have been translated 
to English, thus this is a truly special honor for The Opiate to serve as a conduit for Monteiro Martins’ 
work to become more widely known. Taking Italy on as a second home after ending up in Pisa, 
Monteiro Martins also notably published a collaborative work with Antonio Tabucchi, Bernardo 
Bertolucci, Dario Fo, Erri De Luca and Gianni Vattimo in 2001 called Non siamo in vendita - voices 
against the regime. As for his translators, Wickes’ work has appeared in Boulevard, Massachusetts 
Review, Slag Review, Sagarana, Soundings East, Spillway, TriQuarterly, Atlanta Review, ZYZZYVA, 
thedreamingmachine.com, among many others. Four books of her poetry have been published. 
Stang, obviously and as you’ll soon see from the meticulous translation, is a longtime student of 
Italian. His translations of Italian poetry have appeared or are forthcoming in We Call Your Name: 
Poems of Resistance and Resilience (both published by Sixteen Rivers Press), Carrying the Branch 
(published by Glass Lyre Press), Silk Road, Apple Valley Review, Apricity Magazine, America and 
thedreamingmachine.com.

Following is Liz Duff Young’s “minor chthonic gods and grandmothers (Montreuil cemetery),” about 
an “older than old” woman (the personification of eternity) who, accordingly, has done her fair share 
of deeds, including having sex in “a bedroom that faced the cemetery across the street.” This being 
one of the most powerful images of the poem, for what could be a more stark contrast yet similar 
course of life than fucking and dying? Overpowering its reader with colorful visions of the passage 
of time, the memorable conclusion will surely leave you thinking about the poem long after you’ve 
read it. 

Much as is the case with the equally visually assaulting imagery of Maureen Siegel’s “Field Trip,” 
which rightly posits the benefit of packaging sex as art, the “simple naked surface” also being “a 
brilliant business.” Surely Madonna would agree with such a sentiment (sorry, those who know me 
best know I have Madonna Tourette’s, and will relate most things to her if given the opportunity). 

Generously providing The Opiate with four poems for this volume, Alex Feldman returns to our pages 
(his work has also appeared in Vol. 12 and on the magazine’s website) with “Her Tuesday Night Call; 
A Precursor to My Friday Night Loneliness OR From Her End of the Line,” “Men Are,” “Just a Shitty 
Poem” and “Black.” Though varying in theme, each poem offers Feldman’s neo-William S. Burroughs 
way of describing things.

Another veteran, Martin Parsons, infiltrates Vol. 17, as well as bringing along his presumed relation, 
Aidan Parsons for a collaborative poem called “The Weekend Strut,” reminding one that a Nasdat-
inspired lilt is still alive and well. The independently written “Halley’s comet will still pass” brings a one-
two punch to the appearance of Parsons, pointing out that “you can do as you want/To yourselves, 
to your world/Beyond you, life goes on.”
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And thank god or whoever for that, for even kings are not immune to the fast-churning tides of 
mortality. Which is so much the better for “The Old King” in Laura C. Wendorff’s poem of the same 
name. He who wears his “responsibility like an heirloom...like a gilded sorrow woven with thorns.” 
Because like Biggie said, “mo money, mo problems.” Or at least that’s what the poverty-stricken 
writer must tell herself. This, fittingly, brings us to the second poem from Wendorff, “Math Facts.” 
Incisively speaking to the way the average American lives, which is to say “comfortably” in debt, 
Wendorff iterates the cavalier manner we justify our constant state of “downward mobility” by such 
logic as “ten thousand down and three hundred a month for several years—and then it was ours!” 

As someone who has spoken many times about her own personal debt problems in the Editor’s Note 
section of this magazine (primarily because one of the reasons for said debt is the cost of engaging 
with the print medium), it is a poem of remarkable plangency. 

Ending on a note that pertains to that other great human struggle apart from making enough money to 
render life somewhat pleasurable, the relationship one has with her parents, Elena Ferrante’s Troubling 
Love serves as the buttress for supporting just how little we can ever really know our progenitors. That 
is, until we actually morph into them, slowly and then all at once...as though witnessing some sort of 
now you see you, now you see a hyper-stylized version of you magic trick. 

In Delia’s case, the sudden and brutal death of her mother, Amalia, incites her to return to the roots 
she ripped herself away from in Naples (because it’s Ferrante, the tableau must always be Naples, 
it would be like William Faulkner not setting his stories in the South, for apparently writers from the 
South in any country feel irrevocable ties to it). As she tries to unearth more about Amalia and the life 
she led separate from her husband and children, Delia becomes increasingly aware that the spectral 
presence she feels all around her isn’t a literal haunting, so much as the spirit and soul of Amalia living 
on within the daughter who once vowed to be different from her matriarch. The symbolic death of 
Amalia on Delia’s birthday, May 23rd, is compounded by the fact that it takes place in Spaccavento, 
a place near the region of Minturno, where Delia’s family once rented a room for the summer during 
her preadolescence. Like so much of her mother’s life, Delia can’t fathom her death, specifically her 
reasons for choosing this specific location to die. 

As with the mystery that goes hand in hand with trying to discover who one’s parent really is—
particularly that sphinx called Mother—Delia has to reconcile that she may never know for sure. 
Fortunately and unfortunately, the secret lives on within her, to be manifested in bits and pieces as 
Delia’s life, and the legacy she carries with it, continues. 

Since I’m never having no fuckin’ kids, I guess The Opiate will have to be the Delia to my Amalia.

Genna Rivieccio
Paris, France
April 3, 2019 

FICTION
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Autumn Ocean Crashing
Dahna Cohen-Schwartz

 He picked her up from the bus stop. She 
got into his safe, practical, parentally purchased Volvo. 
The Dead Kennedys were playing, and he talked about 
joining his girlfriend’s credit union. His girlfriend, he 
said, didn’t care if  he fucked other girls, since “She’s not 
dumb enough to think fucking someone means you love 
them.” Jordanna wondered if  his comment was directed 
at her, five years ago, nineteen years old, and unable to 
get out of  bed for months, trying to disambiguate love 
from sex.
 His apartment was in a sprawling brown brick 
row house in the middle of  Baltimore. It was the night 
before Halloween. The air was humid, without the chill 
that was beginning to work its way through the night 
back home in New York. She was supposedly only really 
there to visit her friend in Silver Spring. Tom was just a 
stop along the way. She asked for a drink they got inside 
and he left her with a glass of  whiskey while he went out 

to get condoms.
 She glanced over the bookshelf  next to the TV; 
mostly old college textbooks, some manga, some Bu-
kowski, an old school Nintendo system with Duck Hunt 
guns. She began to walk down a hallway, in the direction 
of  the bedroom, but stopped herself. She would spare 
herself  seeing the bed that he and his girlfriend shared.  
She wandered into the kitchen and stared at the only 
magnet on their fridge; the kind you get at prom, or a 
wedding, with a photo booth picture of  the two of  them.
 Jordanna was staring at herself  in a nautical 
mirror at the end of  the hallway when he came back.
 “Cool mirror,” she said.
 “Thanks. It’s Kate’s,” he said, uttering her into 
existence.
 “Oh cool. Where is she?”
 “She went to a wedding in Virginia, with a 
friend.”
 Jordanna had put up for months with his elab-

orate explanations of  polyamory, 
before finally she conceded to see 
him. 
 “She didn’t want to meet me 
or anything?”
 “No, you two wouldn’t get 
along. You’re complete opposites. Do 
you want to go to the bedroom?”
 “I don’t want to go to your 
room,” she said. 
 He poured more whiskey, 
then led Jordanna by the hand over 
to the couch.
 He had promised her that it 
would feel natural.
“But what if  it’s awkward?” she had 
whined over the phone, days before 
their encounter. “What if  you’re not 
attracted to me anymore? What if  
you realize you don’t like me?”
 She had been sitting in the 
living room at her parents’ house. It 
was late on a Friday night and he was 
drunk.
 “Like you? I could fall in love 
with you.”
 “What about your 
girlfriend?”
 “You and I would have our 
own thing.”
 The transparencies of  a 
lothario’s sweet talking were evident 
to her. His smooth operating had 
been what kept her sleeping with him 
through that whole freshman year of  
college, even after he told her, while 
he was inside of  her that he had 
started dating someone. He had been 
through three different girlfriends 
by the time Jordanna left the school 
they both attended and transferred 
to a school back in New York. He 
had come to see her in her studio 
apartment, where she lived, alone. 
At that point he had already begun 
dating Kate. That had been the last 
time she’d seen him, two years ago, 
when she’d told him she loved him 
and next to her, in her bed, he told 
her he was in love with someone else. 
They had kept in touch, online and 

sometimes on the phone, and here  
she was again, getting fucked and 
humiliated on his girlfriend’s couch.  
After, they watched an episode of  Star 
Trek before he suggested that she call 
her friend in Silver Spring to come 
pick her up.
 “Maybe I’ll come see you 
around Thanksgiving,” he said.

***
 It was the day before 
Valentine’s Day when they saw each 
other again. He had cancelled on 
Thanksgiving, screwing his high 
school ex instead. Of  course he 
never said so much to Jordanna. She 
deduced it from elaborate Facebook 
stalking and piecing together clues 
from old text messages, and of  
course the nagging, tortuous sense of  
suspicion like a punch in the gut that 
she called intuition. His excuse was 
expenses. It was half  true. His ex was 
right there in Jersey, where his parents 
lived, and Jordanna was all the way in 
New York.
 Jordanna had cursed him, 
deleted his number, and for months 
they had not exchanged a word. 
Then one day she broke down and 
emailed him. Then one day he texted 
her. And then there they were again, 
together at a motel in D.C.
 Tom was all eyes. Big brown, 
stoned eyes. He was all eyes and 
she could not find herself. His gaze 
drowned her. His gaze flooded the 
whole room, crashing like waves 
against the stained beige walls, and 
the stained industrial carpet and the 
stained bedspread. 
 He and Kate were in the 
process of  breaking up.
 “Home is desolate,” she said 
to him. Her tarot cards were laid out 
on the blanket between the two of  
them, as they sat cross-legged.
 He just laughed, and swigged 
from his handle of  whiskey. She took 
a sip too. The little black slip she wore 

worked on him like a magnet.
 “Remember that time you 
folded my laundry for me?” he asked.
 She, of  course, remembered 
everything, but how he could recall 
anything with the amount of  pot he 
smoked, with the amount of  girls he 
fucked was dumbfounding to her. She 
briefly met his eyes and nodded.
 “That gave me a major 
domesticity boner,” he said. Some 
deeply repressed part of  her cringed. 
“Can you just like, walk around and 
do stuff?”
 She proceeded to bend over 
picking items out of  her luggage 
and place them on the bureau. She 
packed away her tarot cards. The 
slip was short, revealing the whole of  
her thick upper thigh. He appeared 
behind her, kissing her neck, and 
her ear, but never her mouth. She 
wouldn’t ask him why he never kissed 
her mouth, but he never had.  
 “Smack me in the face,” she 
said. 
 “That’s new,” he replied, 
raising his eyebrows. She looked him 
in the eye and nodded. Then in a 
flash his palm met her cheek, causing 
her to flinch and gasp.
 “How was that?” he asked.
 “Harder.”
 If  their mouths were without 
romantic connection, like long talks 
or nice meals or deep kisses, she 
figured they could have something 
else.
 They could have long 
distance text-based interface 
peppered with violent fucking and 
moments of  tenderness. It could be 
brilliant, in its own way. One of  the 
women who she was could come alive 
and flourish in that arrangement, 
while another one of  her selves would 
have to wither, starving for a bursting 
red heart. 

***
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 She walked through Midtown 
Manhattan with tears streaming 
down her face. The weeping in public 
thing was becoming a problem. Last 
week she’d stood crying at the bus 
stop on her way home from work, 
as he screamed at her through the 
phone,
 “I don’t understand why 
you’re acting like this. Your jealousy 
is so creepy. I would understand 
if  you were my girlfriend, BUT 
YOU’RE NOT MY FUCKING 
GIRLFRIEND.”
 “You told me you spent 
two hours making out with your 
co-worker after you spent all night 
fucking me without kissing me once.”
 “You’re insane,” he’d said. 
“Don’t contact me for one week.”
 Now he was on the phone, 
screaming at her again, as she headed 
towards the train.
 “You have to stop texting 
me,” he said. “You were supposed 
to wait for me contact you. But you 
couldn’t even do that.”
 The week of  ex-
communication had ended, and she 
had not heard back from him. In her 
anger, she had written him an email 
referring to him as a self-entitled 
parasite, which was a term her 
mother had used to refer to her once.
 “You never wrote to me,” she 
said. She was staring at the blur of  
lights through her tears. She sobbed 
openly into the phone, “You never 
wrote to me.”
 “I did!” he said. “I don’t 
know what happened, but I did email 
you. I don’t know why you didn’t get 
it.”
 “You ignored my texts,” she 
said.
 “That’s because I was fucking 
a college professor in Northampton 
all weekend!” he said, and hung up.

***

 “There’s no way to avoid 
the state of  Maryland, is there?” 
Jordanna asked. Her best friend, 
Grace, was driving, and Jordanna sat 
in the passenger seat looking down at 
her phone, waiting for Tom’s reply.
 “Not if  you’re going from 
New York to Tennessee,” Grace said.
 “It gives me tremors.”
 “Maybe you need to go there 
and make some descansos. Mark the 
little deaths in your life. “
 “Can you please stop 
paraphrasing advice from Women 
Who Run with the Wolves?”
 “In just five hours…” Grace 
said.
 “Be realistic, it’s more like 
seven hours with this traffic.”
 “In less than ten hours, we’ll 
be in the mountains. At a Rainbow 
Gathering.
 “Yes, and then you’ll be 
moving to Asheville, and what about 
me?”
 “And you’ll get back into 
therapy...” Grace said. 
 “Hey, I am working on it, 
okay?” Jordanna said. “I go to that 
group once a week and I take the 
Prozac and I have a job now, which 
means I’m functional.”
 “You’re a receptionist for an 
insurance company, Jordanna, you 
hate your job. I told you to move 
down here with me, I don’t know 
what is stopping you.”
 Jordanna’s phone buzzed 
and she saw it was Tom, but she 
couldn’t bear to read his message.
 “Let’s just listen to this song 
again,” Jordanna said, and skipped to 
the track on the burned CD that was 
“Silver Spring” by Fleetwood Mac. 
Her eyes teared, and through the 
watery blur, all the headlights on the 
highway looked like rainbows.

***
 “Grace looks different,” Tom 
said.
 “What? Yeah, she got really 
skinny after her second abortion.” 
 “Good for her. What are you 
wearing? Your brother’s pants?” he 
asked, pulling at the wide leg of  her 
jeans.
 She dropped her shoulders, 
avoiding his eyes as usual. 
 “It’s my traveling look.” 
 He smirked and then pushed 
her down on the bed.
 They did not get right into 
it. For a moment they lied there 
breathing, their mouths close but 
never touching. He removed her 
shirt. Then he broke the silence. 
 “How do you want to do 
this?” he asked, in this douchey liberal 
arts school voice he’d been perfecting 
since he graduated. There was only 
a hint of  New Jersey left in his newly 
affected speech. 
 “Get out your belt,” she 
commanded him.
 “All the websites I looked 
at said not to use belts. Like it’s 
dangerous.”
 “It’ll be fine,” she told him, 
coming to the ground on all fours.
 He walked over to his 
backpack, which was propped up in 
the corner. He pulled out lube and a 
tiny notebook, took off his belt and 
laid them all on the night table next 
to the bible.
 “So like, I just choke you with 
this?” he asked, picking up the belt.
 “Yeah just choke me with 
it,” she replied, watching her breasts 
hang over their own shadow in the 
dim motel room. He was still fully 
clothed.
 She felt the leather wrap 
around her neck. 
 “Tighter,” she gasped. His 
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knuckles whitened.
 “Get up,” he whispered, 
pulling at the belt, leading her to the 
bed. 
 She put her face into the 
pillow, and arched her back. He 
picked up the lube and the notebook.
 “Wait!” she shouted, 
throwing off her restraint. She leaped 

towards her own luggage, from which 
she extracted a little ruffled blue skirt.
 “Pretend like I’m a little 
girl,” she told him, yanking out her 
ponytail, and re-tying her hair into 
two pigtails. 
 “But I already wrote out a 
scene for us,” he said, showing her 
the notebook.
 She rolled her eyes and shook 
her head. He smiled a little. They 
had once been in a workshop class 
together, a small class where they all 
sat around a big table, and she would 
always catch him watching her. He 
told her that he liked the faces she 
made, the expression of  her rolling 
eyes.
 He paused and looked at 

her, topless, in the little girl skirt. She 
felt his eyes burning into her the way 
they had the first time he’d looked at 
her, as she walked down the stairs in 
a lecture hall. Even before she had 
turned around, she felt him watching 
her, and it made her whole body 
come alive. She bent over by the edge 
of  the bed, where he sat, holding his 

notebook.
 “Your ass…” he groaned, in 
a voice that sounded more familiar. 
“Someone should write a concept rap 
about your ass.” There it was again, 
that pretension. 
 “Do it!” she replied, having 
no idea what a concept rap was. The 
belt rested limply in his hand.
 For a moment their eyes met, 
making her blush and look away. He 
came down to the floor, pulled the 
lube off the nightstand, and she cried 
out, 
 “Please Mister! No! I’m just a 
little girl!” 

***

 Her Craigslist ride dropped 

her off in Baltimore, where she met 
him on the street, and he led her to 
the basement apartment, which he 
had moved into, alone.
 “This is my bachelor pad,” 
he said, gesturing to encompass the 
view of  a newspaper and an ironing 
board. 
 “Very nice,” she said, trying 

to act cool. Inside her head the gears 
turned in what he’d called “paranoid 
fits of  rejection.” He had not wanted 
her to come. She’d been down in 
Tennessee with Grace, living in the 
woods for ten days, and the plan had 
been to ride with these people all the 
way back to New York. But the driver 
had an aunt in Silver Spring, who he 
had wanted to visit, and she could 
not pass through Maryland without 
at least contacting him.
 “Sorry,” he had said. “I have 
a dinner party. If  it ends early, I’ll let 
you know.”
 “Are you okay?” her Craigslist 
ride had asked. Her deep, dark eyes 
sank in misery, appearing black and 
hollow. Her grief  was unmistakable. 

“‘Grace looks different,’ 
Tom said. ‘What? Yeah, she 
got really skinny after her 
second abortion.’” 
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Twenty minutes later, when Tom 
changed his mind, even her Craigslist 
ride had sounded relieved, and 
asked “So we are dropping you off in 
Baltimore?”

***

 “You hate me,” she said, 
sitting up on the bed. Tom propped 
his head up with his hand, still 
sprawled out beside her.
 “I don’t hate you,’ he said.
 “Perfunctory.”
 “I don’t. I just think you 
have separation anxiety. We live two 
hundred miles apart. I’m going to 
sleep with other people.”
 It all made sense when she 
looked at him, yet the words in text 
on a screen were always unbearable. 
 He recognized it too, and 
said, “You’re so much different when 
I actually see you. Sometimes I forget 
you have deep, serious issues. It’s not 
exactly like you hide it, but when I’m 
with you I forget. But then when we 
communicate at a distance, you seem 
like someone else.”
 “It’s good we’re talking about 
this,” she said.
 Her mind was still in the 
Appalachian Mountains back in 
Tennessee, in an open field of  
buttercups, drenched in sunlight. 
A girl was reading her tarot cards. 
“Crowned by the three of  swords,” 
the girl had said, pointing to a red 
heart pierced by daggers in the rain.  
Jordanna had looked down at the 
card and said, “That is romance. 
That is love.” The girl looked back 
at her confused. “But love is love, 
like the two of  cups or the lovers 
standing naked in paradise,” the girl 
said. “This is bondage. This is pain. 
Just because they contain the same 
elements—clouds, the color red, the 
allusion to penetration—does not 
mean they are the same.”
 “So what do you want to 

do, Jordanna?” Tom asked, playfully 
touching her knee.
 “I need to shower,” she said. 
“I’ve been in the woods for ten days.”
 In the bathroom she watched 
herself  cry in the mirror above 
the sink. When she was done, she 
wrapped a towel around herself  and 
walked. Then she dropped the towel 
in front of  him, and got back in his 
bed.

***

 There was only a lamp, 
casting its shadow on the blue wall, 
but it was enough light for a room so 
small. The air was hot and thick. It 
was August, and she didn’t have air 
conditioning in the room. He had 
come to visit her there once, just a 
month ago, dripping sweat all over 
her futon mattress. A storm had 
broken out in the middle of  the night, 
and she’d felt ecstatic at the sound of  
thunder.
 Now he wasn’t answering 
his phone. He had warned her this 
would happen. He could only spend 
so long under her interrogation. 
 “You’re obsessed with me,” 
he said.
 Then he stopped answering.
 Outside her door, she heard 
her housemates laughing in the living 
room. She began sobbing in those big 
gulps of  air like she had as a child, 
throwing a tantrum at the dentist. 
She cried so hard she began to gag.
 Her housemate Joe knocked 
at the door.
 “Are you okay?” he asked.
 “I’m fine,” she choked She 
had let Joe fuck her two weeks after 
moving in. She wanted him to go 
away. 
 She slumped in the corner 
of  the room and tried to muffle her 
sobs. She tried calling Tom again, but 
it went to voicemail.
 There was a pink shaving 

razor on her altar, by the cauldron, a 
cracked pot she had found in her dead 
grandmother’s basement. A therapist 
had once given her a book about 
women’s rituals, and the importance 
of  keeping an altar. Jordanna had 
kept one ever since. 
 The blade caught the little 
light in the dark room, and she went 
for it. She took it, and marked up 
her thighs as ugly as she could. Then 
she picked her phone up, and with 
the flash, took several photos of  her 
injuries, which she then sent to Tom.
 The next day she tried to call 
him, and found that his number had 
been disconnected. 

 The Opiate, Spring Vol. 17

 In the years between the wars, there was a 
prisoner. He had been plucked from the streets of  his 
town because he was walking home with bread on the 
wrong day. Because the black smoke blew south rather 
than north. Because invading forces mistook themselves 
for rebel forces. Because rebel forces mistook themselves 
for allied forces. Because the crusaders were in fact sup-
porters. Because a gunnery sergeant spoke like Yosemite 
Sam.
 Because that sergeant howled and gesticulated 
from his perch, farting out last night’s Spam chili in the 
back of  a truck picking off Hajis and then he shot a little 
boy, after the boy had shooed his sister home on her 
bicycle. The because didn’t matter anymore. This prison-
er had been detained in the same manner as any other 
enemy combatant, if  they are not killed on sight.
 It was well within the broad and permissive 

guidelines defining enemy combatants, as they are wont 
to flex and shake like the disco shorts of  a midnight cow-
boy, snapping her gum and smiling on the cellphone be-
hind the bushes, under the stairwell of  military protocol, 
commingling with bloodlust and prescription-addled 
shell shock.
 The prisoner was named Muhammad. Mu-
hammad had been chained to a concrete floor in a stress 
position for four days. This was the fifteenth such session 
in his broad career as a prisoner for the past four years. 
His knees felt like railroad pikes had been sledgeham-
mered down through the marrow. His eyes felt like they 
wept blood, and his teeth were folding in on themselves, 
or maybe the entire thing was an illusion, but the feel-
ings were convincing enough to make him believe that 
he would never die but that he would in fact see heaven 
unfold before him right there in his cell, shitting himself, 
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chained to the floor, viewing it glow 
through his hood, to the tune of  the 
music played through the speakers 
above. Inside that selfsame hood, he 
had carefully traced out the lines of  
tree-filled windows with his mind’s 
eye.
 His windows were dressed  
with blowing curtains and mounted  
in walls of  flowery wallpaper. The 
ringing in his ears was birds chirping 
by day and crickets by night. He 
tapped his thighs in remembrance 
to the drum beats of  his youth, now 
burned and stamped out like rank 
cigarettes made of  chewing gum 
paper, stuffed with camel dung.
 Muhammad hated the 
invaders. He prayed for vengeance. 
He felt himself  slowly dying in his 
cell. He called out in his brain to 
Allah to come visit and take him  
away. His mouth was no longer 
operating efficiently. He muttered 
and sobbed. He had no further 
hope of  returning home. His new 
home was dark, but well-lit within  
the universe he had created. His  
couch was soft. Thick with rugs. His 
record player worked. His television 
was boring. Delightfully boring and 
irrelevant. He sat against the couch 
on the floor and gazed for hours at 
the shifting images on his black and 
white television set. Egyptian movies 
from the 1950s and 60s streamed 
endlessly. Oum Kheltoum sang to full 
auditoriums with her arms out wide, 
sound emanating from her chest, the 
core of  her love, as he dozed lightly, 
deep in the summery afternoons of  
the galaxy behind his black hood.
 Corporeal pain was the last 
thing to tie Muhammad to this world. 
It confined him like a shipyard rope, 
tight against his midriff, squeezing 
out the final drops of  his humanity. 
His tears would not spill forth. His 
eyes dripped something slowly, more 
viscous than tears, which he assumed 
was blood. The muscles in his face 

were also cramped and bleeding, for 
they were just as locked into position 
as the rest of  his body. The guards 
did not let him stand nor sleep, but 
he was removed from his cage daily 
for prayers and questioning. He had 
no ideas. He had no opinions. He 
knew a few people. Those people 
were doing their business. He did not 
want their business. He did want the 
guards dead and everything around 
him destroyed.
 Muhammad lived his 
dwindling and meager life completely 
within the flowing drapes he had 
traced inside his hood. The hood was 
locked around his neck. His hands 
were chained to another chain that 
fixed his ankles to the floor, thus 
forcing him to crouch, forever. He 
kept his eyes on his windows. He 
watched the trees move beyond them. 
He saw birds and clouds passing. He 
had a prayer rug rolled up against 
the eastern wall. He turned on the 
television. Then the phone rang. He 
let it ring. This phone doesn’t ring, he 
thought. How can it? The phone 
stopped ringing. He watched the  
undulating shapes of  black and  grey 
move in and out among the various  
dramas broadcast on his modest 
television. Late afternoon soon 
arrived. It was the hour of  his nap. 
The phone rang. He picked it up. He 
heard a tone: “bip bip boop bip boop boop 
boop.” Couldn’t be. It sounded like 
Morse code. He hung up the phone.
 He remembered Morse 
code. He had studied it in school. It 
was a fascination for him for a while, 
a compulsion where, as he listened 
to his favorite music, he would try to 
match the lyrics spelled out in Morse 
code to the rhythm of  the song, by 
clacking his teeth softly inside his 
closed mouth which worked rarely, 
except for the occasional American 
delta blues, to interesting effect. The 
message on the telephone must be 
expressly for him. But who would 

call him on his imaginary phone? It 
must be god. He should answer the 
phone and listen to the message of  
god, surely this was some kind of  
divine intervention. Maybe god was  
finally going to visit and thought he 
would be considerate enough to call 
first to clarify matters, perhaps there 
are conditions that he should know 
about. Any good scholar knows that 
god has plenty of  conditions for 
pilgrims on their way to heaven.
 Muhammad thanked his 
lucky stars and thought about the 
phone call for three days. He changed 
the position of  the phone also. It had 
been on a table by the television but 
instead, he moved it closer to the  
couch where he spent most of  his  
time, so he could talk on the phone  
and gaze dreamily out the windows,  
or  maybe talk about the programs  he 
would be  watching on the television. 
Yes, the phone would be closer so he 
could answer it quickly, perhaps by 
the first ring. Perhaps as the phone 
first sets to ring, like this: rrrrrhello! 
Yes, this is Muhammad! God? I have 
been waiting for so long to hear from 
you. Yes, I would be so overwhelmed 
with joy to live with you in your 
kingdom. Yes, I have kept to the five 
pillars. No, no cheating or lying. I 
am good to my fellow men. And 
women! I am kind to my mother! No, 
no masturbation. No. I am so sorry. 
That time was an accident. Thank 
you for understanding, god. God you 
are merciful! God you are great!
 The days spun on. The 
glee resulting from the prospect of  
receiving a telephone call from god 
built a tiny cabin in his soul, raising 
a puff of  smoke from its chimney 
that made it easier for Muhammad 
to form words when he was brought 
in for questioning. Everything was 
better. The air within his sanctuary  
with  the  flowing  curtains  was  always  
fresh  and  filled  with  light. The birds 
chirped calmly. The couch rose up to 
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his ear for sweet dozing. His prayer 
rug was right where it had always 
been. His rug had a compass at the 
top. Here, in this world traced inside 
his hood, the compass sometimes 
would spin for a few minutes. He 
would stare at it and try to feel the 
magnetic poles blowing past him like 
storm clouds, or maybe it was Mecca 
on a train car, or better yet, maybe 
the compass was stuck to the Kaaba 
which had escaped on a flying carpet 
to avoid the fundamentalists of  the 
world, turning the compass round and 
around. The phone rang again, once. 
He couldn’t reach it in time. He picked 
it up anyway. Hello? No. He did hear 
a dial tone. He liked the sound of  the 
dial tone. He listened until it stopped. 
Then he listened to the silence.
 Muhammad pressed his 
finger on the button in the cradle of  
the telephone and it began to ring. He 
lifted his finger immediately.
 “Rrrrrrrhello!”
 Bip bip boop bip boop boop boop.
 “Sorry?”
 Boop boop bip bip boop.
 Then nothing. He hung up. 
He thought about the combination 
of  short and long pulses for the rest 
of  the day. Bip bip boop bip boop 
boop boop continued by boop boop 
bip bip boop. So odd. He thought to 
himself  in Morse code. He spelled 
out every thought, every concept, 
everything that entered his mind 
for that afternoon in Morse code. It 
took him the entire following day to 
correctly spell his thoughts on the 
matter. He gazed at himself  in the 
bathroom mirror. He bowed and 
rinsed his face. Boop boop bip bip boop, 
he thought. Then, the inkling of  an 
understanding edged in upon him. 
No. Couldn’t be! How silly. This is 
how god chooses to communicate? 
Muhammad laughed to himself  and 
rinsed his face again. He walked back 
to the couch and grabbed a pen and 
some paper. He wrote the following,
 Kif  7alik shu 3am ta3mil 

(Howzzit goin wussup).
 Allah speaks Arabish 
text slang? How could this be?  
Muhammad was on high alert. He 
couldn’t believe it. Had he heard the 
code correctly? He was determined 
to find out. He placed the pad and  
pen next to the phone. The guards  
picked him up for questioning. He 
wouldn’t speak. They soaked him in 
his hood. He imagined rain pouring 
down his windows. He gasped and 
gurgled. He couldn’t believe what he 
had written. Could god be playing a  
trick on him? Perhaps this is a part of  
his torture. Somehow, the guards had 
found a way to enter his sanctuary. 
Muhammad wished for death. He no 
longer wished to be visited by god. The 
last thing he needed was to be visited 
by an asshole prison guard dressed 
up like god, if  that could possibly be 
done, but if  they were faking god then 
why not fake godly speaking? Why 
would Allah, praised be his name, 
choose to communicate with him in 
that manner?
 Muhammad sat and watched 
the television, dozing mindlessly 
for a good long time. He practiced 
breathing slowly, so slowly, almost not 
breathing at all. He held tight to his 
jumpsuit. He felt the fabric against  his 
skin. He became aware of  the sandals 
wrapping his feet. He felt his breath 
entering the duct in his hood. He 
closed his eyes almost all the way. The 
curtains moved by the windows. Then, 
all of  a sudden, he noticed a face 
slowly rising outside the near window. 
It had a mostly bald forehead with 
one long wisp of  hair, moving with 
the breeze. It was the head of  a man. 
The man had been seriously charred 
on the head. He was not balding, this 
was all that was left. Parts of  his skull 
shone through his skin. One eye was 
missing. Most of  his  nose was missing. 
The man smiled, but then, half  of  
his face was gone. His teeth were 
exposed. He couldn’t help but smile. 
Muhammad’s heart leapt out of  his 

shirt. He felt his hood fly off his head. 
He lost track of  his breathing. The 
hood hadn’t actually gone anywhere, 
so Muhammad began to suffocate. He 
forced the words What the devil!
 No. Not the devil, said the 
stranger, and he went away.
 This couldn’t have been a 
trick. The guards did not have the 
wherewithal to enter his mind in such  
a manner. Really, it was obviously  
some sort of  trick, but nothing like  
he had ever experienced before in his 
exhaustive prison career. Could there 
have been a drug in the water they 
used on him the other day? Was that 
yesterday or two days ago, he couldn’t  
remember. Maybe it was three days  
ago. Muhammad shook his head  a few 
times. He tried to become present in 
his prison cell. He tried to remember 
what his cage felt like, what it smelled 
like. It became difficult to remember. 
Inside his  sanctuary, he took the stress  
position of  his physical body. It was 
very painful. He couldn’t manage it 
for longer than five minutes. He had 
to rest. There was no way to sleep it 
off. The man in the window stated 
clearly that he was not the devil. But 
the devil is known to lie.
 Then, the phone rang. 
Muhammad did not want to pick 
it up. It rang for five minutes. Then 
it rang again for an hour. Then the 
phone rang for the rest of  the day. 
Muhammad’s brain, his sweet and soft 
brain that had held up so well for four 
years of  punishment, was now finding 
that its supporting timbers were no 
more than wet rags at the core. The 
entire structure of  his elaborate, life-
giving scaffolding began to rot into 
a stew; a tagine made of  rifle butts  
and missile tips, bullet holes and jail 
bars, a concoction soaked with anger,  
resentment,  and  hatred. At  last,  he 
answered the phone.
 “Hello?”
 Bip bip boop bip boop boop boop.
 “Noooo...no no no no no no 
no!”
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“Why should I relax when my life 
is spiraling down the drain? When 
it is a risk to my life to walk home 
with bread while being Arabic?”

 Muhammad heard light  
breathing. He was very quiet. He  
pressed the receiver more tightly 
against his head, pouring his ear down  
into the wires that might lead him out 
of  prison, somewhere, somehow.
 The voice took another 
breath. You chased me away.
 Muhammad was stunned. He 
had no idea how to respond. He said, 
“I did not chase you away!”
 You called me the devil. You looked 

at me like I am some kind of  madman. Who 
do you think you are, anyway?
 “You are not the devil?”
 No.
 “Aaaallah?”
 Muhammad’s eyebrows raised 
up to his forehead and his forehead 
raised all the way back to his ears. He 
crammed the phone further against his 
ear, listening to the line so carefully, it 
was as if  he could now hear the distant 
chatter of  all telephone telemetry 
across the circuits for thousands of  
miles.
 Certainly not.
 Question marks bounded 
out of  Muhammad’s skull in every 
which way. He was now so afraid 

and  yet so fascinated that it tripped 
his  psychological governor and he lost  
consciousness altogether.
 The guards found him shortly 
thereafter and doused him with water. 
They allowed him to sit on the floor 
with his pants on. They brought him 
some hummus. He felt much more 
comfortable. They brought him some 
water. He sat in silence. The guards 
lowered the volume of  the music. It 
played less often. Muhammad had the 

chance to think it all through a little 
better. Chased him away? He had 
done no such thing. Who was that, 
why wouldn’t he knock? Why was his 
head so badly scalded? Did he need 
medical attention? Does he need a 
place to sleep? But just a second here, 
this was Muhammad’s sanctuary, 
inside his head, and now there was a 
visitor, not just a visitor, but a Peeping 
Tom, a half-exploded Peeping Tom 
and maybe even an enemy spy.
 An enemy spy? Muhammad 
had no enemies. No political enemies 
anyway. He sold shoes and used watches 
at the souk on weekends, before he was 
detained. That old bastard Ali down 
at the end of  the lane was quite the 

boorish ass however, but bless his soul, 
he might have made it out of  town 
or was probably dead, hamdoullah, 
by the grace of  god, but not this god. 
This was no god. This was a character 
who seemed to want to talk, despite his 
grisly appearance. Muhammad sat on 
the couch and alternated his attention 
between his television and the breeze 
playing in the curtains. He fell deeply 
asleep.
 He was awakened by the  

telephone. He felt the first ring  
internally, deep in his core like a 
gurgling. The second ring began by 
shaking itself  free of  his innards, then 
it bubbled through his veins. The third 
ring jangled his very skeleton. Every 
iteration of  the sound wave poured 
into his bones and from there, vibrated 
the cells of  his body. The bell was as 
nerve-wracking as a fire alarm, but 
here there was no exit available. The 
emergency was all the time, every day, 
every hour. No use for an alarm. He 
answered the phone on the fourth ring.
 “Yes?”
 Yes.
 “Do not play games with me, 
please.”
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 This is no game.
 “Please tell me what you want 
from me. I have told the guards all that 
I know. Are you working for them?
 By no means am I working for 
them.
 “What can I do for you, in the 
name of  Allah, blessed be his name?”
 I am here to help.
 “Who are you? An angel? Are 
you Gabreel?”
 I am many things. I am a prisoner, 
like you. I was in Auschwitz. I was in the 
reeducation camps of  Vietnam, of  China. I 
have been in the places that have terror scarred 
into their name. Dubrava. Abu Ghraib. 
Guantanamo.
 “How?”
 I am you. I am your pain. I am The 
Pain. You may call me Abdelaziz.”
 “How did you manage to get 
locked up in so many prisons?”
 Think about it some more.
 “I don’t know what to think.” 
The phone went silent. “Hello?”
 Muhammad had no idea 
what all this meant. If  he had been fed 
a hallucinogen four or five days ago, 
it surely would have left his system by 
now. Nothing else mattered. He had to 
know more. Who was this voice? How 
could he possibly speak without half  a 
face? But of  course this is a concoction 
of  his own making. He had lined the 
inside of  his hood with windows and 
curtains of  his design. The phone 
was his. Of  course. He had made it. 
Muhammad had invented his world, 
he lived in it, he found sanctuary there,  
and now there was an invader! With  
a story to tell, perhaps? Perhaps he 
could answer questions. Muhammad 
was too tired to ask any questions and 
the soldiers had already asked him all 
the questions he could possibly answer. 
He was an empty husk.
 A few days later, the telephone 
rang. Muhammad was ready. He was 
also a bit more relaxed and prepared.
 “Hey-lo.”
 Yes.

 “Yes what?
 Today I have called to tell you that 
these guards are not the enemy.
 “Oh.”
 Yes. You are to hold them in your 
heart from now on as if  they were your 
brothers.
 “No.”
 Yes.
 “Who is this?”
 Abdelaziz. I have told you my 
name.
 “Are you a soldier? Are you 
with them? Are you the commanding 
officer?”
 Not at all. I am here with you.
 “So the soldiers are my 
brothers, their rifles scratch my back, 
and the bombs, they are my toys?”
 Ha-ha.
 “Ha-ha? Just what do you 
mean by ha-ha? Can you get me out 
of  here?”
 Maybe. We might have to wait a bit 
longer.
 “Wait for what? Wait for them  
to run out of  ammunition? Wait for  
them to run out of  their despicable 
manners? Wait for them to run out of  
the will to control me?”
 Please relax.
 “Why should I relax when my 
life is spiraling down the drain? When 
it is a risk to my life to walk home with 
bread while being Arabic? Why should 
I relax when it is forbidden to go here 
or there while being from somewhere 
else? Why must I live my life out in 
this cage because of  racial profiling, 
because of  someone else’s paranoid 
determination?”
 They act like that because they are 
scared. They are terrified.
 “Oh yes of  course. Because I 
said BOO and they are all now afraid. 
This is the most terrifying sound I can 
make; BOOOOOOO!!!!”
 This is the sound of  two cultures 
interfacing. When commerce is no longer 
sufficient, battles ensue. The  cultures collide. 
Your conservatives versus their conservatives. 

Trust me. They are compassionate people. 
They are fascinated by the sound of  your 
language and are also disgusted by it. They 
fear the sound of  your vowels. Your ‘ayin. 
Your qoph. They know it is beautiful and yet 
still they hate it. They find it repulsive. They 
find your culture revolting yet fascinating. 
They think about you often. How can you 
allow your women to dress like that? How 
can you run your business like that? How 
can you waste your natural resources like 
that? It is strange to them and yet, they want 
to own it. They want to do your things for 
you, to correct your wrongs. In the same way, 
your culture finds their culture atrocious and 
invasive. Their culture is strange to you and 
your people. You wish they would stop. You 
think they are silly. You like their food. They 
think your food is weird. You want to be in 
Hollywood with their women. With their 
women’s breasts. With their G-strings and 
their pasties. With their soft white children, 
swimming in their pools.
 Muhammad could not believe 
what he was hearing. He loved the 
sound of  his own language. Their 
language is void of  all meaning! It 
sounds like someone is kicking the 
stomach of  a dying pig in heat! Ours  
is the language of  god! Our writing  
is holy! Our calligraphy! They have 
nothing like that! And why in the 
name of  god did you choose to contact 
me in Arabish? That mongrel savage 
language!
 You used to speak it quite often.
 “What! Me? No!”
 To that woman in the burqa with 
her breasts out. You would ogle. She would 
chat with you and take your money.
 “Oh! No, I just happened to 
find her website. My friend showed me 
one day. Anyway I stopped that! Never 
mind that! She was evil!”
 Arabish is the perfect language for 
you. It represents your base desires, everything 
that you hate yet still fascinates you. This 
is the source of  hatred. Fixation. Kissing 
cousins. Objectification, power, resistance. So 
fragile, so close, so disgusted by one another, 
and yet so attracted.
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 “She was a wretched bitch! 
She took my money for nothing! 
She was probably in league with 
the conservative assholes to make a 
mockery of  people like me, the average 
ones, the moderates! We are ready to 
live in a modern world! Stuck in the 
middle of  politics and war! Victimized 
by every side!”
 Enough insults. They believe they 
are protecting the world.
 “From what? For whom? 
Okay, tell me what does it mean when 
they kill our children and bomb a 
hospital?”
 Why did the chicken cross the road?
 “Is that supposed to be 
funny?”
 Think about it. What does it mean?
 “What does what mean?”
 They bomb because it is in their 
nature. There is no answer. There are a 
million answers.
 “Oh, then there should be an 
all out condemnation of  Israelis, Jews, 
Arabs, Palestinians, Greeks, Turks, 
Russians, every single better-than-thou 
American...who am I leaving out? 
They all throw bombs!” 
 And they all receive bombs. Why 
don’t you tell me: what does it say about their 
nature when they kill children and bomb a 
hospital?
 “Because if  it is in their nature 
then it is not about options or politics, 
it is about their evil nature.”
 Bombs are built to kill humans. 
Bombs have one single function.
 “Bombs don’t kill people. 
People do.”
 Bombs are just bombs. But more 
important, why do people keep building bombs 
and launching them at other people? Think 
about why they do it. Please.
 “I am not talking about 
people, I am talking about nations! I 
am not being metaphysical. I am not 
playing your game.”
 Neither am I. Bombs are built to 
kill and destroy. End of  story.

 “So you are saying they are 
killers. That it is in their nature to be 
killers.”
 As are you.
 “I am not talking about our 
nation.”
 Not all of  their nation are killers. 
And not all of  your nation are killers.
 “I am talking about the 
children in the playground and at 
the hospital. They die playing on the 
beach. They die by the side of  the 
road.”
 I am specifically talking about the  
warmongers. People are perversely fascinated  
by charnel. These nations did not take a 
consensus or vote together to determine where 
the next bomb would land. There is one man 
who made that choice.
 “Oh, I thought they were a 
democracy.”
 War is never a democracy. Peace 
is perhaps a democracy. At least it feigns 
democracy. War, a totalitarianism, is sold to  
a democracy as a temporary “minimal risk/  
maximum profit” endeavor. The heads of  
nations convince their public that the bomb 
attacks are guaranteed to be clean strikes. 
Backed by cold science. They call their bomb 
strikes surgical. Don’t you get it? Surgical. 
That’s why they aim at hospitals.
 “Now that was a joke.”
 Busted.
 “And what of  the burned 
baby held by a crying man in a 
crowded funeral procession? How am 
I supposed to process this?”
 If  you process it you are involved in 
the war.
 “It is unavoidable, the violence 
is everywhere. In the streets. Film. 
Photographs. Right before my eyes! So 
what should I do, slash my wrists?”
 If  you slash your wrists you are 
participating in the exchange of  violence.
 “I don’t understand that. My 
life doesn’t belong  to you or anyone 
else. I don’t agree with that assessment 
at all.”
 We are locked in a crisis of  revenge. 

Cause and effect.
 “Okay, well then I guess I can 
go shopping now.”
 Rather than react violently to the  
violent emotional exchange, we must accept  
and say the violence stops with me, rather than 
the violence begins with me, or the violence 
will be continued by me. Or how about the 
following: rather  than dropping bombs, these 
nations should get in a bus, drive over to 
the border of  their enemy, ask permission to 
enter, be allowed to enter, and let’s say they 
sit themselves down in a hospital. Then they 
would gather the people and say to them: Who 
among you will slash your wrists, because we 
are very angry! Not all of  us here, but most of  
us are quite angry. Frankly, a few of  us would 
rather be at home right now, but our bosses, 
who couldn’t make it on this trip, have ordered 
us to come here to demand that you slash your 
wrists  because  our  god  is  great,  or  else  we  
will  do  it  for  you.  Even  though  we  are  
not  100% interested in slashing your wrists. 
A few of  us would like to, however. About ten 
of  us. Because we would like to get you back 
for that attack last week. No it doesn’t matter 
who suffers for our retribution. So who will 
step forward? Show us your babies!
 “Show us your boobies?”
 Ha-ha.
 “You say nothing about 
processing your own emotions.”
 My emotions were burned away 
long ago. Here is what I say. The violence 
stops with me.
 Abdelaziz had stopped 
talking. Muhammad kept listening 
to the empty line. Then he listened 
to the dial tone. Then he listened to  
the empty line again. He imagined  a 
hundred thousand arguments coming 
to him through the wire. He imagined 
the violence and the retribution. He 
imagined the endless cycle of  the 
violence whirlpool. He imagined a 
whirlpool so wide that the foaming 
sides were taller than the walls of  a 
city, with trucks, guns and missiles 
thrown into the fray with entire 
hospitals, with women in burqas, with 
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women in G-strings, with tattooed 
muscle men raping and beating 
them, with tattooed muscle men 
raping and beating each other, 
eating chili cheese fries smothered 
in hummus and olives, drenched in 
crude oil, mixed with blood, getting 
shot for driving, getting shot minding 
their own business, getting shot for 
believing, for getting imprisoned, for 
getting caught forgetting where to 
be found in accordance with the law, 
with the Koran, with the Bible, with 
the Haftorah, for speaking the wrong 
language at the wrong time, in the 
wrong country. He imagined a giant 
spinning whirlpool with a tiny, pointed 
tip at the bottom that was so far down, 
so black, so empty, so void of  any 
mass, of  any reason, so void of  any 
conviction, a dark and negative space 
so absorbing, so compelling that any 
mortal would be forced to dive toward 
it should one witness it, the eye of  the 
storm, the crux of  the void so negative, 
so hollow, that there would always be 
room for one more to fill it.
 That was what Muhammad’s 
conversation with Abdelaziz had left 
him with. He was convinced that 
under no circumstances, from now on, 
should he ever answer the telephone. 
He ripped the cord out of  the wall 
decorated with flowery wallpaper. 
Then, he concentrated with all his 
might to erase the potentiality of  
another phone to reappear. He went 
through every permutation, should a 
telephone be delivered to his porch, or 
should one somehow assemble itself  
over the period of  several days in his 
tool closet, or should the utensils in 
his kitchen drawer randomly amount 
to the equivalent of  a telephone. He 
erased every possibility of  manifesting 
a new telephone in his private 
sanctuary, even if  by accident.
 Muhammad’s prison sentence  
lasted another full year, maybe more.  
He enjoyed his painful silence. Then 

he heard machine gun fire and 
grenades at the main gate, then outside 
his building, more down the hall, and 
then finally, the guns arrived at his 
cage.



22. 23.

All That Is Unknown
Max DeVoe Talley

 Bradley Tobin got dressed in the early after-
noon light streaming through Laurie’s apartment win-
dow in Albany. He had a half  hour to linger, wash up, 
smoke a cigarette, then head to work.
 “I know you can’t talk about your job.” Laurie 
padded about the room barefoot, clad only in a long flan-
nel shirt. “But you don’t hurt people, do you?”
 “No, never.” Bradley couldn’t believe his luck, 
meeting a twenty-eight-year-old widow who was desir-
able and desired him. Especially during winter when the 
Capital District remained a bleak landscape. 
 “My position is defensive,” Bradley said. “Inter-
vening before anything bad happens domestically.” He 
smiled and she seemed happier. “You’re the best thing in 
my life now, a break from all that.” 
 Laurie embraced him, open and willing. He be-
came aroused, but when Bradley stared over her shoul-
der at the framed photo of  her husband, Daniel, killed in 

Afghanistan, he felt his stiffness wilt. A damn war hero, no 
less. 
 Bradley took a quick shower before kissing Lau-
rie goodbye, then drove his Toyota Highlander southeast 
toward nearby Troy. Patches of  ice lingered from last 
month’s storms and dirty snow lay puddled below skele-
tal trees. Residents waddled about inside bulbous down 
jackets and bulky clothing like earthbound astronauts.
 For the next four hours, Bradley made phone 
calls, studied his computer, crossed names off of  a list, 
and stared at his computer some more. At six, he drove 
Route 7 west to his two-story townhouse just outside 
Schenectady, the cloudy gray sky dimming to darkness.
 Bradley’s wife studied food packages in the 
kitchen, deciding what to microwave. “Chicken alfredo, 
chicken marsala?”
 Charlene was fifty, three years older than Brad-
ley. It hadn’t bothered him eleven years ago when they 

married, but now, he felt he had 
retained his youth, while she... He still 
loved Charlene—the way one loves a 
memento from past glories. Something 
to put on a mantel with nostalgic pride 
and dust off on occasion.
 “How was work?” Charlene’s 
tone sounded flat, as if  not actually 
caring, but rather acknowledging his 
presence in the same room. “Catch 
any terrorists?”
 “I do classified governmental 
work,” he said. “I never mentioned 
terrorists.”
 She sighed. “You say a lot of  
things.”
 Tommy, their ten-year-old 
son, wandered into the kitchen, his 
hunger apparent. A curtain of  bangs 
hung above his freckled face. “Dad, 
want to do something before dinner?”
 “Sure.” Bradley ruffled 
Tommy’s hair. “We could swim a few 
laps in the pool, see if  you can beat 
your old man.”
 Tommy’s mouth tightened 
and Charlene stopped reading.
 “We haven’t used the pool 
since summer,” Tommy said. “Algae 
and green slime are growing in there.”
 “What ever happened to our 
pool guy?”  
 Bradley didn’t answer 
Charlene. His last check had bounced, 
so that was that.
 “Lets turn it into a science 
project.” Tommy’s face lit up. “You 
know, with fish and lizards. We can 
order some baby alligators, start our 
own nature preserve.”
 Charlene tapped her nails 
against the sink counter. “We used 
to have pool parties and barbecues. 
Now it’s just embarrassing. Our 
new neighbors, the Moghadams 
complained about the stink. You 
promised...”
 “I’ll clean it this weekend,” 
Bradley said. “They’ve kept me so 
busy.”
 “You look worn out.” Charlene 

pressed a hand to his forehead. 
“Sure you’re not coming down with 
something? We should have split that 
Florida condo with Debbie and Ned.” 
She shook her head. “Never hear from 
them anymore. Did you have a fight 
with Debbie?”
 “What?” Bradley felt heat rise 
into his face. “I’m going to wash up.”
 After their meal of  chicken 
tikka from Trader Joe’s, Bradley read 
a Tom Clancy novel in the living 
room. He explained to Charlene, “We 
catalog the plots to compare to real life 
events.”
 “That man called again.” 
Charlene lingered in the doorway. 
“Said you’d know what it’s about. He 
sounded European.”
 Bradley tensed up. “Just work-
related stuff.” 
 He waited a half  hour beyond 
his wife announcing, “Going to bed,” 
before climbing the stairs. 
 Nestled beside her, Bradley 
felt a series of  sensations: of  
childhood, being protected, embraced 
to the family bosom where the 
misfortunes and random accidents of  
life couldn’t reach him. He inhaled 
Charlene’s aroma of  baked bread and 
the cucumber paste of  her greenish 
beauty mask. He soon began sweating 
next to her warm body. “Part of  the 
change, the big M,” Charlene had 
said. Bradley peeled off the damp 
comforter until the draft leaking in 
the warped window caused him to 
shiver. Lying there, he felt constricted, 
trapped, fated to year after year of  a 
spiraling decay. 
 Charlene snuffled and 
snored, oblivious in her dreams. A 
pill canister of  Ambien stood vigil 
on her night table. Bradley dozed off 
but a recurring nightmare troubled 
his sleep. Weight pressed down upon 
him, hot breath ghosting against his 
face. A premonition of  death? Bradley 
woke gasping for air, the sheets pulled 
tight like a funeral shroud around his 

head. He lay on their mattress alone. 
Charlene had taken Tommy to school.

***

 Mason Jennings nudged 
Bradley at the long phone table  in 
their Troy office. “What’s the script 
today?” Early March and Albany 
had warmed to a freakish sixty-eight 
degrees, the recent snowfall melting to 
slush and mud.
 “Uh, are you completely 
satisfied with your internet service? 
Northeastern Cable offers higher 
speeds than DSL at competitive 
prices.” Bradley gazed out at New 
Loudon Road from their office atop a 
converted three-story Traveler Motel.
 “Glad we’re done with the 
Special Olympics commemorative 
book.” Jennings frowned. “Asking 
seniors to leave a check under their 
doormat. That didn’t seem legit.” 
 “I read what they give me.” A 
Styrofoam cup of  coffee steamed up at 
Bradley’s face. 
 “They said telemarketing 
would die off after cell phones.” 
Jennings scraped his bucket chair 
forward. “It just transitioned to 
targeting seniors.”
 “I’m getting out.” Bradley 
gulped his coffee. “Waiting for call-
backs. Writing code, digital design, 
nanotechnology and such.” He smiled. 
“That’s why our area is called Tech 
Valley now. We’re the next Silicon 
Valley.”
 “Bullshit.” Jennings laughed. 
“You said that last spring. Only 
difference is you work part-time now. 
How do you afford your mortgage?” 
Jennings eyed Bradley. “You win the 
lottery?”
 “I worked on Wall Street years 
ago and invested wisely.”
 “Wall Street to this dump? For 
real?” Jennings sneered. “You asked 
for a loan last month.”
 Todd Munsen bustled over. 
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“Guys, I don’t pay you twelve an 
hour to shoot the shit.” He frowned. 
“This isn’t rocket science. Call people, 
read the script, make sales.” Munsen 
wore a pair of  elastic waistband 
khaki trousers—the chafing sound 
announcing his approaches and 
departures.
 “We were practicing the 
pitch,” Jennings tried. 
 “Yeah, right.” Munsen turned. 
“Bradley, a word.”
 Bradley followed Munsen into 
the office that still resembled a motel 
room. Funky shag carpeting and a 
stale cigar smoke smell lingered from 
years past.
 “Ivan called. Said it was 
urgent you contact him.” Munsen 
waited.
 “Just some customer 
complaint. You know the deal...”
 Munsen squinted, as if  trying 
to really see Bradley. “You guys use 
fake names for sales calls,” he said. 
“Ivan asked for Bradley Tobin. I don’t 
care why he’s phoning, as long as he 
stops. Deal with it.” 
 “Sure. Uh, any chance of  
getting an advance?”
 “Do I look like I’m made of  
money?”
 Bradley didn’t reply. In truth, 
his boss looked to be made of  lumpy 
dough and excrement.
 Munsen shooed him away.
 Bradley went to work. “No, 
ma’am, I’m not calling from India. 
Northeastern Cable’s headquarters in 
Albany, New York, the hub of  Tech 
Valley.”
 “Go fuck yourself,” her voice 
screamed.
 “Yes, ma’am, I plan to.”

***

 Bradley invented an excuse 
about dinner with security officials 
from Washington. Instead of  arguing, 

Charlene said, “Okay, whatever. Get 
home by ten to say goodnight to 
Tommy.”
 “He stays up until ten at his 
age?”
 “Since when did you care, or 
notice?” The television blared news 
in the background: updates on North 
Korea, chaos at the White House, 
February being the hottest month on 
record of  the planet. Charlene sighed. 
“He doesn’t listen to me.” 
 Bradley and Laurie dined 
in Albany at the Merry Monk, then 
headed up to Lark Street to hear an 
R&B band. The Hudson Grill had a 
pub on the ground floor and live music 
in their basement. The designated 
smoking areas were outdoors, but 
enforcement—at least in the cellar—
was negligible.
 Bradley paid the cover and 
they descended into the goggle-
fogging hazy fug below, blue nicotine 
smoke coiling serpentine under 
orange track lights blending with 
men’s cologne, with pheromones, rank 
perfumes and bourbon drinks into 
the stench of  careless lust amidst the 
thump-thump of  bass and drums, a 
whining alto saxophone and a black 
singer hunched over onstage—his 
eyes closed, grunting low notes before 
unleashing high falsetto shrieks.
 Bradley and Laurie perched 
on stools at a high table. Solitary men 
in their mid-forties and fifties sat at the 
bar, or stood watchful in corners. 
 “Glad you got off work 
tonight,” Laurie said between songs. 
 A staggering man veered 
into their table, startling them. Rance 
Boyle, a co-worker.
 “Bradley?” he said. “Wow, is 
this your wife? Now I get why you’ve 
been hiding her.” Rance slapped 
Bradley on the back while staring at 
Laurie. “What are you doing with this 
old loser?” 
 Bradley struggled to keep 

family life, his job and his new mistress 
all separated in their own towns, but 
the proximity guaranteed eventual 
convergence. 
 “How was your call list today? 
You get anyone to switch?”
 Bradley pulled Rance close 
and whispered, “Three’s a crowd. Get 
lost.”
 Rance’s drunken face hung 
loosely—as if  it might slip off his skull 
in a windstorm. “Screw you.” He 
lurched away.
 “Telemarketing?” Laurie said.
 “That’s our cover. My agency 
calls lists of  people, questions them, 
finds where they’re originally from, if  
they might be a threat to America.” 
He paused. “And the other thing...”
 “I figured you’re married.” 
She smirked. “I mean, this is the first 
night you’ve taken me anywhere.”
 “No, legally separated,” 
Bradley said quickly. “Trying not to 
traumatize my son. He’s, uh, only four. 
I eat dinner with him at my old home. 
They call it ‘nesting’. Once he’s asleep 
I go to my apartment.” Bradley took 
Laurie’s hands. “I’ll get divorced when 
he can handle it. Then I can remarry.”
 Laurie recoiled. “No rush. My 
husband died last year.” She squeezed 
her eyes shut. 
 “Of  course.” Bradley relaxed. 
“We’ll take it day by day.”
 Laurie excused herself, and 
Bradley scanned the crowd for any 
other familiar faces. Laurie called 
him from the ladies room, sounding 
agitated. “Meet me at your car in five 
minutes.” 
 “Wait, why?”
 “I’ll explain outside.” Laurie 
disconnected.
 Bradley sat in his Highlander 
around the corner wondering what 
startled her. An old boyfriend? A 
classmate from her SUNY writing 
course?
 Laurie climbed into the 
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passenger seat. “There was a sketchy 
guy by the ladies room.”
 “He say something rude?”
 “No.” Laurie shivered. “He 
asked if  you were still in the club, 
said you two had urgent business. I 
got scared, told him you were eating 
upstairs.” She glanced over her 
shoulder toward the Hudson Grill.
 “It’s nothing. Don’t worry.” 
 “I thought you were full of  
shit about your job. Now I realize you 
are dealing with dangerous people.” 
She whispered, “Russians.”
 “Let me take you home,” 
Bradley said. “I’ll stay until you fall 
asleep.”
 Laurie’s face twitched. “Not 
tonight. I just got it this afternoon, you 
know...”
 Bradley felt certain that 
Laurie’s last period had come three 
weeks ago, but to argue with a woman 
over her cycle was a losing battle—
regardless of  the truth. “Okay.” 
Bradley fumed. An hour earlier he 
swallowed a little blue pill to keep up 
with a mistress twenty years younger, 
as well as in case his wife made 
unexpected demands. 
 “I need to think,” Laurie said 
when he parked outside her apartment 
building. “I mean, your son, the 
separation and your crazy job.” Her 
lips trembled and she rushed inside.
 Bradley took Route 5 to 
Schenectady guided by the almost full 
moon. Upstairs, he found the bedroom 
door locked, a handwritten note 
saying: Do not disturb. Jesus, it was near 
midnight, not ten. Charlene’s snoring 
sounded through the door. Erectile 
medication tended to keep him awake, 
mind racing in every direction, while 
alcohol added a layer of  fuzz. 
 Bradley watched television in 
the darkened living room but couldn’t 
focus. It remained unseasonably warm, 
so he stripped down to his underwear, 
switched off the flat screen and turned 

on the pool lights. Sunken into his 
recliner chair, Bradley stared out the 
sliding glass doors at the greenish 
vaporous glow rising off the pool like 
some alien presence under the yellowy 
searchlight of  the moon.
 His forehead felt sweaty and 
feverish, the first prongs of  an incipient 
headache coming on. Bradley slid the 
doors to the back patio open, hoping 
the night air would cool him down. It 
didn’t. Finally, he wandered outside in 
a daze and descended the steps at the 
shallow end of  the pool. The brackish 
waters caressed him, the algae and 
green microorganisms tickling his skin. 
Little slimy things brushed against him 
before darting away. Tadpoles? Bradley 
inhaled the pungent tang rising off the 
surface, reminiscent of  heated kale 
and steaming Brussels sprouts. Then, 
taking a deep breath, he submerged 
himself. 
 Surfacing, he glanced up at 
his shadowed and cloistered bedroom. 
Bradley’s heart jumped when he 
noticed Charlene at the window. Her 
face frozen, emotionless. Adjusting 
to the darkness, he realized her eyes 
were shut. The bizarre side effects 
of  Ambien caused fugue states, 
sleepwalking and even sleep-driving. 
He locked both sets of  their car keys in 
a desk drawer before bed.
 Bradley nodded off on the 
lumpy guest room mattress upstairs. 
Before dawn, he experienced the same 
dream of  weight pressing upon him. 
This time he woke, startled to see 
Charlene in a nightgown astraddle 
him, moaning. She gasped, realizing 
he was awake, pulled herself  off and 
scurried across the hall, then slammed 
and locked their bedroom door.
 When Charlene got home 
from dropping off Tommy at school, 
she ate waffles with Bradley in silence. 
Eventually he asked, “What was that 
about before?”
 Charlene wouldn’t face him. 

“I noticed you were, uh, ready early in 
the morning.”
 “Why didn’t you just wake 
me?”
 “So I wouldn’t hear your 
voice, your stories.” Charlene’s mouth 
twisted downward. 
 Bradley felt his life spinning 
away. “We’ll talk about this later.”
 “Later? When you clean the 
pool and do stuff with Tommy?”
 “Yes.”
 “And our joint bank account.” 
Her gaze held a laser-like intensity. 
“My check bounced yesterday. It’s 
supposed to be for our mortgage and 
home essentials.”
 “My bad. Made a payment on 
the Toyota. I’ll clear that up.”
 “What about the phone calls, 
the hang ups?”
 “I’m on it.” He slipped out the 
front door.

***

 Laurie couldn’t meet Bradley 
for their Monday tryst in late March. 
She texted: Sorry, at the campus library 
doing research. On Friday, Laurie would 
leave for a month-long retreat to 
Maine. Bradley asked if  he could visit 
on weekends, but it was a women’s 
only retreat. War widows collaborating 
on a PTSD book from the other side: 
surviving spouses dealing with the loss 
of  loved ones in combat. 
 How the hell could he argue 
with that?
 Munsen intercepted Bradley 
before his phone shift. “A man came 
by earlier, said you owed money.” 
Munsen sighed. “Any more visits and 
you’re done here. Clear?”
 Bradley nodded, then 
pressed a number in the men’s room, 
promising to make a payment by noon 
on Friday. He’d have to hit up Laurie 
for a loan. She undoubtedly received a 
Dependent Indemnity Compensation 



26. 27.

All That Is Unknown - Max DeVoe Talley

from the military after her husband 
died, and a death gratuity payment, 
too. 
 Tommy ran up to Bradley at 
home. “Can we go camping, Dad? 
You said we could months ago, and 
now it’s warm enough.”
 “Maybe Saturday.” Bradley 

looked out the window. “It’s still 
muddy though. How about we pitch 
your tent near the pool, like we used 
to?”
 Tommy’s face sank. “That’s 
not really camping. I was a little kid 
back then.” He trudged upstairs to his 
room.
 “Remember when we went 
camping with Bill and Kelly Douglas?” 
Charlene emerged from the kitchen 
drying a plate with a dish towel.
 “What, ten years ago?”
 “Closer to eleven,” she said. 
“We camped by Saratoga Lake, 
and you and Kelly went to find us 
firewood.” Charlene kept rubbing 
the dish frantically though it was dry. 

“You disappeared for an hour. Bill and 
I joked that you were off having a fling, 
and laughed how you’d left us to do as 
we pleased.”
 “Yes, that wasn’t funny then 
and isn’t funny now.” Bradley tongued 
a sore tooth.
 “And when you finally 

returned,” Charlene said, “you both 
had a few measly sticks and branches. 
But you never asked if  anything 
happened between Bill and I.”
 “We had just gotten serious. 
I wasn’t jealous of  that four-eyed IT 
geek.”
 “No, you weren’t.” Charlene 
nodded. “Of  course I remember 
because roughly nine months later, 
Tommy was born. Bill and Kelly 
Douglas moved to Florida without 
even saying goodbye. Heard they got 
divorced soon after.”
 “We talked about that before.” 
Bradley frowned. “Listen, I forgot 
something at work.” 
 He hurried outside and 

tucked into his Toyota, trying not to 
think—just exist in peace. I can turn 
this around. Break it off with Laurie, go to 
marriage counseling. Just need a loan to pay 
off my debts.
 After seeing Laurie on 
Thursday for the last time until May, 
Bradley arrived home at ten-thirty, 

drained. He noticed an unfamiliar 
black SUV parked on his street, dark 
and vacant. Charlene had already 
locked their bedroom door. He 
shuffled toward the guest room then 
stopped. Did he really want to get 
sleep-fucked again by a zombie wife 
who could only tolerate him with eyes 
closed and mouth shut?
 The warm spell lingered, 
the temperature remaining in the 
sixties. Feeling restless, Bradley found 
Tommy’s tent in the garage and 
pitched it by the patio. He lay on his 
back inside, imagining life if  he had 
run off with Kelly Douglas. A rotting 
green bacteria odor wafted over 
from the pool. The loud croaking of  

“Lying there, he felt constricted, 
trapped, fated to year after year 
of spiraling decay. Charlene snuf-
fled and snored, oblivious in her 
dreams.”
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bullfrogs now residing in the murky 
waters sounded in his ears, but 
strangely, they soothed him.
 Bradley woke shivering in the 
cold gray of  morning, the temperature 
plummeting.
 Tommy studied him from 
beyond the tent’s fly screen. “Are you 
comfortable?”
 Bradley emerged hunched 
over, cracking his neck and rubbing 
his sore lower back. He squinted 
in the harsh light. “I feel great, 
Tommy.” Bradley coughed when 
he straightened-up, then thought of  
something. “Hey, how much money 
have you saved up?”
 Tommy’s expression showed 
an ancient sadness before he raced 
back toward the house and the breeze-
blown smells of  breakfast.
 After eating, Bradley 
scrunched into Charlene’s PT Cruiser. 
He blasted heat through the vents until 
the car sounded like a jet preparing 
for takeoff. Tommy sat waiting to 
be driven to school. “This summer 
we’ll go camping,” Bradley told him. 
“Maybe a trip out west, okay?” 
 Tommy didn’t respond, 
earbuds in place as he played games 
on his tablet.

***

 When Bradley drove to 
Troy at two, he noticed the black 
SUV following. Damn, can’t go to work. 
Utilizing back roads, Bradley lost the 
tail. He took Route 890 to Interstate 90 
then east to Laurie’s place in Albany.  
Laurie acted startled when she 
answered the door, her apartment 
immaculately clean. “We said goodbye 
last night.” She winced. “I’m late 
meeting the van taking us to Maine.” 
Laurie retreated into her bedroom 
and loaded clothes into a travel bag. “I 
don’t really have time now. I’ll see you 
in May, okay?”

 “I want to be honest,” Bradley 
said. No reply, just furious banging of  
drawers and closets. “I’m in trouble, 
need a loan. Didn’t want to ask, but I 
know you got some money after...”
 Laurie hurried out of  the 
bedroom, her face drained of  affection. 
“Here’s sixty.” She pushed him toward 
the door. “You have to leave now so I 
can go.”
 “But, but...”
 “Don’t ruin what we have.” 
Laurie’s strength was impressive, and 
Bradley remained groggy and on 
the verge of  a cold from his poolside 
camping.
 The door locked behind him, 
leaving Bradley in the corridor with 
three twenties clasped in his hand. 
Useless in the face of  his debt. He had 
parked two blocks away, so he scanned 
the neighborhood from the building’s 
vestibule before scuttling down the 
street. Snow flurries descended from a 
dirty jumble of  clouds and sky. 
 Crouched low inside his 
Toyota, Bradley watched the black 
SUV pass without stopping. He 
changed into his sweats, pulled a wool 
cap down over his head, then wedged 
his wallet and phone between the seats. 
Maybe this will work. Bradley jumped 
out running, just another anonymous 
jogger. I can sell my car, make a down 
payment tomorrow. He turned a corner, 
block after block of  delirious freedom, 
until sidewalk construction forced him 
to dash across the wide expanse of  
Central Avenue. When Bradley heard 
an engine roar from behind, he knew 
without looking. For a beautiful instant 
he floated without care. At least Laurie 
is safe. Brakes shrieked, voices argued, 
followed by sirens wailing from far 
away. 

***

 Laurie heard the doorbell 
ring. Once. Twice. She checked herself  

in the hall mirror, smoothing her hair 
down. Satisfied, she opened the door. 
“Daniel, you’re here.” She embraced 
her husband, feeling her eyes tearing. 
“I wish you never had to go back.”
 “My last tour, then I’m 
done.” Daniel beamed, all young and 
handsome, but with that thousand 
yard distant stare.
 “Let’s not waste a minute 
of  your leave.” She led him by arm 
toward their bedroom, but Daniel 
seemed distracted.
 “You hear the sirens?” He 
pointed outside. “A car hit some guy 
on Central. Doesn’t look good.” 
 “I didn’t hear a thing, Daniel.” 
Laurie closed the drapes. “It’s just you 
and me now.” She smiled and reeled 
him in.

***

 That night in Schenectady, 
Tommy reluctantly got under the 
covers while his mother turned out 
the lights. “Mom? You think Dad will 
sleep in my tent again?”
 “Tommy, you’re old enough 
now. We need to have a talk.” Charlene 
perched at the foot of  his bed in the 
blue terrycloth bathrobe she’d worn 
since morning. She shuddered before 
lighting a cigarette. “The first thing I 
have to tell you is, that man isn’t your 
father.” 
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 Summer had finally arrived, and everything 
from the plants to the birds and bees feeding upon them 
seemed to be celebrating its return. All, that is, but Peter, 
who was too busy worrying about his family’s move into 
a new home. 
 For Peter summer would mean saying goodbye 
to his room, his home and his friends. 
 “How can I be happy?” Peter asked his mother 
as she helped him pack his room. 
 “Your father lost his job, Peter. We can’t afford 
this house anymore. Try if  you can and see the beauty in 
new adventures, new places.” 
 “I don’t want a new place. I like this place. This 
is our home!” he replied. 
 “Peter a home is not a house, nor the size of  the 
house, nor its garden. A home is simply the place you 
feel most protected and a place you share with your loved 
ones.” 

 “So then this it!” Peter yelled upset as he made 
his way to his bed and hid under the covers. 
 His mother could see that Peter wouldn’t listen, 
so she went over to him calmly, pulled down the covers 
from his face and said, “Good night, Peter. I hope, some-
day, you will understand that all that matters is who you 
are, not where you are or with whom.” And with that, 
she kissed him good night and turned off the lights. 
 That night, Peter cried himself  to sleep. He 
couldn’t understand why his mother was being so un-
caring and refused to see how much pain this move was 
causing him. 
 Peter decided he wouldn’t go. “If  they want to 
go, fine! They can. I’m staying!” Peter said out loud as he 
began to unpack all his things. 
 Quickly he removed his favourite superhero ac-
tion figures, his toy cars and his teddy bear from the mov-
ing boxes.
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 “Yes, they can go!” he said. 
Then suddenly, at the bottom of  one 
of  the boxes, he saw an old wooden 
container. 
 “What’s this?” Peter said, 
picking up the wooden box, for he 
knew it wasn’t his. 
 Slowly he opened the box. He 
placed it at a little distance from him, 
in case something should jump out. 
The box opened at the light touch of  
his hand and it came as a surprise to 
Peter that nothing scary popped out. 
In fact, all that was inside was an old 
compass and a letter. 
 Peter picked up the compass 
and looked at it. “This is broken,” 
Peter noted as he saw that the dial 
pointed south where it should point 
north and north where it should point 
south. 
 Just to be on the safe side, he 
compared it to the brand new compass 
that his grandfather had given him for 
his camping trip a few months earlier. 
 “Yep, broken,” Peter 
confirmed as he threw the old compass 
in the bin. Then he remembered the 
letter. Peter picked it up and began 
reading. The note written in gold 
lettering read: 

 Dear Adventurer, 
 If  you should find this compass, 
please keep it safe for it is the only remaining 
compass that really shows the true North 
(what we today call South) and true South 
(what we today call North). All other such 
compasses were destroyed for fear the change, 
even though right, would cause too much chaos 
after thousands of  years of  belief  of  what we 
think is north and south. 
 Now you are the bearer of  the last 
true compass. Keep it safe dear traveller.

 Peter sat down speechless. For 
a moment, he said nothing and then 
all of  a sudden he jumped up and 
rushed to the bin to pull out the last 
true remaining compass. 

 “But then the whole world is 
wrong?” Peter looked at the compass 
carefully. “They should know it! And I 
will tell them,” Peter proclaimed. 
 But how would he tell the 
world, he wondered? Surely he would 
not be able to do so from his room. 
 “I will run away!” Peter 
decided, without giving much thought 
to how his parents would feel about it. 
“Oh they will understand. I will write 
them a letter and explain the whole 
thing.”
 Peter quickly packed his 
favourite rucksack with all his essentials: 
some clothes, his comic books, his 
favourite rocks, candy, bubblegum, a 
couple of  sandwiches his mother had 
prepared for the journey to the new 
house and, of  course, the compass. 
 Then he sat down and wrote a 
letter to his parents. 

 Dear Mother and Father, 
 I am not going with you to the new 
house. I hope you enjoy it. But I have better 
things to do and must tell the world it’s wrong. 
I will tell you all when I return. 
 Love, Peter 
 
 Peter took a moment to think 
about it. Would he return? After all, he 
wouldn’t be returning to this home but 
the new one and he didn’t even know 
how to find the new place. What’s 
more he didn’t want to go to the new 
house so Peter added a postscript: 

 P.S. If I return.

 Now pleased with his letter, 
Peter nodded. “Well, that’s that.” He 
picked up his bag, opened the door, 
threw one last glance at his bedroom 
and closed the door behind him. 
 But no sooner had he closed 
the door than he opened it again. He 
couldn’t leave without one more thing. 
 He entered the room, picked 
up his teddy bear and placed him in 

his rucksack along with all his other 
essentials. Peter zipped the bag only 
halfway so that his teddy bear could 
also see their grand adventure. 
Finally, he had everything. Peter crept 
through the house quietly, opened the 
front door and went out. 
 He had only taken six steps 
out the door into the cold, dark night 
before he stopped. “I can’t do this!” he 
admitted out loud and quickly turned 
around to go back inside. At that 
instant, he heard a small scream come 
from near his foot. 
 “AHHH!” Peter looked down 
and saw a little female gecko. 
 “Hey! Watch it! You almost 
killed me!” the gecko told Peter. 
 “Sorry, I didn’t see you. You’re 
so small,” Peter said. 
 “So I don’t matter because 
I am small?” returned the gecko. 
“Besides, I am not small!”
 Peter couldn’t help but burst 
into laughter. 
 “And why are you laughing?” 
she asked, upset. “I am not little! In 
fact, today was my birthday!” 
 Peter stopped laughing and 
looked at her. “Then why are you 
alone?” 
 “Why are you alone?” She 
demanded in reply. 
 “I asked first.” Peter said. 
 “What difference does that 
make?” retorted the gecko.
 Seeing her point, Peter 
explained, “I’m leaving home because 
my parents are moving to a new house 
and also because I need to tell the 
world it’s wrong.” 
 This interested the little gecko, 
who inquired, “Really? Why? What 
has the world done?”
 “It hasn’t done anything silly! 
It just doesn’t know any better. I must 
tell them that what they think is right is 
in fact wrong, and what they call north 
is south and vice versa.” 
 The little gecko began to 
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laugh. “So the whole world is wrong 
and you are right?” she asked between 
laughter. “That is funny!’ 
 “Why is that funny? You don’t 
believe me?” Peter asked. 
 “You are just a kid, like me. 
How can you know the truth?”
 “Truth has no age!” Peter 
protested. 

 He placed his rucksack down 
and took out the letter with the gold 
print lettering. “There!” he exclaimed, 
showing it to the little gecko. 
 “Wow,” said the little gecko 
impressed by the letter. “Can I come 
with you? I have left home too and I 
don’t ever want to go back.” 
 “Why?” asked Peter, finally 
interested in her story. “What did your 
parents do to you?” 
 “That is between me and my 
parents,” aid the smart little gecko. 
 “WHAT?!” Peter screamed 

“But I told you!” 
 “Because you chose to do so. I 
choose not to.”
 “How old are you?”
 “Five today! How old are 
you?” 
 Peter smiled proudly as he 
picked up his rucksack and declared, 
“Six years and one month old. Well, so 

long!” 
 Then Peter walked away from 
the gecko, yet this time he headed not 
in the direction of  home, but proudly 
toward the street. 
 “Wait! Can I come?” pleaded 
the gecko. 
 Peter stopped and looked 
down the dark, scary street. It would 
be easier if  he had some company, he 
thought, and besides, it would be good 
for the gecko to see the world. “Fine, 
you can come.” 
 The little gecko let out a 

scream of  joy. 
 “Shhh! Do you want to wake 
everybody up?” 
 The little gecko giggled, “Sorry. 
I am just so happy. An adventure!” 
she said, clapping her hands with joy. 
“I’ve always dreamed my whole life of  
going on an adventure.” 
 “Fine,” Peter stated in a 

grown-up manner. “But don’t scream. 
What’s your name anyway?”
 “What’s yours?”
 “Not this again,” said Peter, 
rolling his eyes in annoyance. “I’m 
Peter. And you are?” 
 “Evie!” she replied, extending 
her little hand for Peter to shake. 
 Peter gave it a quick little 
shake. “Nice to meet you. Now let’s 
go.” 
 “Wait!”
 “Now, what?”
 “Well, your legs are so very 
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long and mine are...not so long. Could 
I rest on your shoulder? That way I 
can keep up with you.” 
 “Sure,” surrendered Peter, 
picking Evie up and placing her on his 
shoulder. 
 “Thank you,” Evie said 
gratefully, then curious as Peter 
marched into the dark night she asked, 
“Where are we going?” 
 “We are going to the marina.” 
 “Oh wow!” Evie screamed, 
again excited. “What are we going to 
do there? Are we going to have a look 
at all the ships?” 
 “No. We are going to speak 
to my friend, Captain Johnny, and we 
are going to sail away with him,” Peter 
revealed to Evie. 

***

 Soon, they had arrived at the 
marina, which was full of  all kinds of  
boats and ships. They were in so many 
sizes, colours, styles and sails that Evie 
couldn’t hide her excitement. 
 Peter, however, wasn’t paying 
one bit of  attention to all this. Peter 
was too concentrated on persuading 
Captain Johnny to let him onboard his 
ship. 
 “Can you focus?” Peter 
snapped as Captain Johnny dealt with 
the planning of  his long sea voyage. 
 Captain Johnny was an old 
man but energetic, with a prominent 
grey beard and large blue eyes that 
seemed to look deep into a person’s 
soul. And his face, which mesmerised 
Peter, was tanned and wrinkled by all 
his many sea adventures. 
 How great it must be to be 
Captain Johnny, Peter thought as he 
looked at the captain’s adventures 
written wrinkle by wrinkle on his face. 
Peter had to admit he was envious of  
the Captain’s wealth of  wrinkles, for 
Peter had none. 
 Even though Peter would try 
every day to smile wide, really wide, 
and get those little bird-like wings 

around the eyes like his mom and dad. 
Still, he had no bird’s wings around his 
eyes and no adventures on his face. 
 “I cannot take you Peter,” said 
Captain Johnny. “You must go home. 
Your parents will be worried.” 
 “But you don’t understand. I 
must go and tell the world it’s wrong. 
Here, see for yourself,” insisted Peter, 
handing the letter to Captain Johnny. 
 The captain was surprised by 
the letter. “Who gave you this?” 
 “I found it in one of  my boxes. 
I have no idea how it got there.” 
 “Well, if  this letter is real—” 
 “It is!” interrupted Peter. 
 “Well, then, keep it until you 
are a man. And then, if  you still wish 
to tell the world they have it wrong, 
you can go out and do so.” 
 “But why would I wait that 
long?”
 “Because anything truly 
important cannot be decided 
impetuously. One must think about 
their decision, think about the 
consequences of  his decision. Think 
what that decision will mean to the 
people he loves and to those who love 
him. What it will mean to the world. 
And finally, what he wants it to mean. 
And then, after you have thought 
about all this, then and only then can 
a truly good decision be made.” 
 “But I already know what 
I want. I want for everyone to know 
the truth and stop being wrong!” Peter 
explained. 
 “The world is not always 
willing to hear that, Peter,” lamented 
Captain Johnny with a wry smile. 
 “Well, then I will make them!’ 
Peter countered with all the hope and 
experience of  his six years and one 
month of  life. 
 Captain Johnny smiled. “Well, 
maybe another day. Today I sail for 
the North Pole. We will go fishing 
there and the North Pole is dangerous 
and no place for little boys. From 
there, we will sail to South Africa to 
pick up minerals and merchandise. 

Both places are unsafe, and neither is 
a place for a little boy. Not to mention 
in the North pole there are—”
 “Don’t you mean the South 
Pole?” Peter interrupted, correcting 
Captain Johnny. The captain didn’t 
like Peter’s smugness, so he walked 
away as he said, “Go home, Peter.”
 Peter and Evie were now once 
more alone. “That’s the end of  that,” 
rued Evie.
 “No, it’s not!” Peter replied as 
he began walking towards one of  the 
crates. “Hold on tight,” he instructed 
Evie as he climbed into the crate and 
closed the lid on top of  them. 
 “Are we sneaking into the 
ship?” Evie asked excited. 
 “What does it look like 
we’re doing, silly?” Peter questioned 
sarcastically. But no sooner had he 
finished his sentence than the crate 
was lifted and placed onto the ship. 
They were now safely onboard. Tired 
from the night’s excitements Evie and 
Peter soon fell asleep. 
 Side by side they slept 
peacefully, smiling every now and 
again as they travelled from one 
beautiful dream to another, as only 
children can. 

***

 All throughout the journey 
Peter and Evie sneaked around the 
ship undetected until they were finally 
in the North Pole, or as Peter explained 
to Evie, “The South Pole!” 
 Peter and Evie had heard the 
Captain tell his crew that they would 
have three days to roam the land 
before they would start fishing around 
the North Pole.
 “That should give us enough 
time,” said Peter as he and Evie 
secretly climbed out of  the ship and 
onto the white, snowy land. As it was 
very cold they were both bundled up 
like little eskimos.
 “This is beautiful! I have never 
seen so much snow in my life,” Evie 
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exclaimed. 
 Peter looked around and 
it was true. He had never seen so 
much snow and so much glistening 
whiteness. Indeed, the snow gleamed 
bright under their feet like a sea of  
diamonds. 
 Peter walked with extra care 
and precision, because the snow 
was so deep in certain places that a 
little boy and a little gecko could sink 
straight in. 
 “Look there!” Peter said, 
pointing to some polar bears hanging 
out by the edge of  the water while 
sunbathing. 
 Peter approached them. As 
he neared them, Peter and Evie could 
hear their conversation. 
 “So you are telling me,” said 
one of  the polar bears in disbelief, 
“that the more pollution there is, 
the more snow we will lose, and it 
will all melt and the North Pole will 
disappear?” 
 The biggest polar bear of  
them all nodded, “That’s right.” 
 The other polar bears 
couldn’t believe it. “What? No more 
ice caps? No more snow?” 
 “Yes,” said the biggest polar 
bear. “That is correct. Soon we may 
not have a home if  humans keep 
polluting our planet.”
 “Is that true?” Evie asked 
Peter in a tone of  concern.
 Peter was not paying one bit 
of  attention to what they were saying, 
because he was too busy preparing his 
speech for the polar bears. 
 “How can we live if  we have 
no home?” asked another polar bear. 
 “Hello there!” said Peter to 
the group. The polar bears all stopped 
talking and looked at him. 
 “A human!” noted one of  the 
polar bears, surprised. “We haven’t 
seen a human in years.” 
 “That is not a full-grown 
human,” said the biggest polar bear. 
“That is a little boy.”
 Peter took offence at this.  

“I am not a little boy! And if  you knew 
what news I bring you, you would not 
think so either.” 
 “News?” asked one of  the 
polar bears. “Is the news that the 
North Pole is going to disappear? Do 
you know when it will happen?” 
 “No, I don’t know that!” 
replied Peter. 
 “Then what do you know?” 
asked another. 
 “I know that this is not the 
North Pole,” Peter proclaimed. A 
hush fell among all the polar bears. 
Peter looked pleased. But just as 
quickly as the silence had fallen so, 
too, was it broken by laughter. All the 
polar bears were laughing at Peter. 
 “What’s so funny?” 
 “If  this is not the North 
Pole,” asked the big bear, “then what 
is it boy?” 
 “It is the South Pole,” Peter 
explained. Once again, there was 
laughter among the polar bears. “It’s 
true!” Peter iterated. “Look at this 
compass.” Peter took out his compass 
and showed it to them. 
 “Your compass is broken,” 
shrugged the biggest polar bear.
 “No!” Peter contradicted. 
“This is the only true compass. All 
the other compasses like this were 
destroyed, so this is now the last 
remaining one that shows the true 
north and true south.” 
 “If  this is the South Pole,” 
said one of  the polar bears, “could 
we do this?” He made a snowball and 
tossed it at Peter. Evie laughed with 
joy, but Peter was not amused. 
 “That is not funny!” Peter 
replied as he cleaned the snow off 
himself. But the polar bears did not 
agree with him. Soon, they were all 
throwing snowballs at each other. 
 “Snowball fight!” declared 
Evie with joy, preparing her own little 
snowball from the bits of  snow that 
Peter still had on his clothing. 
 Peter, however, was not in the 
mood for a snowball fight. He needed 

the polar bears to listen to him but 
it was clear they would not. Giving 
up, he left the polar bears to their 
snowball fight and walked away. 
 Evie was the only one who 
could seem to see the silver lining of  
their encounter. “That was fun! Here 
we are in the North Pole, and we just 
had a snowball fight with polar bears! 
Can you believe it, Peter?” 
 Peter looked at Evie with 
disappointment. “We are not here to 
have fun. We are here to tell the world 
the truth.”
 Evie stopped laughing and 
looked at Peter. She felt bad that he 
was not enjoying their adventure. 
 “Don’t worry, we will find 
others. Look!” she motioned in 
excitement as she caught sight of  a 
group of  penguins who were gathered 
in a circle. As they approached the 
penguins, they could see this was a 
celebration. In fact, it was a wedding.
 “Do you take this penguin to 
be your wife until death do you part?” 
inquired the penguin performing the 
ceremony. The male penguin looked 
lovingly at his beautiful wife-to-be 
and replied solemnly, “I do.” 
 “And do you take this penguin 
to be your husband until death do 
you part?” The lovely female penguin 
looked at her soon-to-be husband, 
smiled and said, “I do.” 
 The head penguin nodded 
approvingly. “Then I now pronounce 
you husband and wife. You may kiss 
the bride.” And the newly wedded 
couple kissed. 
 “Good,” said the head 
penguin. “Now let us go and celebrate 
this happy union, for penguins are 
one of  the few creatures on earth that 
mate for life. So let us truly celebrate 
a lifetime of  happiness!”
 The whole party rejoiced, 
throwing snowflakes in the air as the 
couple passed, like humans throw 
white rice or confetti at the bride and 
groom at the end of  the ceremony. 
 Evie couldn’t help but find 

The Boy Who Found the Compass - O’ar Pali The Opiate, Spring Vol. 17

“‘Will the truth make us laugh?’ 
‘No,’ asserted Peter. He paused 
as he couldn’t find the right 
words to describe it. “‘Well, 
it’s just too important to laugh 
off.’”

it beautiful. She looked up at Peter 
smiling but she could see that, unlike 
her, he was not touched by what he 
saw. Peter had other things on his 
mind. 
 Slowly, Peter walked up to 
the group and said, “Excuse me for 
intruding, but I must speak with you.’ 
 The penguins all looked at 
Peter interested. “This is a wedding,” 
the head penguin pointed out. “Can it 

not wait?”
 “I’m afraid not. I must tell you 
that this is not the North Pole, but the 
South Pole.” The penguins all looked 
at each other surprised. Peter expected 
that they would laugh, as the polar 
bears had done, but they didn’t. 
 “And how do you know this?” 
asked the head penguin. 
 “Because I have the only 
existing compass that shows the true 
north and the true south. And I have a 
letter to prove it if  you wish to see it.” 
 All the penguins gathered 

around the head penguin and 
whispered quietly about what they just 
heard. 
 “We do not wish to see the 
letter,” declared the head penguin. 
“We believe you.” 
 “You do?” Peter exclaimed 
surprised. 
 “Yes, and we have a question. 
What does this change?” 
 “Well, now you know this is 

South Pole not the North Pole,” Peter 
explained. 
 “Yes,” affirmed the head 
penguin, “but what does it change in 
our lives?”
 “I don’t know, but now you 
know the truth,” Peter responded. 
 The head penguin thought 
about it and nodded. “Thank you for 
telling us,” he said and then began to 
walk away with the other penguins. 
 “Wait, where are you going?” 
Peter asked. 
 “We are going to celebrate a 

wedding. You are welcome to join us, 
friends.”
 “We can’t join. I must tell the 
world the truth. And you must help 
me.” 
 The head penguin turned 
around and looked at Peter. “I 
understand. You have told us the 
truth and we are grateful, but as it 
changes nothing in our lives we see 
no reason in sharing the news. Not 

everyone handles news as well as we 
do. And now we must go and celebrate 
something truly important: a lifetime 
union.”
 And so it was that all the 
penguins walked away and left Peter 
and Evie alone. 
 “Can we go with them?” 
Evie asked Peter. “I’ve never seen a 
penguin wedding celebration. Do you 
think they dance? What do you think 
they eat? Did you know that penguins 
are one of  the few creatures on the 
planet that couple for life? Isn’t that 
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romantic?” 
 “No, they are silly,” Peter 
brooded. “They don’t see the 
importance of  the truth. All they can 
think about is partying and kissing and 
holding hands, and they don’t see that 
their whole world is upside down!”
 “Is it?” Evie countered. “They 
seem so happy.” Peter didn’t reply as 
he had just spotted two walruses. 
 As Peter and Evie approached 
the walruses, Evie started to giggle, 
for she could hear the walruses telling 
jokes.
 “Okay,” said the brown walrus 
to the grey one “That was a good one. 
Now tell me if  you heard this one: a 
walrus goes for a swim and he meets a 
seal and the walrus says to the seal—” 
 “Excuse me,” Peter said, 
interrupting the joke as he approached. 
The two walruses looked up at him 
annoyed. 
 “Yes?” said the brown walrus. 
“Did you not hear I was in middle of  a 
joke?” 
 “Yes, I did,” Peter admitted. 
“But I have something to tell you.”
 “First, tell us this,” demanded 
the brown walrus. “Do you not know 
it is rude to interrupt others while they 
are speaking? Especially when they are 
telling jokes.” 
 “Why especially when they 
are telling jokes?” asked Evie. 
 “Because jokes make us laugh 
and laughter makes us happy, and 
happiness makes life great!” And with 
that, both of  the walruses began to 
laugh. Evie, finding their merriment 
amusing, started to laugh for no other 
reason than their joy was infectious.
 “But I have something 
important to tell you!” Peter persisted. 
 “And what is more important 
than laughter?” asked the grey walrus. 
 “The truth,” replied Peter. 
Both of  the walruses began to laugh 
again. 
 The brown walrus finally 
stopped laughing and replied, “Will 
the truth make us laugh?” 

 “No,” asserted Peter. He 
paused as he couldn’t find the right 
words to describe it. “Well, it’s just too 
important to laugh off.”
 “You are probably right,” 
admitted the grey walrus. “So please 
don’t tell us!” And as soon as he had 
said this, both of  the walruses and 
Evie began to laugh all over again. 
 “What? You don’t even want 
to hear it?” Peter asked shocked. 
 “That’s right!” both walruses 
replied in unison. Then, finding it 
funny they should both have replied in 
the same way at the same time, they 
began to laugh all over again. 
 “I can’t believe this,” Peter 
exclaimed. He turned around to look 
at Evie, but she, too, was laughing. 
Annoyed at the whole matter Peter 
walked away. 
 “Wait!” Evie cried out. “Let’s 
hear the end of  the joke.” 
 “A joke?” Peter placed Evie 
down and looked down at her. He 
towered over her with his greater 
height, like his parents often towered 
over him when he did something 
wrong. “Is a joke more important than 
the truth?” 
 Evie took a moment and 
thought about it calmly before 
replying. “It is completely different. 
The truth doesn’t always make us 
happy. But a joke can turn even the 
truth into something funny. And funny 
things make us happy, and happiness 
makes everything okay.” Evie smiled 
pleased at her conclusion. 
 Peter looked at Evie. What she 
said made sense. But he was not going 
to go back to the walruses and tell 
them the truth only so they could turn 
it into a joke, even if  jokes did make 
everyone happy. 
 “The truth is too important to 
joke about it,” Peter decided once and 
for all. Then, Peter picked Evie up and 
placed her on his shoulder. 
 Tired and vexed, Peter sat at 
the edge of  the water and looked out 
into the vast ocean reaching out as far 

as the eye could see. Evie looked out as 
well, mesmerised by the beautiful sight 
in front of  them. 
 Evie felt smaller than ever in 
front of  that vast greatness called the 
ocean. She wondered if  she felt so 
small because she was in fact small or 
because everyone, even grown ups and 
polar bears, felt small in front of  the 
ocean. 
 Peter interrupted Evie’s 
thought as he shouted, “Hey! I almost 
forgot about all the creatures living 
under the sea! And they have it all 
wrong too! I need to tell them too.”
 “I can’t swim,” Evie quickly 
confessed in fear.‘
 “We are not going to swim, 
silly,” replied Peter “We are going to 
wait here until one of  the sea creatures 
surfaces and then we will tell them.”  
 This pleased Evie for she was 
happy with any reason that allowed 
them a little more time to sit and look 
at the water. 
 Peter and Evie waited for 
hours until finally a school of  dolphins 
appeared. The dolphin leading the 
group spotted Evie and Peter and 
stopped. 
 “Are you lost?” asked the lead 
dolphin. 
 “No,” answered Peter. “We 
have been waiting here for hours so we 
may tell someone the truth.”
 “The truth?” asked the lead 
dolphin. 
 “Well, first let me ask you a 
question. You are meant to be one of  
the smartest animals on the planet, 
right?” 
 “That’s what they tell us!” 
confirmed the lead dolphin proudly. 
 “Okay then,” said Peter. “I 
must tell you that I have proof  that 
you are not in the North Pole but the 
South Pole! And I have a compass here 
to prove it.” 
 No sooner had Peter uttered 
the words than the lead dolphin called 
to his dolphins in strange sounds 
and said, “You hear that? This is the 
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South Pole. Formation!” And at that 
command, all the dolphins got behind 
the lead dolphin. 
 “On to the North Pole, swim!” 
commanded the lead dolphin, and just 
like that they all swam after him. 
 Peter was left speechless. Evie 
was in a fit of  giggles. “What is so 
funny?” Peter asked Evie. 
 In between her giggles, Evie 
replied, “They believed you so much 
that they didn’t even let you finish, 
and they swam off to other end of  the 
earth because you told them that was 
the true North Pole.” 
 “Yeah, they could have let me 
finish. I didn’t even get a chance to ask 
if  they could help spread the news to 
all the other sea creatures.” 
 “That’s right, they just took 
off,” said Evie, giggling even harder. 
Peter did not find this amusing. 
Instead, he noticed that it was getting 
dark. 
 “We must find shelter for the 
night,” Peter told Evie. 

***

 As they walked to find a place 
to sleep Evie, spotted an igloo. “Look 
there, Peter! An igloo. Oh let’s sleep 
there! Please! I have always dreamed 
of  sleeping in an igloo just like an 
eskimo.” 
 Peter and Evie approached 
the igloo carefully for fear someone 
might be inside, but it was empty. 
 “I guess we can stay here 
tonight,” Peter consented. 
 Though it was the middle of  
the night, Evie couldn’t sleep. The 
day had been so exciting that she just 
couldn’t go to bed. So quietly, as Peter 
dozed away, she went out of  the igloo 
to look at the stars. 
 Evie had never seen so many 
stars in the sky in her whole life. 
They all appeared so bright and close 
without the city lights. She couldn’t 
help but reach out her little hand 
towards the sky. 

 It was while she was looking 
up at the sky that she heard a noise. 
She turned around quickly and saw 
a big white Arctic fox in front of  her. 
The Arctic fox licked his lips hungrily 
as he looked at little Evie. Scared, Evie 
screamed. 
 Peter woke up and rushed out 
of  the igloo to save her, but he was also 
terrified when he saw the Arctic fox. 
 “Don’t harm her,” Peter said 
protectively as he picked Evie up and 
placed her on his shoulder. 
 “You’re right,” said the Arctic 
fox. “She’s too small and I will still be 
hungry after I eat her. But you, on the 
other hand...”
 Peter stepped back in horror 
as Evie held onto his neck protectively. 
“You won’t harm me,” Peter 
proclaimed. 
 “Why not?”
 “Because you are meant to 
be smart, and no one smart would eat 
someone who can make him smarter 
if  they remained alive.”
 “How can you make me 
smarter?’ the Arctic fox asked with 
interest.
 “I can tell you a secret,” Peter 
informed the Arctic fox in a low voice. 
“I can make you smarter than all the 
animals in the North Pole.”
 “What’s the secret?”
 “First you must promise me 
that if  I tell you that you will not harm 
us,” Peter insisted.
 “Fine,” agreed the Arctic fox. 
“Now what is it?” 
 “This is not the North Pole, 
this is the South Pole,” said Peter, 
proudly showing him the compass. “I 
have the only remaining true compass. 
This is the truth, and now you know.” 
 The Arctic fox took a moment 
to think about it. “And you are the only 
one that knows this and that is the only 
remaining true compass?” 
 Suddenly the Arctic Fox got 
ready to attack Peter and Evie again. 
 “Wait!” screamed Peter. “You 
promised not to harm us.” 

 “What difference does that 
make? You told me your secret,” 
replied the Arctic fox. “And now you 
are of  no value to me. And if  I kill you 
I will be the smartest for I alone will 
know the truth.”
 “But that’s not fair!” Peter 
exclaimed. 
 “Fair?” balked the Arctic fox 
as he approached slowly. “You tried 
to trick me to let you live by telling 
me your secret. I tricked you to make 
you think I would let you live so you 
would tell me your secret. If  you deal 
in deception, you can’t ask for fairness 
simply because you don’t win. If  you 
want fair, you must play fair.” 
 As soon as Peter heard this, he 
began to run. But the Arctic fox was 
fast and soon Peter was out of  breath.
 Then, just as the end seemed 
near, a group of  reindeers approached. 
They attacked the Arctic fox with their 
horns and hoofs, until, injured, he ran 
away. Peter and Evie were so grateful 
to the reindeers for rescuing them. 
 “You should not be here 
alone,” said one of  the reindeers to 
Peter and Evie. “I am Rudolph.” 
 “I am Peter, and this is Evie.” 
 “Where do you come from?” 
asked Rudolph 
 “From far away,” replied Evie 
excitedly. “And we are so grateful to 
you all for saving us!” 
 “Yes, thank you,” added Peter. 
“But I have come all this way to tell 
you the truth.” 
 “Great,” said Rudolph. “You 
can tell us as we bring you back to your 
ship. It is too dangerous for you to stay 
here alone.” 
 Evie, however, had another 
idea, “Are you the Rudolph? Santa’s 
reindeer? Can you bring us to see 
Santa Claus?” 
 “Have you been invited to an 
audience with Mr Kringle?” asked 
Rudolph 
 “No, we haven’t, but that’s a 
great idea! If  I could convince Santa, 
then he could spread the truth around 
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the world on Christmas Eve. That 
would take care of  everyone,” realized 
Peter. 
 Santa’s reindeers all looked at 
each other and began to laugh. “Mr. 
Kringle is too busy to see anyone. If  
he hasn’t invited you then we cannot 
take you to him. That is the rule and 
no one can break it!” 
 “But rules can be broken if  
there is a good reason,” Peter insisted. 
This made sense to the reindeers, so 
they all waited for Peter to explain. 
“You must take me to see Santa 
because he will want to know the 
truth” 
 “Whose truth?” asked 
Prancer. 
 “Well, everyone’s truth. What 
I will tell him is a fact.”
 “A fact to you,’ replied 
Rudolph, “but not to us, nor Santa. 
We live in the North Pole and you are 
telling us this is the South Pole. This 
is your fact, not ours. To us, this is still 
the North Pole. Now come, we will 
take you to your ship.”
 Peter would not give up. All 
along the ride back, he spoke to the 
reindeers about his compass and the 
true north and south. Evie on the 
other hand was too mesmerised by 
the experience of  riding with Santa’s 
reindeers to think about the compass. 
 When they finally came to a 
stop, Evie screeched with joy, “This 
is the coolest adventure I have ever 
been on. Imagine, driven by Santa’s 
reindeers!” 
 Peter believed there were 
more important things to discuss so he 
interrupted Evie. “So?” said Peter to 
the reindeers. “Do you believe me?” 
 “Will you give us a moment 
to discuss it?” the head reindeer asked 
Peter. 
 “Sure,” replied Peter. “Take 
your time.” This is what Peter told 
the reindeers, but after two hours of  
discussion and still no decision Peter 
was beginning to regret telling them to 
take their time. 

 “Okay,” Rudolph finally said. 
 “Okay? You believe me?” 
Peter had to ask to be sure, overjoyed 
at finally hearing their decision. 
 “No, just okay. We can’t decide 
right now, but as there is no hurry, we 
would like to discuss this further.’ 
 “How much longer will that 
take?’ fretted Peter. 
 “Far too long for you to wait 
here,” remarked Rudolph. “Besides, 
we are busy...it’s only six months until 
Christmas and we have lots of  work. 
But we will give it some thought again 
after Christmas.” And with that, the 
reindeer said their goodbyes and went 
back to their work and to Santa. 
 Evie saw that Peter was 
melancholy about their departure and 
so she tried to cheer him up. 
 “Peter, don’t be sad. I know 
no one is being helpful, but hasn’t 
this been a great adventure? Snowball 
fights with polar bears, a penguin 
wedding, funny walruses, a fight to 
the death with an Arctic fox, being 
rescued by Santa’s reindeer and then 
riding with them! Admit it Peter, this 
has been one great adventure!” Evie 
looked up excitedly at Peter with her 
beautiful, bright gecko eyes and added, 
“Thank you for taking me.”
 “What are you thanking me 
for?” Peter said with a sad expression 
on his face. “The whole thing has been 
a failure. We didn’t come here to have 
fun but to tell everyone the truth and 
no one believes me!” 
 “The fox, dolphins and 
penguins did!” Evie offered.. 
 “Yeah, and he wanted to kill 
us, the dolphins didn’t even let me 
finish telling them the whole story and 
the penguins didn’t care.” 
 Evie raised her little shoulders 
in a shrug, giving up on trying to 
console him. “So where to now then?”
 “Back to the ship. The captain 
will head to South Africa after they 
finish fishing in the North Pole and 
so will we! Maybe we will have better 
luck there. The cold in this climate 

seems to make everyone stupid here, 
like brain freeze after eating too much 
ice cream,” concluded Peter. 
 So Peter and Evie sneaked 
back into the ship and prepared for 
their journey to South Africa. 
 South where the weather was 
warm, the sun was hot and the animals, 
Peter hoped, would be smarter. 

***

 The journey from the North 
Pole to South Africa was long and 
hard. The days and nights of  travel 
seemed to go on forever. Peter and 
Evie were getting tired of  hiding, 
and so early one morning, thinking 
everyone was still asleep, they walked 
onto the deck of  the ship to see how 
far they were from land. 
 Little did Peter know, that 
morning Captain Johnny also couldn’t 
sleep. 
 So it was that while Peter and 
Evie were having their stroll on the 
deck, Captain Johnny caught them. 
 “Peter!” he yelled. “What are 
you doing here, boy?” 
 For the first time, Peter was 
speechless. He just looked down, 
embarrassed. 
 “What, nothing to say? Your 
parents must be so worried to death! 
What did I tell you?” demanded 
Captain Johnny. 
 “I know,” replied Peter. “But 
I have to tell the world now. I can’t 
wait!”
 “You can’t wait? Can’t wait 
for what? Have you seen how hard it 
is to sail on for months on end? Have 
you seen how hard men work for their 
livelihood on this ship and for their 
families. Do you know how hard your 
father and mother work to support 
you, Peter? And you leave home?”
 Peter now felt more ashamed 
than ever. He knew Captain Johnny 
was right. “Okay, when we go back I 
will go home to my parents,” assured 
Peter. “And I will apologise.” 
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 Captain Johnny looked at 
Peter. He could see that Peter was 
sorry, but he could also see that Peter 
still didn’t understand how much his 
parents were suffering not knowing 
where he was and if  he was okay. 
 “When we arrive in South 
Africa, I will send a telegram to 
your parents and let them know 
you are okay. But Peter...you can’t 
leave the ship when we dock there. 
Is that understood? You are now my 
responsibility and you can’t go running 
around in the wild savannas of  South 
Africa by yourself.”
 Peter nodded. When the 
Captain had left, Evie quickly looked 
up at Peter. “So we will stay on the 
ship, right Peter? As you promised the 
captain?” 
 Peter looked at Evie. “Captain 
Johnny thinks we can’t take care of  
ourselves, but he doesn’t know how we 
survived in the North Pole.’ 
 “We survived because we were 
saved by the reindeer.” 
 Peter didn’t reply, so Evie 
continued, “I have a bad feeling about 
this! I think we should listen to the 
captain.”
 But Peter was in no mood 
to listen to anyone. Peter was on a 
mission to tell the world the truth, and 
he would do exactly that, and when  
he finally returned home, he would 
apologise to his parents for having run 
away. 
 Evie was not happy with 
Peter’s idea but there was nothing she 
could do, for Peter would not listen.

*** 

 At last they arrived in South 
Africa. The crew on board the ship, 
along with Captain Johnny, Peter and 
Evie, rejoiced at finally having reached 
land, sun and warm weather. 
 When all the men left the ship 
and Captain Johnny went to send the 
telegram to Peter’s parents, Peter and 
Evie were left alone. 

 “This is the time for us to 
run,” asserted Peter to Evie. 
 “But Peter, you promised 
Captain Johnny.” 
 “Yes, and I will explain to him 
why I had to go when I return,” Peter 
assured Evie. 
 Evie, however, was not happy 
with this reply. “My mother always 
said that we are all only as good as 
our word. I never understood what 
she meant until now but she was right. 
She said never tell a lie for then no one 
will believe you when you are telling 
the truth. Like you now.” 
 “What do you mean?” asked 
Peter. 
 “Well,” Evie continued. “How 
do you expect people to believe that 
you are telling the truth about the 
compass if  you are lying to Captain 
Johnny?” 
 “Because I am telling the truth 
about the compass, you know that!” 
Peter replied defensively. 
 “I know. But can’t you see 
that if  you lie, people don’t trust you 
anymore even when you are telling the 
truth?” 
 Peter knew Evie was right 
but he was also determined to tell the 
world the truth and he could only do 
so by leaving the ship, so he gave Evie 
two options: “You can either stay here 
or come with me, but I am going! The 
choice is yours.”
 Evie didn’t want Peter to be 
alone. After all, Peter was now her best 
friend in the world and she was not 
going to let anything happen to him. 
So Evie replied, “I will come with you 
Peter...but I wish we would have kept 
our word with Captain Johnny.”
 Peter didn’t want to discuss the 
matter any further so he placed Evie 
on his shoulder and walked off the ship 
without uttering another word. 

***
 As they left the ship and 
arrived at the port, Peter and Evie 
were greeted by a barrage of  noises. 

They could see and hear the ships 
coming and going from the port, 
people bartering for goods, sailors and 
fishermen arriving or getting ready 
to set sail, things coming off ships 
and going on ships, families greeting 
travellers arriving and saying goodbye 
to loved ones. Evie was enthralled by 
the beautiful chaos of  it all. 
 Peter finally stopped and 
looked at a mother and father saying 
goodbye to their son, a young sailor 
about to set off for his voyage. At that 
moment, Peter missed his parents 
more than anything else in the world.
 Evie saw this so she walked 
from Peter’s shoulder to his neck and 
gave his nape a big hug with her tiny 
little arms. “Do you miss your family, 
Peter?” 
 For the first time, Peter raised 
his hand and gently stroked Evie. He 
smiled as he looked at her. “You are 
part of  my family now. We have been 
through a lot together. So I don’t feel 
alone.”
 Evie gave Peter one more hug 
around the neck and said no more. But 
there were so many things she wished 
she could have told him. She wanted to 
say that it was true she loved him just 
as much as if  he had been her family, 
she really did, but nothing took the 
place of  family. And she knew Peter, 
too, felt that way even if  he himself  
hadn’t accepted it yet. 
 Peter saw a man on a podium 
yelling out prices. “I have an idea,” 
Peter said as he ran over to the podium. 
“Excuse me, sir,” he said to the man. 
“Can I come up and say something to 
the crowd?” 
 The man on the podium and 
the people listening all laughed. “You 
want to say something, little boy?” 
condescended the man. 
 “Yes, I want to tell these 
people the truth,” replied Peter. No 
sooner had Peter said this than the 
crowd roared with laughter. 
 “The truth?” the man roared. 
“Well, what do you think gents? Shall 
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we let the boy speak?” 
 The crowd cheered as they 
laughed. “Sure, let him speak!” They 
said. And so the man made room for 
Peter. 
 Peter breathed in deeply, 
gathered all his courage and walked 
over to the podium. Evie even gave 
him a little tap on the shoulder for 
courage. 
 But Peter couldn’t speak. All 
the grown ups staring up at him made 
him nervous. 
 Someone even yelled, “What’s 
the matter boy, has the cat got your 
tongue?” And everyone laughed once 
more. 
 Finally, Peter cleared his 
throat and began to speak. “I know I 
am just a boy, and boys are not meant 
to know more than grown ups, but I 
have with me the one true compass. 
The only remaining true compass on 
earth!” 
 The crowd fell quiet as Peter 
took out his compass. 
 Peter continued, “And as you 
can see the compass says this is the 
North not the South. You think you 
are close to the South Pole but, in 
fact, you are close to the North Pole 
and this therefore should not be called 
South Africa but North Africa.” 
 For a moment no one 
spoke, and then, all at once, the 
crowd exploded into laughter, much 
louder than any sort that Peter had 
encountered during his adventures in 
the North Pole. 
 “Go home little boy!” the 
crowd screamed at Peter. 
 “But I am telling you the 
truth!” Peter protested. 
 The man on the podium, 
feeling sorry for Peter, told him, 
“Listen boy, why don’t you go home to 
your parents and leave the grown ups 
to their work.”
 Peter stepped down sadly off 
the podium. “They didn’t even give 
me a chance,” Peter bemoaned to 

Evie. “Don’t grown ups want to know 
the truth, even if  that truth comes 
from a child? Even the walruses were 
more ready to listen than they were.”
 Evie thought about it for a 
moment and decided, “Grown ups 
think we don’t know much.” 
 “But we do!” Peter rebuffed. 
“We see everything. Everything is so 
big in front of  us we can’t help but 
see it. But maybe when you become 
big like them and you are the same 
size as everyone else, you stop seeing 
everything. It’s all the same then.” 
 “Yes, maybe,” Evie agreed.  
“But they also have so much work and 
responsibility that they often don’t 
have the time to see and listen because 
they are busy worrying and taking care 
of  us. But it doesn’t mean they don’t 
care or that we are wrong. It doesn’t 
even mean that they don’t believe us. 
Grown ups, I think, try and act tough 
so that we don’t see how scared they 
are.” 
 Peter looked at Evie surprised. 
“What are grown ups scared of ?”
 Evie took a moment to think 
about it. “I think they are scared of  
being wrong.”
 “Well, in this case they are!” 
Peter replied upset as he marched on 
with Evie on his shoulder. 
 Peter was still angry at the 
grown ups who had made fun of  him 
and hadn’t listen to the truth. 
 “And I don’t care why they are 
scared. They should listen. Children 
always have to listen to grown ups. 
Why can’t grown ups sometimes listen 
to us?” Peter asked in a flustered state.
 Evie didn’t say anything, she 
just gave Peter a pat on his shoulder 
so he would know he was not alone 
and there was at least one little gecko 
that believed in him and his one true 
compass. Pity, however, that Peter was 
so busy feeling embarrassed that the 
grown ups had laughed at him that 
he didn’t even feel his friend’s subtle 
consolation. 

 Peter and Evie walked for 
a long time before they reached the 
savanna. 
 “Look! Let’s go and speak to 
them!” exclaimed Peter as they reached 
the savanna and saw some monkeys 
hanging around a tree playing. 
 “Excuse me,” Peter said, 
interrupting their revelry.
 The monkeys stopped playing 
and looked at him. “Why, have you 
done something wrong?” one of  the 
monkeys asked sarcastically. The other 
monkeys all laughed at this. 
 “No,” Peter responded in 
earnest. “But where I come from, 
when we interrupt someone, we always 
say excuse me.” 
 “Why?” asked one of  the 
monkeys. 
 “Because it is considered bad 
manners to interrupt, so we say that 
when we do so,” Peter said. 
 “But you still interrupt?” The 
monkey pointed out. “And people 
think we are the stupid ones,” the 
monkey said, laughing. 
 Peter thought about it and 
smiled. “I guess it is silly.” 
 “Well, now you are getting 
smarter,” offered the monkey. “So how 
can we help you?”
 Peter took courage at this 
and approached the monkeys. “I have 
come here to tell you the truth.” Peter 
took out his compass, ready to explain. 
“You see this compass?” 
 Suddenly, one of  the monkeys 
stole Peter’s compass, snatched it right 
out of  his hand. Laughing hysterically, 
he threw it at another monkey. Peter, 
of  course, did not find this funny. 
 “Could I please get that back? 
That is not a toy,” Peter said, as though 
an adult.
 “It is now,” tittered one of  the 
monkeys as he threw Peter’s compass 
to another monkey. 
 Peter tried to get his compass 
back, but the monkeys were quick and 
they just kept throwing it to each other, 
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“Don’t grown ups want to know 
the truth, even if that truth comes 
from a child? Even the walruses 
were more ready to listen than 
they were.”

so that he had to keep running from 
one monkey to another. 
 “WAIT!” Peter screamed. All 
the monkeys stopped and looked at 
Peter. “I forgot I also have something 
else.” 
 “You do?” asked Evie in 
surprise. 
 Peter took out a rock from his 

rucksack. “Yes! This rock is the only 
rock that looks like this.” As soon as 
Peter had taken the rock out, one of  
the monkeys took it from him and 
started throwing it to the others. As the 
monkeys now had a new object to play 
with, they forgot about the compass 
and let it drop to the floor. 
 Peter quickly picked up the 
compass and ran away. 
 As he did so Evie implored, 
“But Peter, your special rock...you 
must get it back!” 
 Peter looked at Evie. “That 
rock is no different to any other rock. 
Each rock is unique just like everything 
and everyone is unique. I just made 
it sound more special so they would 
forget about the compass.” 

 Evie was disappointed with 
Peter’s reply. “You mean you lied 
again?” 
 “In order to save the compass!” 
Peter reasoned. 
 “Yes, but is there ever a good 
reason to lie?” Evie asked. 
 Peter was about to respond 
when an ostrich bumped into him and 

Peter fell to the floor along with Evie. 
 The ostrich stopped and 
quickly apologised. “I’m sorry! We’re 
playing hide and seek and I didn’t see 
you!”
 Peter looked and saw that 
it was true. There were at least ten 
ostriches all playing hide and seek. 
They were all running around and 
when it was time to hide instead of  
going behind a bush or a tree to hide 
they would simply place their heads 
in the sand. Needless to say, they were 
quickly discovered. 
 “It’s okay,” Peter replied. “In 
fact, I’m glad you bumped into me 
because I have important news.”
 All the ostriches stopped what 
they were doing and gathered around 

Peter. 
 “What is it?” they asked, 
already looking a little worried. 
 “I am here to tell you that this 
is not the South, but the North.”
 “What? How do you know?” 
demanded the ostriches all at once and 
in alarm.
 “Because I have the one true 

compass,” said Peter, showing them 
the compass. 
 The ostriches all came close 
and looked at the compass. They 
could see it was true that the compass, 
indeed, pointed North where it should 
be South. 
 They all let out a cry and 
started trying to run away, but they 
were so chaotic that they just kept 
bumping into each other. They didn’t 
know what to do or where to go. 
 “Stop!” Peter screamed in the 
middle of  all the madness. Suddenly, 
the ostriches stopped and buried their 
heads in the sand in fear.
 “Will you please get your 
heads out of  the sand?” Peter pleaded. 
“I need your help to tell all the other 
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animals around here the news.” 
 But the ostriches stayed with 
their heads buried neck deep in the 
sand. 
 “No!” said one of  the ostriches 
in a muffled tone, for its head was still 
beneath the granules. “We are not 
pulling our heads out until everything 
goes back to normal!”
 “But it can’t go back to normal” 
Peter replied. “It was never normal. 
People had it wrong, this was always 
North not South. So you see you just 
need to deal with the change and help 
me tell everyone.” 
 But the ostriches said no more. 
They stayed with their heads buried 
deep in the sand waiting for everything 
to go back to the way it was. 
 “Let’s go, Peter. They’re not 
going to help us,” said Evie, resigned.
 As he walked away with her, 
Peter kept complaining, “I just can’t 
believe it! How can they stick their 
heads in the sand and think things will 
go back to normal? How can ostriches 
be so beautiful and yet so stupid?”
 Peter looked at Evie for 
approval, but he realised Evie wasn’t 
paying attention. Evie’s gaze was fixed 
on something, and she was utterly 
terrified. He turned to see what had 
captivated her attention and, lo and 
behold, he saw a massive lion standing 
just a few feet from them. As soon as 
Peter saw this, he screamed and closed 
his eyes. 
 The lion approached them 
slowly and said, “Not this again.” 
 Frightened, her voice 
trembling a little, but still looking at 
him Evie asked, “Not what again?”
 “This! It’s ridiculous, but 
whenever people see me they scream 
and close their eyes thinking I will eat 
them.”
 “Well, don’t you?” Evie asked. 
 “Sure, when I am hungry, but 
closing their eyes won’t make me go 
away.”
 Evie looked at Peter and 

realised his eyes were closed. 
Embarrassed, she gave a him little 
nudge. “Peter?” she whispered. 
 Peter opened his eyes slowly 
and looked at the lion again. “Please 
don’t eat us.” Peter told the lion. “I 
don’t want to hurt you or anything. I 
am just here to deliver some very big 
news.”
 The lion started to roar with 
laughter. “You hurt me? Aren’t you 
cute? I am king of  the jungle, boy. 
I fear no one.” Then, to prove his 
strength, he gave a massive lion’s roar. 
The roar was so great that all the birds 
flew from the trees scared and all the 
animals nearby ran away. 
 “Yes, I know but as we mean 
you no harm can you please mean us 
no harm?”
 The lion looked at Peter. 
Tired, he consented and lay down 
under the shade of  a great big tree. 
 Peter finally breathed out in 
relief. “Thank you,” Peter told the 
lion. 
 The lion nodded. “You asked 
honestly so I responded honestly.” 
 Evie gave Peter a little squeeze. 
“See, I told you: honesty.” Peter smiled 
at Evie. 
 “Besides,” added the lion, “I 
have just had a full meal and I can 
hardly walk, much less eat you. You 
are safe...for now.”
 “For now?” gulped Evie 
nervously. Peter didn’t care, for he 
believed he could deliver his news 
quickly to the lion, before he got 
hungry again. 
 “Come sit, boy. You must be 
tired.”
 Although Peter was still scared 
of  the lion, he went and sat beside 
him, as he wanted the lion to listen to 
him about the compass. Peter knew, 
that if  he could convince the king of  
the jungle, then with the Lion’s help, 
he could easily convince all the other 
animals. 
 “While we sit, can I tell you 

about the only existing true compass 
on earth?” Peter asked the lion politely. 
 “Sure,” shrugged the lion. 
“But I must warn you, because I have 
just eaten I am very sleepy.”
 “Yes, but this won’t take long. 
I can explain it to you quickly.” 
 The lion nodded, a little 
bored. So Peter started immediately 
without losing a moment. “You see, 
this isn’t the South but the North.”
 “This seems like a long story,” 
replied the lion. 
 “No,” replied Peter. “It is all 
very simple, I promise. I have here the 
only remaining compass and—”
 “Boy, whether this is South or 
North, what difference does it make to 
me? I rule it all and it changes nothing 
as far as I am concerned.”
 “You rule here,” corrected 
Peter. “But not the whole world.”
 “Yes,” the lion answered, as 
he yawned sleepily. “But I live here 
and this all that matters to me. Here, 
I eat what I want, I live how I want. 
What do I care about the rest? I have 
all the power here and whatever you 
say, it changes nothing for me.”
 “But what about all the other 
animals? Shouldn’t they know this is 
North? And as the king, couldn’t you 
help them and tell them the truth?” 
Peter asked imploringly. 
 The lion gave Peter another 
look of  ennui. “You, my boy, are 
clearly not a king. What you are 
describing would cause anarchy. 
Imagine the chaos! Why would I 
want that? All the animals would be 
so confused. Imagine, they would be 
coming and going not knowing where 
they belonged.” 
 “Well, they belong wherever 
they feel at home,” Peter simplified.  
 The lion said nothing. In turn, 
Peter queried, “Don’t you want to 
know at least the name and geography 
of  what you rule?” Peter asked. 
 Peter and Evie waited for an 
answer, but none came. 
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 “I think he’s asleep,” Evie told 
Peter. 
 “He can’t be,” Peter replied. 
“We were just talking.”
 Slowly, Peter moved closer to 
the lion. “Mr. Lion?” The lion did not 
answer. 
 “Your highness?” Peter 
continued trying to find the right term 
to refer to the king of  the jungle. Still 
nothing. Finally, Peter and Evie heard 
something: it was a loud lion snore. 
 Evie closed her ears and began 
to laugh. “That is the loudest snore I 
have ever heard! Really the loudest!” 
 “How can he be asleep?” 
Peter asked irritatedly. “He is the king 
of  the jungle. This concerns his jungle. 
How can he not care?”
 Evie looked at Peter. “He told 
you, Peter. He doesn’t think it changes 
anything for him. He still rules the 
jungle and that’s all that matters to 
him.” 
 “But don’t you think he should 
care?” Peter asked Evie. 
 “Yes, of  course, Evie replied. 
“But more and more I see that it 
matters little what I think. What I 
think, I guess, matters only to me. And 
to the lion it matters what he thinks, 
and he doesn’t care.’ 
 Peter started to walk again 
and for a while neither he nor Evie 
said anything. 
 “Do you think I should just 
give up?” Peter asked Evie, finally 
coming to a stop under some trees. 
Evie was about to answer when 
someone else responded. 
 “That depends what you want 
to give up,” sounded the voice from up 
high. 
 Peter and Evie both glanced 
upward in unison and discovered what 
looked like a parliament of  owls sitting 
on two tree branches. 
 “Excuse me, we didn’t see you 
there,” Peter apologized. 
 “Clearly,” said the chief  owl 
sitting in the middle of  a tree branch, 

flanked on both sides by the other 
perched owls. “People seem to only 
reveal their true feelings when they 
think no one is listening. Isn’t that 
odd?” All the other owls nodded their 
heads in consent. 
 “Maybe it is because their 
true feelings are often based on fears 
and no one likes to admit to fears,” 
Evie stated, defending Peter as best as 
she could. 
 “Fears make us smart,” 
insisted the owl. “If  you fear nothing, 
then nothing has a price or value and, 
therefore, you care for nothing.”
 “Yes, but on the other hand, 
when you fear everything, you enjoy 
nothing,” declared another owl. 
 “True,” said the chief  owl. “So 
the answer, then, as always, is balance. 
Fear is nothing to be embarrassed 
about as long as it only happens now 
and again.” Then the chief  owl looked 
down toward Peter again. “You, boy, 
do you want to give up everything? 
Are you scared of  everything?”
 “No!” announced Peter 
truthfully. “I am just thinking of  giving 
up my quest to tell the world the 
truth.” 
 “The truth about what?” 
asked one of  the owls. 
 “I have the only remaining 
compass on the planet that shows the 
true North and the true South. See, 
this is not, in fact, South but North.”
 Peter took out the compass 
and showed it to them. The owls all 
blinked at the compass. 
 “Do you have any other 
proof ? How do you know this compass 
is right?” Peter took out his letter. The 
owls looked at it and appeared to 
believe him now. 
 “So you are the only human 
that knows this?’ The Chief  Owl 
asked. 
 “Yes,” Peter assured. “Or, 
at least, the only one who believes 
it—despite the fact that it is clearly 
true! I mean, look!” Once again, 

Peter showed the compass and its 
accomanying letter to the owls and, 
once again, they looked on interested. 
 The chief  owl reasoned, “Well 
then, you are the smartest man in the 
world! Why do you want to share your 
intelligence with anyone else? The 
minute people believe it, you will no 
longer be the smartest human. You 
will be just one of  many.”
 “What difference does that 
make?” Peter asked. 
 “Haven’t you heard, boy?” 
asked one of  the owls. “Knowledge 
is the only true wealth. The one thing 
no one can take away from you. Why 
would you give your wealth away, 
especially to those who don’t want it?”
 Peter thought about it for a 
minute, but the more he thought about 
it, and the more he both agreed and 
disagreed with what they were saying, 
he became increasingly confused.
Finally, he said, “I will think about all 
this later, but tell me—do you believe 
me?” 
 The owls all looked at each 
other and began to whisper quietly. 
Like judges from their podium, they 
looked down at Peter and Evie as they 
quietly debated with one another on 
whether or not they believed Peter. 
 The chief  owl promised, “We 
believe you.”
 “Thank you!” Peter cried out 
with a big, relieved smile. 
 “No, thank you,” acknowledged 
the chief  owl. “For sharing with us 
your knowledge.”
 No problem,” Peter effused 
excitedly. “So then will you please tell 
all the other animals in the jungle?”
 “Why would we do that?” 
inquired the chief  owl incredulously. 
“Now we are the smartest animals in 
the world and, as we said, knowledge 
is a powerful thing.”
 Peter placed his hand to his 
forehead. His head was starting to hurt. 
How could everyone be so selfish? If  
whoever he told didn’t already believe 
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him from the start, they didn’t give 
him a chance to change their mind. 
 If  they believed him, then 
they wanted to know what difference 
it would make to their life. 
 If  they believed him, but it 
didn’t make a difference to their life, 
they didn’t care. 
 And when they finally 
believed him and thought it made a 
difference they didn’t want to share 
the knowledge. 
 “Forget it!” Peter shouted 
angrily to the owls. “I wish I had never 
told you. You may be smart but you 
are mean and selfish! Only someone 
mean and selfish would choose not to 
share their gift and wisdom with the 
world.” 
 The owls all started to make 
fun of  Peter, making noises like hooo 
hooo, as they often do. 
 For as long as Peter could 
remember, he always thoughts owls 
said, “Who, who?” He thought they 
were asking who was there. 
 Now, for the first time, he 
realised that the owls could care less 
who was passing below them. For the 
owls thought they were smarter than 
everyone else. 
 And from their tree branches, 
they looked down at the rest of  the 
world and made a funny noise—hoo, 
hoo—causing the poor passerby in 
question to look around to see who 
said that. And as the passerby looked 
around confused, the owls would 
laugh and make fun of  them. 
 “Stop that!” Evie yelled at the 
owls, and, to her surprise, they did. 
“You should be ashamed of  yourself. 
You think you are smart tricking Peter 
to tell you his news, but how do you 
know Peter is right? Perhaps he is 
wrong and this is the South.” 
 “But it isn’t! It’s the North,” 
Peter reiterated. 
 Evie smiled and looked up 
at the owls. “Then I guess now you 
have something to think about—is the 

compass right and this is the North? 
Or is the compass broken and this is 
still the South?”
 The owls got very upset by 
this. “You can’t do that! This question 
will drive us crazy!” hooted the chief  
owl. 
 Evie looked at Peter. “Peter, 
please let’s go home.” Peter nodded 
quietly and they started to walk away. 
As they did, they could hear the owls 
passionately discussing whether to 
believe Peter’s story or not. 
 Peter walked for a bit without 
saying anything and then, finally, 
unable to take it anymore, he asked 
Evie: “You do believe me, don’t you? 
You do believe that this is the only 
remaining compass? I mean, what you 
said to the owls, you don’t believe that, 
do you?” 
 “Peter, I simply asked a 
question. When someone gives 
you information, you must always 
ask questions even if  you think the 
information is true. If  it is true, then all 
answers will testify to that, but if  it is 
false, you will eventually ask the right 
question that reveals that it’s not so.’ 
 “Yes, but what do you believe?’ 
Peter asked exasperatedly. 
 “I believe, Peter.” Peter smiled 
with relief. Evie added, “Most of  all, I 
believe in you.”
 Peter, however, still was not 
completely happy with her reply. He 
placed Evie down on the ground and 
looked at her. “Yes, but Evie, do you 
believe that the compass is the only 
remaining true compass in the world?” 
 “I do, but that’s because you 
have come to mean so much to me 
that wherever you are, that is North on 
my compass.” 
 Evie hid her little face, 
embarrassed. “You see, I don’t have a 
family. I’m an orphan, and I ran away 
from the orphanage because it didn’t 
feel like home. But everywhere you are 
feels like home and North and South 
are whatever you like Peter, because 

you are the closest thing to family I 
have in this world.”
 Peter was so touched that he 
made up his mind there and then to 
go home. Evie was right, he thought. 
His mom was right. Home was not a 
new house, nor North, nor South. And 
home, Peter finally realised, was as his 
mother had said: “The place you share 
with your loved ones.” 
 He made up his mind at that 
moment that he would bring Evie 
home with him and she would become 
a part of  his family. It was while Peter 
leaned over to pick up Evie that he felt 
the ground shake beneath his feet. 
 “Earthquake!” Evie screamed. 
 Peter turned around to look 
and saw a group of  elephants coming 
toward them. The elephants were so 
big, and their weight so heavy, that as 
they moved closer to Evie and Peter, 
the ground shook beneath their feet. 
 Peter tried to grab Evie and 
put her on his shoulder but she kept 
bouncing up and down as the ground 
kept shaking. 
 Who are you?” inquired one 
of  the elephants as they came to a 
stop. 
 “I’m Peter,” he replied without 
further explanation than that. 
 “What are you doing here, 
Peter? Don’t you know the savanna is 
no place for little boys? Come on, we 
will give you a ride.”
 The elephant lowered his 
trunk so that Peter could climb up his 
back. Peter took Evie with him and up 
they climbed, all the way up to the top 
of  the elephant’s head. 
 “Thank you very much!” 
Peter exclaimed to the elephant. “We 
are so grateful to you. Could you take 
us to the edge of  the savanna so that 
we may go back home?” 
 “Of  course,” said the 
elephant. 
 All the elephants started to 
walk again, escorting Peter and Evie 
back to the edge of  the savanna. 
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 “So what brings you here?” 
the biggest elephant asked Peter as he 
carried him. 
 “The only true compass,” 
Peter replied. 
 The biggest elephant stopped 
and looked around at the other 
elephants. “And do you know where 
such a compass could be found?” 

 “Don’t you want to know why 
it is the only true compass?” 
 “We know, Peter. It is because 
it is the only one that points to the true 
North which is, in fact, South.”
 “What? How do you know 
that?” Peter asked excitedly. 
 “Elephants have the best 
memory. We forget nothing. We still 
remember when the compasses were 
all destroyed and for what reason they 
were destroyed. The true compasses 
caused so much chaos centuries ago 
when they were first discovered and 

the world was in such a panic over 
the change that it was decided that 
all evidence of  their existence and the 
true North would be destroyed.” 
 “But that’s crazy. Just because 
people handle change badly doesn’t 
mean we should hide the truth.” 
 “Where is this true compass?” 
queried the biggest elephant. 

 “I have it,” Peter replied. 
As he said so, the biggest elephant 
grabbed Peter and Evie with his trunk 
and placed them down on the ground 
once more. 
 “Can we see it?”
 Peter gladly took out the 
compass and held it as high as he 
could so that the elephants could see 
from their great height. 
 To his surprise, as soon as 
the elephants had taken a look at the 
compass, they began stamping their 
feet in unison, causing the ground to 

shake and the compass to fall from 
Peter’s hand. 
 “It must be destroyed,” stated 
the biggest elephant, as all the elephants 
continued to stomp relentlessly so as to 
break Peter’s compass. 
 Scared that the only true 
compass would be broken, Peter ran 
after it to save it from the elephants. 

 “Wait Peter!” Evie screamed. 
“You could get hurt!” But Peter didn’t 
hear her in middle of  all the noise 
and thumping. His focus was on the 
compass. In fact, he was so focused 
on the compass that he almost got 
flattened by an elephant. 
 As soon as Evie saw that Peter 
was in trouble she screamed and ran 
after him. “Peter! Be careful. Peter!” 
 As she sprinted over to come 
to the rescue of  her dearest friend, 
Evie was hurt by one of  the elephants.
The elephant was so big and Evie so 
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“‘...it was decided that all evi-
dence of...the true North would 
be destroyed.’ ‘But that’s cra-
zy. Just because people handle 
change badly doesn’t mean 
we should hide the truth. ‘”
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small that the slightest impact with 
him was injurious. 
 Evie couldn’t move. Peter, 
who heard her scream, turned around 
and ran to her side. 
 “Evie!” Peter called out.
 Evie could hardly speak, but 
she gathered all her strength for Peter.  
 “I’m okay. Don’t be scared.” 
 “No, you’re not! You’re hurt 
and it’s all my fault!” Peter wailed.
 The elephant who had 
accidentally hurt Evie tried to 
apologise. “I’m sorry. We really didn’t 
mean to harm you, we were just trying 
to break the compass and scare you 
away from your quest.”
 Although in pain, Evie 
couldn’t help but smile a little. “Yes, I 
understand,” she replied breathlessly. 
“We often hurt the most when we seek 
to simply terrify, for fear has no limits.” 
 “You big oafs!” shouted Peter 
at the elephants. “You have no respect 
for things smaller than you! You should 
be ashamed of  yourselves!”
 Then, turning around to Evie, 
he said, “Please Evie, forgive me. I 
realise now you were right—the world 
will believe what it wants.”
 Peter placed Evie on the 
palm of  his hand, but Evie yelled out 
in agony. “It hurts Peter, please put 
me down. I won’t be able to travel 
anymore.” 
 “We will just travel home, 
okay? We won’t go anywhere else,” 
he promised Evie. “North or South, I 
don’t care what it is called. It doesn’t 
matter as long as one is home. Be strong 
please. Come home with me, Evie. My 
family will be your family.” 
 Peter didn’t care anymore 
about the compass or the adventure. 
He threw the only relic of  truth as 
far as his arm could throw it. “There! 
Stomp on it all you want!” he told the 
elephants. “I don’t care anymore!”
 Evie was looking worse and 
worse and Peter, afraid that his friend 
might be irrevocably hurt, began to 

cry. “Family is the one true compass 
and home is the North Star. You’re 
right, you were right all along,” he told 
her as she continued to writhe in pain. 
 It was amid Peter’s intensifying 
panic that he woke up to find himself  
surrounded by his mother and father. 
He blinked his eyes and realized he 
was back in his room.
 “Wake up, Peter,” they 
whispered in between hugs and kisses. 
 Peter was shaken, but, seeing 
his mother and father, he was soon filled 
with exuberance and relief. “You’re 
here! You’re here!” he screamed as 
he hugged and kissed them. “I never 
want to run away again!”
 His parents looked at Peter 
surprised. “Did you run away Peter?” 
his father asked. 
 Peter soon noted he was still 
wearing the pajamas he had worn the 
night before. 
 “It was a dream!” he realised. 
 “What was, Peter?” his mother 
asked. 
 Peter hugged his mother and 
placed his head on her shoulder, “It’s 
a long story, but I think I learned a lot. 
Isn’t it funny that a dream could teach 
you so much?” Peter remarked as he 
hugged and kissed his mother tighter 
and tighter. 
 “I understand,” his mother 
said kindly. “In a dream you can live 
many days, Peter. And in a day there 
are many lessons to be learned.”
 Peter didn’t exactly understand 
what his mother meant, but it didn’t 
matter to him at that moment, for he 
was just happy to be home. 
 His father chimed in, “Peter, 
I’m sorry that we have to move. I wish 
we could have stayed here but—”
 Peter drew his father into his 
embrace, so that he was now hugging 
both his mom and dad. 
 “Oh no, don’t say that,” 
Peter told his dad. “It will be a great 
adventure! A new home is always a 
great adventure. We will map the place 

out, the three of  us!”
 His parents smiled, happy 
to partake in Peter’s newfound 
enthusiasm. 
 “And don’t worry!” Peter 
continued. “We will make a new 
home, because a home is simply the 
place you feel most protected and a 
place you share with your loved ones.”
 His mother smiled, 
remembering that she had told Peter 
the very same thing the night before. 
 “I will help you pack, okay?” 
Peter told his dad as he jumped out of  
bed, freshly invigorated to be moving 
into a new home. 
 He was now excited about the 
new place, he was excited to see new 
things, to meet new friends. But, most 
of  all, he was happy to be able to do all 
these things with his family. 
 That day, Peter helped 
everyone to get ready to leave. He even 
helped the movers as they placed the 
furniture and boxes into the moving 
truck and the car. 

***
 The house was finally empty 
and all had been loaded into the 
vehicles, ready to be reopened at the 
new home. 
 Peter and his parents stood in 
the doorway taking one last look at the 
house that had been home to them for 
so many years. Peter looked up and 
saw that his parents were sad, and he 
remembered what his little friend Evie 
had told him in his dream: “Grown 
ups are often scared just like children, 
but they are too worried about having 
to take care of  everything to show it.” 
So Peter took his parents both by the 
hand and said. “Are you ready for our 
a new adventure?” 
 His parents looked at Peter 
and, seeing a big smile on his little 
face, they, too, couldn’t help but smile. 
 “Ready!” they both replied in 
unison. 
 Why were they all so excited? 
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 Because they knew then that 
as long as they had each other, all 
would be well. 
 So, happily, they closed the 
door to their old home behind them 
and prepared themselves for their next 
adventure. 
 Peter was whistling as he made 
his way to the car. In the midst of  his 
tune, he heard a squeak near his foot. 
He looked down and saw, once again, 
a little gecko. 
 He was finally starting to 
believe that there was more to his 
dream than he had at first believed. 
 So it was that Peter, his 
mother, father and Evie embarked 
on an adventure to their new home. 
One that would be filled with all the 
essentials: family, love and laughter. 
 What more did they need?

THE END 

dedicated to the real Peter
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And the hooded clouds,

like friars,

Tell their beads

in drops of  rain

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

Chapter 28: Portland
Leanne Grabel
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I went up to Portland to visit Thea. She took me to a poetry reading—an open mic. I’d 

never been to a poetry reading before. I did, however, write poetry, and read poetry—

mostly the tragic poets, like Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath. 

The poetry reading became a magnificent night of  my life. 

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel
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I fell in love at first with every single poet there. I fell in love with their lack of  convention, lack 

of pretension, scads of  invention. I loved their silver teardrops. I fell in love with their senses of  

the absurd. Their lyrical celebrations of  the askew. I fell in love with their hair. It was akimbo. 

Their brains were akimbo, ears barbed. I fell in love with the way they played their mouths and 

hands like percussive wind instruments. 
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Portland was it. I was moving to Portland. 1975. And Donny was coming. And he was going to 

drive. I sold almost everything I owned. I sold my stereo and most of  my best albums like Meet 

the Beatles and Surrealistic Pillow and Highway 61 Revisited. I didn’t sell my Olivetti typewriter, most 

of  my shoes, scarves, one coat, two pairs of  jeans, my pillow, my journals, my rings and my best 

pens. Donny had a ‘61 Ford wagon. It was a Mommy car, once gleaming white with chrome 

edging. Now the car was scabby with rust, a pied cow. 
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We were on the road in two weeks. We took the coast road and it took forever. But the in-

stant we entered Oregon, the sky grew enormous. The clouds grew busty and ripe. Avuncu-

lar cloads in woolen slippers tiptoed over big-bellied hillsides. The mountains, the size of  the 

continents, took a muscular stance in the back. Everywhere there were trees like jewels. There 

were so many trees. 

And Mount Hood. Right in the middle. Completely dependable with her broad shoulders 

and dramatic white cap. 

Oregon was relaxing. Like lying down on a cool, green lap. 
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Donny and I had one address in Portland. It was a high school friend of  Frank’s house. Joe’s 

house. Frank was Thea’s boyfriend. Joe said he had a finished garage we could use. 

We drove up to the ugliest house I’d ever seen in my life. It stood gracelessly in the middle of  a 

mud-caked lot. It was the color of  envy. Not gray, not green, not tan. It was a porchless cube. 

No. It was two porchless cubes. The smaller one was the garage. It was built on cement blocks. 

There was not a sprout or sprig of  green. Sticks and stems were strewn about like an old man’s 

hair.
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Four major crosstown streets came together in a helmet of  stoplights two doors down. There 

was a gigantic 24-hour Texaco station and a 24-hour Chevron station across the street.

There was a pull-out couch, torn, lumpy and covered in cat hair. There was no bathroom 

except at the gas stations. The sounds of  bad traffic never stopped. At 4:30 the next morn-

ing, I screamed at Donny. WAKE UP. COME ON. LET’S GO. 

We drove to Denny’s. We both ordered a Grand Slam breakfast: two pancakes, two eggs, 

two bacon strips, two sausage links, coffee and toast. My god. I felt like I had wool socks on 

my eyes.
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We saw a For Rent sign on a big raggedy-looking wood house on our way over. We called the 

number. A man told us to meet him in an hour. He showed us the house. We had the money. 

We got the house. 

The house had been built in the late 1800s. It had gigantic rooms with drafts jetting through 

them, strong enough to slam doors. And yet, the house had elegance shuffling through it. 
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Thea and Frank decided to move in with us. But within a month, they broke up. Frank moved 

out. Donny didn’t find a job. I was down to my last couple hundred dollars. I found a part-time 

job as a legal secretary. I could type like a fiend. But I wasn’t making enough money for the both 

of us. And anyway, Donny needed to get a damn job. I was getting really irritated. 

The house was so cold, for instance, by early November, we saw our breath. I kept turning up 

the thermostat, but nothing happened. Finally, the landlord told us we needed to buy oil to heat 

a house. I didn’t even know it was a thing people did. I’m from Stockton. And anyway, we didn’t 

have money to buy oil.
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“I THOUGHT YOU WERE GOING TO GET A DAMN JOB!” I kept screaming. “I’M SO 

PISSED. YOU’RE SPENDING ALL MY FUCKING MONEY AND YOU WON’T GET 

A FUCKING JOB! YOU HAVEN’T EVEN LOOKED.” 

“I know,” Donny said.

Donny finally got a job a few weeks later as a floor aide at Denville. Denville was the state mental 

institution forty miles out of  town. Swing shift. He did everything from take communion from 

schizophrenic Jesus impersonators to redirecting resident painters away from using feces as their 

main painting medium. 
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Donny loved the job. He could stay calm no matter what. He was like a lake. However, 

his slow current made floating much more difficult for me. I blamed Donny for my 

malcontentment. He was a boulder on a flat surface. And I was a gnat. Donny was lava 

that had already cooled and hardened. And I was the molten upheaval. Donny rolled 

slowly like a turtle. And I shimmied like an ass. It became obvious there was just no sub-

set created. 
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I wrote a bunch of  sloppy sad poems about Donny. But Donny didn’t break my heart. 

He just broke a plate at the feast of  my ego. 

A few weeks later, I read three Donny poems at an open mic: “Potatoes,” “Apple Elabo-

ration” and “One Hand Clapping.” Virginia, a strange round poet, stood up and shout-

ed, “Truth! I want truth! These are lies!”

Of course, she was right. I’ve been thinking about what she said ever since.
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Chapter 29: The Poets
Leanne Grabel

There is a pleasure

in poetic pains

Which only poets know.

William Cowper
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The open mic was at a tavern called the Long Goodbye. It was a dark multi-level bar 

just like the poets who were poured about in spills like clouds. The emcee was the same 

wild-haired poet I’d been mesmerized by that first night in Portland. He had a bold, vast 

forehead that implied wisdom. I liked that. But the top button was unbuttoned on his 

jeans and they kept falling down his skinny white hips. His pants were holding on for dear 

life. The soles of  his shoes were loose and flapping around—like people’s mouths. 
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I was again mesmerized. I was entranced by how he danced to the music of  his own words, 

by a rhythm within. I loved it. He was a tetched preacher, prancing, preening, his hands 

swooping. He spat. 

And then he was closing down the open mic. I hadn’t gone up to read. I couldn’t do it. I’d 

taken my poems out, but my hands were shaking violently. I couldn’t do it. 

I put my head down in defeat. 

“No, wait. My friend wants to read. She needs to read.” Thea stood up and pointed at me.
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“Nina Faye Gold,” Thea said. 

“Get on up here, honey. What’s your name?”

“Nina.” 

I got up, blood whooshing through my body. Thea pushed me up onto the stage. The fright 

I was feeling could have eaten Akron, Ohio. I was clutching my poems with my sweaty 

hands. They were trembling so violently, the paper was burping. I tried to hold one hand 

steady as I attempted to settle at the mic. 
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But my hands had become motorized. They had become their own weather system. I began 

to read my first poem:

London.

A muggy day.

Cold sprinkler. 

Skinny hope. 

Ah to Paris. 

Alan Watts doing

Neighborhood laundry. 

Quick to balance comfort.

With feasting. 

Pleasure, potent.

Skin, butter.
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By the time I got to “Cold Sprinkler,” I was calm. I was more than calm. I could feel. I was 

thrilled. I could feel everything I was. I could feel my mouth, my legs, my lips, my guts. I could 

feel the words going all the way through my body and out my mouth. I could feel myself  

singing. But I wasn’t scared. Terror slid off, spilled down my arms, out my fingertips, with each 

word. 
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With no stories to tell. 

I beg: startle no cuddlers. 

No glamour here.

Let’s just kiss foreheads.

Be sofas. 

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

The poem was done. I was ecstatic, floating. I read another and another. I got a big hand. Kurt 

came up and hugged me stiffly, ass up in the air, which is how he hugged.

“Those were very rich,” he said.

I felt like I’d found a new family. I felt like a sister, a queen...at least for a day. 

“Where you from, honey?” Kurt asked again.

“Stockton.”
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“Stockton, California?”

“Yes.”

“What’s your name?” Kurt asked again.

“Nina.”

“Rich. Those were rich.”

Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

Chapter 30: Dick-Slinging Heart 
Eaters
Leanne Grabel

Never offer your heart

to someone who eats hearts

who finds heart meat

delicious

but not rare

Alice Walker
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Five years had now passed since the trip to Baja. I only thought about getting raped when I was 

tumbling through periods of  self-deprecatory chaos, usually in the middle of  the night. Rape 

was easy to blame. An easy excuse. Almost as easy as blaming myself. 

I think the memory of  my rape was now compressed (like a trash brick) and stuck away in my 

body somewhere like a pre-cancerous polyp. Or a hard plastic poker chip in an old toy drawer. 

I thought the polyp was asymptomatic most of  the time. 

 The Opiate, Spring Vol. 17 Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

But I continued to choose the most ridiculous, disharmonious, unavailable, impossible men 

imaginable to have relationships with. This went on for many years. I chose ignorant men, 

macho men, redneck men, married men, pretty boy men. I chose men who disgusted and 

disturbed me. I chose men who were bad. I chose men who I thought were stupid. 
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For instance, one day my friend, Marly, asked me if  I wanted to meet a friend of  her new 

boyfriend, Cliff. “Don’t you think Nina should meet Thomas?” she asked him. Cliff and 

Thomas had just graduated from the drug treatment facility where Marly was a counselor. 

Cliff and Marly had fallen in love during treatment. Marly quit her job. 

“Great idea,” Cliff said, one eyebrow up. 

Marly and Cliff cooked an extravagant Indian dinner in Cliff’s newly rented sixth-floor apart-

ment with a magnificent view of  the skyline and a life-sized rosewood Buddha sculpture that 

reminded me of  Poppy. They invited Thomas. 

 The Opiate, Spring Vol. 17 Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

I bought a new dress. I couldn’t believe I found the perfect dress. Exactly what I envisioned. It 

was a summer cotton, a tiny floral print. It was rose pink, a sophisticated pink that accepted 

reality. It had a halter neckline, calf-length hemline and a bias-cut. 

It featured me well. My skin was dark. My hair was black and long and sprouted from my 

head like a bottle brush tree. I felt like a tropical princess oh so ready for love. 
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Thomas showed up twenty minutes early in a sport coat. I found that charmingly earnest. I 

hadn’t seen a guy my age wear a sport coat since my brother’s bar mitzvah in 1962. 

Flashes of  light flared out of  Thomas’ blue eyes when I looked straight into them for the first 

time. His eyes were a fresh blue. But his pupils were black and sharp, like holes. I didn’t notice his 

pupils at the time. Just that flash of  light. 

For dinner, we sat cross-legged on gold silk cushions from Bali. Even the wood floor preened. 

Talk was easy. There were many goblets of  wine and bowls of  spicy, dark curry with plump 

raisins. There was a tray of  naan stacked like golden mittens. And chocolate mousse. My first 

chocolate mousse. I couldn’t believe how delicious it was. 

 The Opiate, Spring Vol. 17 Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

“I wanted to fuck you the second I saw you.” That’s what Thomas said to me later that night 

in the car. “I knew your pussy was going to be sweet and wet.”

OH MY GOD. It was the nastiest thing anyone had ever said to me. I couldn’t believe it. 

I didn’t know how to respond. It was 4:30 in the morning and the dinner had just ended. 

Thomas was driving me home in something humble, like a tan Chevy Nova. 

“Do you want to come over?” Thomas asked.

I nodded.
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Thomas drove to a short brick apartment building, opened a second-floor door, pulled out a 

living room sleeper, put on some sheets and a threadbare chenille bedspread and began to sling 

his enormous penis around for the next couple of  hours like a lariat. 

I’d never met anyone so relaxed and in love with his penis. He twirled it, thrust it, slung it, kissed 

it, laughed, groaned and sighed. “It’s the best thing about me,” Thomas said.

I lay there making loud, free noises. I was dramatically drunk and dramatically enjoying myself. 

We both drifted off to sleep as daylight opened its big, bright mouth. White Venetian blinds, like 

freshly bleached teeth, clattered slightly as somebody walked into the living room from the back 

of  the house. 

“Thomas...” It was a woman’s voice. And then she saw me. 

Thomas jumped out of  bed, buck naked, and shouldered the woman back into the hallway. It 

was his mother. It was her apartment. 

“Would you like some French toast?” she asked, rummaging around in the tiny kitchen, which 

was essentially in the same room as the couch. 

I was abashed. I was entangled in fragrant sheets, abashed. I couldn’t even look at her. I couldn’t 

speak. I just nodded. 

 The Opiate, Spring Vol. 17 Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 
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Oh God. I had been so loud. Jesus. I was so embarrassed.

I stayed with Thomas for four years, even though just about everything he said or did made me 

back up, buck up and fold. He was a political and cultural redneck who believed and said things 

that made me want to cringe and strangle him. Thomas never laughed when I laughed. All of  

my friends were horrified by him. 

We started discussing marriage. One year, Thomas went to Alaska during halibut season to fish. 

He was gone for a month and then gone for another six weeks. When I went to pick Thomas 

up at the airport this one time, near the end, I wore really tight jeans and this sheer white pleated 

blouse, appeared sheer—but wasn’t really. I had on red patent leather shoes. I had started jogging

 The Opiate, Spring Vol. 17 Brontosaurus - Leanne Grabel 

and had become lean—for me. People’s eyes were dropping out of  their sockets. I swear. 

Thomas whooped and whistled when he saw me. Then he lifted me up off the ground. I hated 

that. I hated any reference, no matter how oblique, to shortness or smallness. 

We went home and he started swinging his lariat around. An hour later, unfulfilled on all levels, I 

trance-ate a three-pound bag of  trail mix (twelve thousand calories). It was in Thomas’ suitcase. 

The next morning, I was fat. 
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The morning after that, Thomas said he had fallen in love with Nan, a Christian aerobics teach-

er from Manson. He had been living with Nan and her son for weeks. This year’s fishing trip had 

been cut short due to bad weather. I just didn’t know that. 

Thomas told me how much Nan really liked to give him head. “And hell, she just jumps right 

up and rides. Ooh. And not an ounce of  fat on her,” he said. “Except for maybe just a little sexy 

squeeze on her inner thighs.” 

Great. 

Then Nan got on the phone. “It’s Jesus’ will,” she said. 

 The Opiate, Spring Vol. 17

NON-
FICTION
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 Our first thirteen years of  marriage were 
spent in a third-floor condo. Brown and white with tri-
angular peaks outlining the common stairwells, it looked 
like a Swiss chalet. They tried everything in the seventies.
 The development had thirty-four identical-look-
ing buildings, bordered by a railroad, a large park, and 
two sides of  townhomes. Each building had twelve units, 
with six units sharing a common stairwell. Although only 
three stories, we towered over the slightly more affluent 
townhomes and it enabled us to view the roofs of  the 
middle-class homeowners in the distance. 
 After years of  neglect, the development was 
showing its age. Copies of  copies of  copies of  keys barely 
unlocked the doors. Windows would open halfway, get 
stuck, and then would open the rest of  the way with jim-
mying. Heating was included in association fees so people 
on the ground floor would crank it up, making winters on 
the third floor like the Sahara.

 The development was a financial trap. There 
were no restrictions on how many units could be rent-
ed out. As a result, many mortgage companies wouldn’t 
give loans to prospective buyers because the rental ratio 
was too high. Therefore, the available units were usually 
bought by investors who, in turn, rented them out. The 
only way to get out, as an owner, was to sell to someone 
paying cash: an investor. It was a downward spiral.
 A large, poor development in an affluent sub-
urb, we were the town’s dumping ground. Our building’s 
dumpster greeted residents at the parking lot entrance. 
People in nearby townhouses, unable to get the garbage 
collectors to haul their large waste without a fee, would 
deposit their old couches, TVs and tires in our dumpster. 
Our homeowners association would then attempt to bill 
us for their garbage. An occasional abandoned car would 
make its home in our lot. You could always tell them 
apart from others: expired tags, flat tires and eight inches 

Probably
Bob Chikos

 The Opiate, Spring Vol. 17

of  virgin snow throughout the winter. 
The town’s Fourth of  July celebration 
was held in the nearby park. The sign 
at the lot entrance reminding people 
that it was private property tended 
to be ignored. We had to compete to 
get a spot in our own lot. It’s just poor 
people who live there, right?
 Designed to attract young 
professionals, the development strayed 
from its original intent. It housed a 
motley crew of  inhabitants: recent 

immigrants who packed extended 
families into two-bedroom units, 
pads for aging bachelors, divorced 
people needing a place to sleep with 
a spare bedroom for their kids on 
the weekends, older people forced to 
downsize and the occasional Section 8 
denizen. Few people used the pool and 
nobody used the sand-filled volleyball 
court save for the intermittent stray 
cat. The gazebo, purportedly for 
picnics, collected empty Tecate 
bottles at night. Each of  the buildings’ 
bedroom faced the common parking 

lot. While not a pretty sight, it 
allowed us to see the action. We saw 
families in their best, piling in the car 
for a wedding or first communion, 
kids trying to master skateboarding 
tricks or the local gearhead trying to 
resurrect a dead muscle car. When 
our son was a toddler, he recognized 
the garbage truck’s noise (and could 
differentiate it from the recycling 
truck) and would run to his room 
yelling, “Garbagetruckgarbagetruck!” 

 Night brought out the horn 
honkers, too lazy to ring the doorbell 
or even use their cell, and parking lot 
urchins. Ambulances came regularly, 
flashing their lights into our rooms, and 
carted away who-knows-where with 
God-knows-what. As new parents, 
we fretted that our finally asleep baby 
would wake up, and as someone who 
at one time worked two full-time jobs 
in addition to grad school, I detested 
losing my precious minutes of  sleep. 
If  someone carried on too long too 
late I’d call the police, then hide and 

observe from the shadows until they 
came to break up the party. 
 But aside from the addict 
who nearly burned down the building 
and the hoarder who collected sixty-
two cats, our building’s residents were 
generally responsible.
 I can’t say as much about the 
people in the neighboring building. 
 Moving trucks appeared 
regularly. It was a constant cycle of  
transients moving in and out. When 

they came, I peeked down to get an 
idea of  who was moving in. 
 One particular family moved 
into the adjacent building. It was 
headed by a small, thin black woman, 
probably in her early thirties. She 
flitted about quickly and her head 
darted around, like a pigeon, always 
aware of  her surroundings. On warm 
days, she smoked outside and left her 
evidence, lipstick-stained Kools.
 She had four kids. The oldest 
was a lanky boy, about sixteen or 
seventeen, but who could pass for 

“Brown and white with triangu-
lar peaks outlining the common 
stairwells, it looked like a Swiss 
chalet. They tried everything in 
the seventies.”

Probably - Bob Chikos
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several years older. The second was 
a chubby, bespectacled adolescent, 
about twelve, who walked laboriously 
and spoke as if  he had to pre-
think every word he said. From my 
experience working with people 
with special needs, he fit the profile 
of  someone with a mild intellectual 
disability. The other two, a boy and a 
girl, were several years younger, about 
four and five.
 The two youngest ran around 
the parking lot regularly, screaming, 
and playing with the trash next to the 
dumpsters. Every so often, I’d hear the 
mom slide open a window and yell at 
them to “git back over here!” The boy 
with a disability liked to play in the 
playground with much younger kids, 
likely his intellectual equals. To me, 
he seemed harmless. He pushed kids 
in swings, but he made other parents 
nervous. Eventually, parents stopped 
taking their kids to the playground. 
 Watching from my window, I 
created stories about the family.
 She probably had the first one 
when she was about fifteen.
 She’s probably uneducated.
 The kids probably have 
different dads.
 She’s probably on public aid.
 And I was probably right.
 She had a junker of  an old 
car. Every time she backed out and 
turned, it screeched. For five bucks she 
could have fixed it with some power 
steering fluid. But she probably didn’t 
know that. 
 I hoped they would be gone 
after a one-year lease.
 On a hot summer day, I was 
in my unit with my wall A/C on full 
blast. As I went to close my blinds to 
block out the sun, I noticed a police 
car parked in the lot. One officer 
casually walked up to the lady, who 
was standing on the lawn. She wore 
a too-large neon yellow Key West 
t-shirt, tied in front, a knotted kente 
head wrap, white short shorts and 

generic tennis shoes without socks. As 
he approached her, their dialogue was 
inaudible to me, but I saw him point to 
the back of  the squad car, where the 
window was halfway down. 
 The woman stretched her 
neck, like a prairie dog trying to look 
above the horizon, and then nodded 
at the policemen. She put her left 
hand on her hip and her right hand 
shook, alternating positions on her 
head—brow, cheek, chin, over her 
mouth, unable to find a place that was 
reassuring. 
 The other officer opened 
the back of  the squad car. The older 
boy’s long legs emerged and touched 
the ground. He contorted his body to 
get up and out. The officer gave him 
a gentle nudge in the direction of  his 
mother. 
 They had probably picked 
him up for something minor and felt 
Mama’s punishment would be more 
effective than the court system’s.
 I had heard the statistics. Black 
boy, single mom, public assistance, at 
least one run-in with the law. You’re 
probably more likely to graduate to 
prison than from college. What a 
shame. Tsk-tsk-tsk.
 The boy’s head slumped. He 
folded his arms and looked annoyed, 
dreading the inevitable shouting from 
Mama, but he didn’t look scared. He 
didn’t have the bulging eyes or wet 
pants I would have had if  a police 
officer escorted me home at that age.
I concentrated on her. At this moment, 
she didn’t look her age. Her shaking 
hands and tearing eyes had the look 
of  a scared young girl who was in 
way over her head with far more 
responsibility than she could handle, 
yet her slumped posture told the tale 
of  an old, weary woman who was 
already tired of  a hard life. 
 If  I could hear her inner 
thoughts they’d probably say, “Lord, 
don’t let him slip away from me.”
 He walked toward the 

apartment. As he neared her, she 
whipped off her head wrap and 
swatted him over and over, barking 
words at him that I couldn’t discern 
over my A/C. They both entered the 
building, out of  sight but not out of  
my mind.
 The boy with the disability 
remained on the grass, having watched 
the scene with no visible reaction 
while the younger ones banged on the 
dumpster with an abandoned bicycle 
wheel.
 There was no “probably” 
about her now. In my thoughts, I saw a 
woman who moved to this town so her 
kids could get a better education and 
maybe, just maybe, they wouldn’t have 
a life like she had. 
 Was she much different from 
me? I lived in the poorest place in 
the best school district I could afford 
because I wanted the best for my son. 
The hope that you can pave a better 
path for the next generation somehow 
keeps you going.
 But now her hope was 
disappearing. Her oldest boy started 
on the slippery slope toward the life of  
statistics and stereotypes. 
 She brought this on herself. She’s 
the one who brought these kids into the world. 
She’s the one who probably dropped out of  
high school. She’s the one who’s not setting a 
good example.
 But then again, she’s not the 
one who abandoned those kids.
 About a year from the time 
they moved in, they were gone. I didn’t 
notice the moving truck, but I noticed 
their absence. Parents started to let 
their kids play in the playground, the 
parking lot was quieter, and Kool butts 
stopped showing up in the common 
areas. 
 Although I can’t help but 
think we would all be a little better off 
if  they had stayed.

POETRY

 The Opiate, Spring Vol. 17



84. 85.

We are all trapped
in old photographs.
No one has confined us there.
It’s that we have never been outside of  them.

And no one knows where we are now
—certainly no one can know—
because we are nowhere
(while we are suspended
everywhere).

And every time we open our eyes
to look back,
we become statues of  salt.
Each one corresponds
to a snapshot
in black and white,
calcified in time.
In place of  an album,
another dream,
unexpected memories.

Each moment of  our life
stops 
and freezes forever,
somewhere,
while we believe
naively
that we are moving forward.
We will encounter ourselves farther down the road, yes,
but among the things of  the past,
in the back of  a drawer
full of  useless objects
that we never throw away.

A sort 
of  continuous present
pursues us.
A showcase of  events, 
a well-stocked museum
of  things lived,
the display case
of  the soul’s antique store.

The Museum of the Statues of 
Salt
Julio Monteiro Martins, Translated by Helen Wickes & Donald Stang
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Archaic passions
never at rest
know neither oblivion
nor respite.
Death is forbidden to them,
as it is to vampires.
They make their awful appearance
in the night.

Terrified,
appalled,
we always attempt
the same old futile
pleas:

My overflowing soul,
chaotic spirit,
how may I beg for silence
from your multitudes?
How may I convince them
to disperse,
to hide themselves 
in a crevice
of  eternity?

How may I get from them
a single night
without dreams?
Or a single day
that does not split apart
in the thirty thousand days
of  an entire life?
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Siamo tutti ingabbiati
dentro vecchie fotografie.
Nessuno ci ha rinchiuso lì.
È che non ne siamo mai stati fuori.

E nessuno sa dove siamo ora
– non ne può certo saperlo –
perché non siamo da nessuna parte
(mentre siamo bloccati
dappertutto).

E ogni volta che apriamo gli occhi
per guardarci indietro
diventiamo statue di sale.
A ciascuna corrisponde 
un’istantanea
in bianco e nero
del tempo granitico.
Al posto dell’album,
un altro sogno,
i ricordi improvvisi.

Ogni momento della nostra vita
si ferma
e si congela per sempre
da qualche parte,
mentre noi crediamo
ingenuamente
di andare avanti.
C’imbatteremo in questo avanti, sì,
ma tra le cose del passato,
in fondo a un cassetto pieno
di oggetti inutili
che non si buttano via.

Una sorta
di presente continuo
ci perseguita.
Una vetrina di eventi,
un fornito museo
di cose vissute,
le bancarelle
dell’antiquariato dell’anima

Il museo delle statue di sale
Julio Monteiro Martins

 The Opiate, Spring Vol. 17

Arcaiche passioni
senza riposo
non conoscono oblio
né tregua.
La morte gli è interdetta
come ai vampiri.
Fanno atroci apparizioni
nella notte.

Atterriti,
sgomentati,
tentiamo sempre
le stesse vecchie suppliche
infruttuose:

Anima mia sovraffollata,
caotico spirito,
come chiedere silenzio
alle tue moltitudini?
Come convincerle
a disperdersi,
a nascondersi
in una crepa
dell’eternità?

Come ottenere da loro
una sola notte
senza sogni?
O un solo giorno
che non si sdoppi
nei trentamila giorni
di una vita intera?
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I’ve come back home so late
that I scarcely remember
the moment when I left.
Then
I didn’t want to leave then.
I didn’t want to interrupt
the joyful atmosphere,
the jokes, the bubbly talk,
the constant chatter of  the family
and the friends,
who were at our home
in that big tree
at the hour of  sunset.

But what a day!
So many things to do
in so many different places;
hurried meals,
endless lines,
useless waits,
senseless squabbles,
missed appointments,
glitches and misunderstandings.
How tiresome!

Now I return home.
To my home.

Oddly
I find the door closed,
the lights out,
and a great silence
everywhere.
How strange.
Could it be so late?
Or are they changing their routines
and now everyone goes to bed early?

I open the door,
turn on the lights in the living room
and, very tired,
throw myself  on the couch
and wait.
What a silence!

Everyone Is Asleep
Julio Monteiro Martins, Translated by Helen Wickes & Donald Stang
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And even outside,
for once,
the world is quiet.
The little table in front of  me,
the credenza, and the china cabinet,
are covered
with a thin film of  dust.
But what is happening?
Doesn’t anyone take care of  this house?

Now I get up
to look for someone
who is still awake.
In the kitchen,
the dirty dishes
sleep in the sink.
From the corridor,
I hear deep breathing
coming from the bedrooms.
I open one door, then the other,
take a peek inside.
Everyone is 
profoundly
asleep in the house.
They are immobile,
each one unmoving
in the chosen position,
the most comfortable one
for a long night’s sleep.

I close all the doors
and return to the living room.
I stretch out on the couch
and the images flail about
confusedly
in my head.

I am tired.
The day passed
without my seeing it!
The atmosphere here
is an invitation to sleep.
I want to sleep
the way all the others
are sleeping.

I’ve come back home.
It is so late.
But how could I have made it back earlier? 

Everyone is asleep.
I want to sleep too.
I’m exhausted.
And I want to sleep in my home.
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Sono tornato così tardi a casa
che mi ricordo a malapena
il momento in cui l’avevo lasciata.
Non volevo andarmene
allora.
Non volevo interrompere
l’atmosfera gioiosa,
gli scherzi, le confidenze frizzanti,
il costante chiacchiericcio della famiglia
e degli amici,
che erano di casa
in quel grande albero
all’ora del tramonto.

Ma che giornata!
Tante cose da fare
in tanti luoghi diversi,
pasti veloci,
file interminabili,
attese inutili,
diverbi senza senso,
appuntamenti persi,
disguidi e malintesi.
Che fatica!

Ora torno a casa.
Alla mia casa.

Stranamente
trovo la porta chiusa,
le luci spente
e un grande silenzio
dappertutto.
Che strano.
Sarà già così tardi?
O stanno cambiando abitudini
e ora vanno tutti a letto presto?

Apro la porta,
accendo le luci del salotto
e molto stanco 
mi butto sul divano
e aspetto.
Quanto silenzio!
E anche fuori

Dormono tutti
Julio Monteiro Martins
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il mondo tace.
Il tavolino davanti a me,
la credenza e la vetrinetta,
sono ricoperte
da un sottile strato di polvere.
Ma cosa sta succedendo?
Nessuno bada più a questa casa?

Ora mi rialzo
per cercare qualcuno
ancora sveglio.
In cucina,
i piatti sporchi
dormono nel lavandino.
Dal corridoio
ascolto il respiro profondo
che viene dalle camere da letto.
Apro una porta, poi l’altra,
faccio capolino.
Dormono tutti
profondamente 
in quella casa.
Sono immobili,
ciascuno fermo
nella posizione scelta,
quella più comoda
per una lunga notte di sonno.

Chiudo tutte le porte
e torno in salotto.
Mi sdraio sul divano
e le immagini si dimenano
confusamente
per la mia testa.

Sono stanco.
Non ho visto
passare il giorno!
L’ambiente
è un invito al sonno.
Voglio dormire
come dormono
tutti gli altri.

Sono tornato a casa.
È così tardi.
Ma come facevo a tornare prima?

Dormono tutti.
Voglio dormire anch’io.
Sono esausto.
E voglio dormire a casa.
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she is older than old
older than fairy tales
more ancient than the living could ever fathom.
as she sits on the stoop of  her house
swallows nibble at the stale gingerbread eaves.
self-cut pigeon-gray hair, piss-yellow nails, snow-white apron,
myth-thick book on her lap.
and yet she must have:
 skipped rope as a child
 swept up her hair with pins and smiled “oui” at a war-shattered world
 dabbed black market champagne behind her ears
 married in a hand-me-down gown
 bought this low lonely house with her husband
 made love in a bedroom that faced the cemetery across the street
 dandled her first child as the seed of  the second took shape in her womb
 watched high-rise apartments shoot up like beanstalks in next door lots
 and planted the first rose in her front garden strip
 (violent pink blooms)
 tamped and troweled the Medusa head ball of  wiggling roots into a deep, damp hole
 whispered
 “grow, my pretty, I’ll buy you some friends.”

apricot, mauve, saffron, carmine,
cheddar-cheese yellow,
semi-double cream, full-double white, navy-tinged black,
thornless or fragrant
clustered or climbers
continual bloomers…
her roses ran rampant.
roots tunneled under the road with frenzy and glee
foraging food in the marble-capped field
dotted with dead bouquets dressed in plastic ruffs.
back in her yard roses erupted, exploded, caromed on the bush.

her children grew into men
her man grew into death

minor chthonic gods and grand-
mothers (Montreuil cemetery)
Liz Duff Young
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“what beautiful roses” I call out as I pass.
gently she cackles
“oui, oui, Mère Nature smiles on my soil.”
or did she say “soul”?

eons older than old
ever-blooming, chthonic and grand,
she tilts her wrinkled head like a queen.
petals fall.



94. 95.

Silence, then squeals, as the students enter the porn room 
of  the exhibit, where the artist has photographed himself  
licking the lady parts of  his ex-wife, the erotic film star. 
Discomfort with the lessons to be learned here: not 
about sex, necessarily, but about packaging it as art, along 
with basketballs in aquariums and giant pets made of  
steel. That the simple, naked surface is also a brilliant business 
plan. That of  course he really loved her; she was his wife.

Field Trip
Maureen Siegel
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Linocut by Youssef  Abdelaziz

Her Tuesday Night Call; A 
Precursor to My Friday Night 
Loneliness
OR
From Her End of the Line
Alex Feldman

Yeah?
I was reading
A woman named Lola
             No, Lolita is different
I believe this one is of  age
Because Lolita wasn’t
            Never mind
Haven’t seen it
            It might give me ulcers
You know I’m not big on TV
             You know I’m not big on phone calls
Now I’m writing random words on my wall in black sharpie
             They are very ugly 
Still, they make me happy
I have to go 
I see a roach sitting atop nine hard-boiled eggs in a basket
He seems entitled
            He needs to know he’s not king around here

Gotcha son-of-a-bitch! (heard 
from a distance)

Now he’s in the cold
           On my windowsill in a glass

(Crack!Crack!)

I’m peeling an egg 
            So he can see whom they belong to
Dume
Dume
Dume Dume Dume Dume
             A Jazz baseline
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I sold my computer
No, just not big on devices
Things will be on for the rest of  humanity’s existence
             No breaks

(Flick)
Holding my hand over a lighter for as long as I can
             People should be more grateful to feel pain
                        You build up a tolerance like anything else

These eggs don’t smell good
(spitting 
sound) I can’t eat that

I kissed someone at a bar last night
Then she touched my face and said “I love everyone in here but you”

(silence)

Bright cloudless days during wakes and funerals
Black umbrella salesmen all live in Hollywood

Hug me and you’ll feel a flask in my inner coat pocket
Punch me and my cuts will spark conversations with women

Fire me and I’ll be free
Give me time and I’ll be dead

I never call
A place my home
I never make a plan
Never climb mountains
Raft rivers
Swim rivers 
Or sight-see
And rarely wash my jeans

I tend to be alone
I tend to think and think and think
Distractions are the leaves that shade us from the sun

The drinking event that has been in the making for three months
That’s a distraction

Apple picking
That’s a distraction

Those DJ concerts
They are distractions that make me sad

TV
The immaculate distraction

Sex
The most lovely of  distractions

School and work 
Distractions

Just A Shitty Poem
Alex Feldman
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Being racist
That’s a distraction

Harvard
Is a distraction

Reading the Bible at 4:10 AM in Atlantic City
That’s a distraction

Politics 
Distraction

If  you get distracted from your distractions people ask
“Are you alright?”
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I stopped a blind
Man walking
By putting my hand
Firmly 
on his chest
And said something I’d heard 
In song once:
“This road leads to Rome
That road leads to Ruin”

I think he figured I was pointing so 
He asked
“Which way’s which?”
As I walked away

He stood there for as long as I was able to see him 
Maybe another minute 
Or hour
Or more
But he surely walked
One way
Or another 
Eventually 

And so we’re all the same

Black
Alex Feldman
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                                               Fiona Found that unfamiliar 
                                               ladies’ Undergarment 
          while watching uma 
           thurman in kill bill on 
           my couch so she went 
           Crazy just a little bit 
           extra and it wouldn’t 
           have surprised me if  
           she Kicked me 
           roundhouse style 
           through my pane glass 
           window Earning 
           quentin and uma’s 
           respect, displaying the 
           knowledge that Dick is 
           no longer superior

Men Are
Alex Feldman
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(after the painting by Rouault)

You remember what it was like 
to be a prince, feted and cared for
in the cocoon of  your castle.
Did life stretch out before you
like an endless summer night? 
Did you sense the beating of  your heart, 
feel the air filling your lungs, and think 
This is me. I am?

Now you wear your responsibility
like an heirloom upon your head,
like a gilded sorrow woven with thorns.
Your dignity is intact but your eyes
hide something behind closed lids;
your face hides something behind the
weathered ravine of  your cheek.

We can see it in the redness of  your shirt,
feel it in the flower you hold
(for Camelot? for Cordelia?)
A heavy-headed flower that
bends the stem ever so slightly.

The Old King
Laura C. Wendorff
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Ten thousand down and three hundred a month for several years—and then it was ours! Humble, 
yes, but shiny like a new quarter and smelling of  upholstery and vinyl fresh from the factory. 
Fourteen years later, the mechanic put our old Civic on the lift and we peered underneath at what 
the Wisconsin winter had bequeathed us: a rusty muffler that needed replacing—knew that from 
the way the tail pipe had been coughing. Rust on the gas tank, so yup, ya better replace ’er soon 
unless ya wanna go out with a big bang ha! ha! Tire treads had worn thin. And didn’t he say 
something about the axle? Transmission was leaking oil, too, which could mean nothing or 
something: You never know. Here’s a fact: we’ve hit the bottom of  the bell curve and nothing is 
pushing us up again. Frugality has been done. And cashing in savings bonds. And selling 
inherited stock. Try finding a reliable vehicle with good gas mileage and a sticker reading 
$10,000 or less. Try. If  and only if  you’re a miracle worker. That’s another fact. Six months later 
the guys from the junkyard towed it away and we were without. The equation of  our lives has not 
added up. Hard work has not equaled success. Children, medical issues, and the stagnant pay of  
the public servant have made our lives less than, not equal to, our hopes and dreams. They say 
math is logical and unbiased. They are wrong. They forgot to factor in the pain of  downward 
mobility.

Math Facts
Laura C. Wendorff
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Just give me a fresh psy treat and I’ll boom one 
Screamed the man with the quivering piece: 
Elephant chang and rhino K is where I find release 

Get to London town and twist an electronic cheek, 
Or it’s Verbier for the bean and banter, 
With your rat out hitting a swollen tweak 

Tokyo for sushi banter, enabled for thirsty wrist, 
Space for Menog but not Aphid Moon 
Chizzling Q with an insane twist 

Swimmingly like the dubstep custard chucker, 
‘Cid dissolving on the tongue, 
I boshed it with Davinder and hit the pierced lung 

The burn of  my third splinter sweeps cringe, still raw
I can enable your gurn with a fresh ten bag 
From my extended jungle claw.

The Weekend Strut
Martin Parsons & Aidan Parsons
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CRITICISM
It’s a date, Planet Earth. 
2061. See you there.
That’s stability, you see
A regular celestial body.

You can do as you want
To yourselves, to your world
Beyond you, life goes on
The spheres turn

Round you and round themselves
Eternal and implacable
Beyond the ragged ozone skin
The goldfish bowl you live in

You’re not starry-eyed debutantes
At this dance.
Nobody will mark your absence
And Halley’s Comet will still pass.

Halley’s Comet will still pass
Martin Parsons
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“...some part of her will al-
ways see Amalia as having a 
youthful defiance, the kind that 
is very specific to inherently 
stubborn Neapolitan women 
who can’t be hemmed in by 
the patriarchal confines they 
have been born into.”

matriarch’s expiry on her birthday, 
May 23rd. Yet despite the enhanced 
trauma of  this, the poetry of  her 
mother drowning on this auspicious 
date is described with almost clinical 
specificity in the first line of  the 
novella, with Delia noting, “My 
mother drowned on the night of  May 
23rd, my birthday, in the sea at a place 
called Spaccavento, a few miles from 

Minturno.” For in one sense, the only 
way to cope with a parent’s death is 
with cold clinicism. In another, some 
children genuinely never feel the 
bond they’re “supposed to” with their 
parents. Which, underlying much 
of  the narrative, plagues Delia, who 
remarks of  her youth being raised 
by her mother (and of  their rapport 
overall), “I, with her, could only be 
self-contained and insincere.” To 
add salt to that wound, Amalia’s 
dynamic with friends, acquaintances 
and perfect strangers seems to possess 
more depth and affection than the 
one she has with Delia.

 That her father (whose first 
name is pointedly never mentioned, 
as he carries no weight in the same 
way as Amalia) instilled within Delia 
the notion that her mother was 
cheating on him—not to mention 
generally a floozy simply for having a 
curvaceous, feminine body—did not 
improve the already tenuous mother-
daughter dynamic.

 While Delia saw in Amalia a 
woman born into the same violence 
and carnal sexuality of  Naples as she 
herself  was, Amalia seemed always to 
possess an exuberance about life. An 
unshakeable gusto. One that appeared 
to only further vex her husband, a 
man who simultaneously despised 
her beauty while also exploiting 
it for financial gain. For it was his 
friend, Caserta, who suggested that 
Delia’s father start charging people 
for paintings based on their requests. 
Often, Amalia’s rendering—her 
distinct hourglass shape—would end 
up in the paintings as well, selling the 

very aspect of  his wife that he hated 
for her to “flaunt.”
 Even her laughter was an 
affront, with Delia describing, “My 
father couldn’t bear her laugh. He 
thought that her laugh had a recycled, 
patently false resonance... It must 
have been difficult for her to choose 
the laugh, the voice, the gestures 
that her husband could tolerate. You 

never knew what was all right, what 
wasn’t.”
 The same went for Delia as 
she, emulating the overly protective 
behavior of  her father, would do 
everything she could to keep her 
mother’s body from being touched 
or fondled in any way on the 
Neapolitan funicular, where wolf-like 
men pack themselves in in droves. 
When compounded by the sweltering 
summer heat, ergo Amalia’s 
“provocative” attire, her body could 
hardly be contained at all, least of  all 
by the likes of  her young daughter. 
 For most children who look 

On Never Really Knowing Your Parents (Until 
You Become Them): Elena Ferrante’s Troubling 
Love
Genna Rivieccio
 Even the most offensive mama’s boy, the 
most unabashed daddy’s girl can never really know the 
true nature of  their parents. For to know somebody 
completely, one must be aware of  their innermost 
secrets, the truths often hidden in the actions of  
youthful folly. And, even as candid and open as the 
most Mrs. George of  mothers or the most Royal 
Tenenbaum of  fathers are (though he, like most 
men, had his fair share of  duplicity amid “candor”), 
there can be no true way of  knowing one’s parents as 
they know their children. For, alas, there is the built-
in advantage of  having watched a person form—of  
having formed that character yourself. 
 Elena Ferrante’s work, though generally 
consistently speaking to the pressure of  the child-
parent bond in some way as a direct result of  being 

Neapolitan, is at its most succinct and biting in this 
regard in Troubling Love (first published in Italy in 1992).
 Just as our introduction to Lila Cerullo (one-
half  of  the protagonist duo in Ferrante’s beloved 
Neapolitan novel series) is saturated with the image of  
an empty closet, so, too, does one of  the newer covers 
of  Troubling Love feature this symbol. For Ferrante 
is tormented by the woman of  mystery, the clues 
to her life found so often in the metaphorical entity 
of  The Closet. Except, in contrast to Lila, Delia’s 
recently deceased mother, Amalia, is the one whose 
closet (still filled with clothing—more specifically, and 
scandalously, lingerie—instead of  being completely 
vuoto) is telling a very loud tale indeed.
 Adding to Delia’s torment, apart from Amalia 
dying at the premature age of  sixty-three, is her 
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On Never Really Knowing Your Parents (Until You Become Them): Elena Ferrante’s Troubling Love - Genna Rivieccio

her mother’s mysterious so-called 
lover, Caserta. Remembering him 
as a spectral shadow from her 
childhood, she begins to “spend time” 
(euphemism) with his son, Antonio. 
When that, too, proves useless and 
unfulfilling in her quest, she turns to 
the unconventional means of  going 
to the shop where her mother bought 
“that luxurious lingerie, garments 
too youthful” to bring to Delia for 
her birthday, as though to say, “Here, 
showcase your body the way I was 
never allowed to.” In this respect, 
the desire for wish fulfillment that all 
parents have somewhere deep down 
when it comes to their kids is at its 
most blatant. And, yes, Delia does 
don these items of  lusso, in addition 
to an emblematic red dress Amalia 
also got for her that turns her into 
something she never thought she 
could be: confident in her looks. 
 No matter where Delia goes 
in Naples, the presence of  her mother 
lingers, stalks. Upon getting to the 
train station on the Chiaia funicular, 
Delia states, “Now, in my head, 
Amalia was, in her turn, staring at 
that fanciful somatic composition 
I had made. I resigned myself. 
She stood there, demanding, in a 
corner of  the station of  forty years 
earlier. I arranged her better in the 
background, as if  I were working on 
a puzzle that was not yet identifiable 
from its details...”
 Details that never will be—
nor can they be—identifiable. For to 
know one’s parent at their core, we 
must have known them before they 
were parents in order to gain the 
exhaustive knowledge to comprehend 
them. 
 It is thus that Delia must 
finally close the chapter on both of  
her mothers: Napoli and Amalia, 
reconciling, “Maybe, in the end, all 
that mattered...was the transplanting 
of  the story from one head to the 
other, like a healthy organ that my 

mother had given up to me out of  
affection.” Or understated malice. 
Either way, coming to terms with the  
only roundabout mode of  grasping her 
mother, she takes newfound comfort 
in resembling the woman that for so 
long had to downplay her beauty for 
the sake of  survival. 
 A metamorphosis both 
literal and figurative, Delia renders 
the transfiguration complete when 
she delineates, “I dug in my purse 
and took out my identification 
card. I stared for a long time at the 
photograph, studying myself  in 
search of  Amalia in that image. It was 
a recent photo, taken when I renewed 
the document. With a pen, as the 
sun burned my neck, I drew around 
my own features my mother’s hair. 
I lengthened the short hair, moving 
from the ears and making two broad 
bands that met in a black wave, over 
the forehead. I sketched a rebel curl 
over the right eye, barely contained 
between the hairline and eyebrow. 
I looked at myself, smiled at myself. 
That old-fashioned hairstyle, popular 
in the forties but already rare at the 
end of  the fifties, suited me. Amalia 
had been. I was Amalia.”

at their parents, it is as follows: “In the 
faces of  the old it’s difficult to trace the 
lineaments of  their youth. At times 
we can’t even imagine that they had 
a youth.” But for Delia, some part of  
her will always see Amalia as having 
a youthful defiance, the kind that is 
very specific to inherently stubborn 
Neapolitan women who can’t be 
hemmed in by the patriarchal confines 
they have been birthed into. So they must 
rebel in ways more akin to subterfuge, 
undercuttingly undermining their male 
“rulers,” as it were.
 Thus, who can say if  Amalia’s 
ability to get under her husband’s skin 
wasn’t subconsciously intentional after 
enough time spent being pressed under 
his thumb. What’s more, Amalia’s 
gradually bifurcating personality as 
she learns to temper what her husband 
“expects” from her and who she actually 
is manifests in one of  Delia’s early 
memories of  how, each day, her mother 
“peddled on her Singer like a cyclist 
in flight. At home she was modest and 
reserved, hiding her hair, her colored 
scarves, her dresses. But, just like my 
father, I suspected that outside the 
house she laughed differently, breathed 
differently, orchestrated the movements 
of  her body in such a way as to make 
people stare.”
 There again is a perfect 
example of  the “myth” of  Amalia. Was 
she intentional in attracting so much 
attention to her body or was it merely 
the natural lechery of  the Neapolitan 
man? That the Italian title of  the novel 
is L’Amore Molesto—literally Harassing 
Love—says something more profound 
than the English title. About how the 
only type of  love begat in the bowels of  
Napoli is that of  a possessive and stifling 
variety. Even and perhaps especially 
when it is between parent and child. 
And as Delia attempts to unlock the 
pieces of  “...my mother, before she 
became my mother,” she is confronted 
in manifold ways with the viscerality of  
her hometown, which she has tried for 

so many years to keep at bay (no Bay 
of  Naples pun intended), even if  her 
current city of  Rome is a brief  train 
ride away.
 To fuel her unsettled mental 
state, the presence of  her sisters and 
absence of  her father at the funeral 
seem to bring on her period, the stain 
of  which shines like a beacon of  shame, 
compounded by the sweltering air. The 
stain is like the mark of  Amalia on her 
own vagina, as though some sort of  
symbolic sympathy pain for her birth 
from Amalia’s own canal.
 The pervasive sense of  the 
corporeal is at its most blatant in 
Ferrante’s use of  the sartorial, with 
Delia constantly trying to inhabit her 
mother’s skin by inhabiting her clothes. 
The fact that she was a seamstress 
augments the relevance of  every 
piece being tailored to accentuate the 
curvature of  the body—very precisely. 
Dangerously so, as the female form is 
irrefutably a weapon when rendering 
baser men out of  their wits (think that 
old cartoon, Red Hot Riding Hood, where 
Wolf  can’t stop howling and punching 
himself  in the face at the sight of  Red’s 
corseted form during her nightclub 
act).
 Even something as modest as 
the signature blue skirt suit that Amalia 
wears still manages to be unable to 
conceal her body, uncontainable in 
any garment. It was the ensemble she 
treasured most of  all, and somewhat 
ironically ends up being passed down to 
Delia, who comments, “I felt that that 
old garment was the final narrative my 
mother had left me, and that now, with 
all the necessary adjustments, it fit me 
like a glove.”
 The metaphor of  that almost 
hair-raising statement underscores 
just how simultaneously blessed and 
damned we are to only fully apprehend 
our parents after transcending into 
them. Sometimes with a bit of  a nudge 
from vestiary influence, prompting one 
to ask: was it that Delia “carried [her 

mother] in [her] aging, unsuitably 
dressed body? Was it possible that her 
sixteen-year old body, in a homemade 
flowered dress, was passing through the 
shadowy light by means of  [Delia’s]?”
 Shuddersome though it may be, 
the answer is a resounding si. Because 
there is no spirit more powerful than 
that of  The Progenitor, insisting upon 
living on within us after all the blood, 
sweat, tears (and semen) they shed to 
make our existence possible (as though 
any child ever asked for it...only a bona 
fide psycho would). 
 Embodying the spirit of  
Amalia increasingly as she goes about 
her sleuthing into the fraught and 
violent nature of  her mother’s final 
days, Delia finds herself  acting in a 
manner completely out of  character 
and unrecognizable to her. Almost 
as though quite literally possessed by 
Amalia’s essence. 
 So desperate to know the truth 
about who her mother really was, 
Delia even deigns to visit her father in 
the vain hope of  better fathoming her 
tragic end. 
 Entering the small apartment 
in which he continues to paint his “ugly 
scenes of  the bay,” Delia rehashes of  
his reaction to her arrival, “He was 
surprised but not pleasantly: he felt me 
as a presence out of  place, perhaps he 
wasn’t even certain that I was his oldest 
daughter. The rare times we had seen 
each other, after his separation from 
Amalia, we had quarreled. In his head 
the real daughter should have been 
trapped in petrified adolescence, mute 
and accommodating.” Delia, of  course, 
is none of  these things, declaring to 
her father that Amalia killed herself  
before he punches her (in response to 
her saying she wouldn’t show up at his 
funeral).
 Obviously, this is around 
the time she chooses to leave her 
godforsaken childhood abode, going 
about other, less conventional means 
of  figuring out the backstory behind 
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