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Christina Albers
THE DEFINITION OF SHAPES

On a day when light and air are so right

that the intrusions of daydreams are suddenly unwelcome, 

one’s body becomes a sheer projection into space,

feels the dip of every rounding in the road

from the slightest swell to the largest thank-you-ma’arm.

All is held inside its limits, gently swaying

against the bounds, never once drawing the crayon

across the lines,

and all is content within its own

and presses on no other.

The breeze passes from shape to shape without trespassing,

belonging to each in turn;

gears never grind, feet never slip on mud-splashed pavement,

no confusion lies between the shapes of any thing,

and all is joy felt lightly on the skin.
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Lorcán Black
THE GORSE FIRE

The moon is astonishing the sky.

The mother of all pearl,

bald in her white gleam,

and the virginal purity of it—

incredulous and bright as an eye

over the fires that burn in the furze. 

The stark gold spikes of the gorse

shrivel like heretics, they burn in a purge—

their hot petals ascending in soot.

 

See? 

This is our evidence—

they are guilty, their branches—

how they crackle and snap.

Smoke strangles the wilderness,

rolling its carpets of carbon monoxide.

In the Hollow, the foxes are crying—

each cough bled down to a hacked bark.

The bushes are lethal as faggots, 

the fires are ringing them in

so that I can’t bear to look at them. 

Their vague, stricken shapes 

scurrying in a mass, 

frantic about the black center,
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the center of the end

in a halo of flame.

On the wind sparks and ash rise

in a flurry, brilliant and effortless.

Smoke rolls down the slopes.

Sirens blare in the distance.

The foxes huddle and are still.

The Hollow smokes and blackens,

and the skulk drops into silence.

The moon sees this.

She too is stricken, look—

she has covered her face in ash.

LORCÁN BLACK
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Lorcán Black
UNTITLED

I am like Venice: 
Whatever is mere streets in others
Within me is a dark streaming love.
       —Yehuda Amichai 

We are thirty

and childless—

what is there to stress about?

The City-boys at twenty-two 

swaggering in their tight blue suits

across London are ill-prepared.

By forty, they’ll be hollow-eyed 

chasing paper, keeping their mistresses 

wet and writhing with misery 

at the thought of their wives,

their gaudy caves of fat, wailing, 

instantly gratified babies

and the wives, the wives—

their stilettos viciously clicking 

over the pavements of Marylebone,

echoing—regret, regret.

Look, 

we are so fortunate—

here is a terrace covered with lilac.
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There is wine in our glasses,

and the kind face of the waiter.

At the end of the street,

there is the glittering sea.

By evening the tables will be littered

with candles.

What is there to worry about?

There is you and I,

there is candlelight.

Lilac stewing its odours in sunset.

Out in the cobbled street, 

a small dog chases a child with a ball.

LORCÁN BLACK
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Lorcán Black
RAINSTORM

All evening the sky has been unloading

its grief on the roof

and the wind berating the slates.

In the streetlight, I was sure it was your shadow

cracking between the flashes of lightning, 

passing ghostlike over the glass in the door.

Accidentally, I got drunk 

awaiting a crunching of gravel,

your footsteps on the hall floor.
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NIGHTFOOD
J.W. McCormack

I have a planet in my apartment and it may be a nasty, inhospitable planet but 

it is mine. Leeches squirm in the heating vents and the windows are cracked 

with ancient coral. Our kingdom is not peaceable and neither am I some 

child of the forest unfurled in the bud of a flower. I am, rather, a wild boy, 

a feral child bound by a mottled length of rope to the side of my mistress 

as we doze on a mattress overgrown with grass and fennel. She is an evolu-

tionary exception, a proto-sapien enormousness of hands and feet; nothing 

of the primitive about her, her conquests are recorded in the paintings that 

peek out from behind the balustrade, stencils of oxen, atavistic horselings 

and sabreteeth, while her wardrobe of pelts drip in the closet opposite, blood 

pooling out from under the slats to mix with the bracken below.

I wake up hungry, interrupted from a dream of my old wolfpack, still 

imagining rough tongues and snouty nuzzlings to find I have been gnawing 

at the leg of my Cro-Magnon queen. It is the middle of the night but the 

stars barely penetrate the bedroom and the light fixtures are too high for my 

claws. My cave-wife stirs in her sleep, vast rumblings as she turns on her side 

and kicks me loose from where my teeth are still fastened to her thighs. The 

rope that binds me snaps and I plummet from the sheets of greensward to 

the swamps below. I yowl as I search for a raft of carpet. My hunger is a beast 

inside a beast. My only chance is to rove over the wilderness of our domicile. 

Perhaps the fridge at the far side of the Artic wastes of our kitchen contains 

some unfinished morsel, an incompletely clubbed seal or a subdued trout, 

even a leg of mutton. I require nightfood before I can return to my pastoral 

blankets and dream easy again.

But for now, I am the one being made a meal of. Swarms of mosquitos 

and other bloodsuckers coat my legs and shoulders as I swim beneath the 

bedsprings, the bedroom bayou punctuated by islands of laundry that drift 

past me as I pull myself into a huge boot lying forgotten beneath a grotto of 

mossy linen and, plucking a reed from the inside of a marooned soda carton, 
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row myself to the edge of the boudoir. There, at the intersection of the carpet 

and the creaking baseboard—for this planet is of railroad assembly and the 

only place to go is forward—lies the bleached skull of my old roommate. So 

that’s where he got to. Alive, Patrick was a querulous critic of the chore wheel, 

a demon with the thermostat whose hair clotted every drain and whose leav-

ings decorated the toilet bowl into which, if you stared deeply, you would see 

the lambent flickerings of an anglerfish deep inside the pipes. Now he is a 

feast for maggots, bearded with snails, stray bits of skin flapping from a face 

almost completely skeletonized by piranhas. As I row past, a corpulent centi-

pede uncoils from an eyehole and extends itself winsomely in my direction. 

Patrick deserved better than to bloat crepuscular at the undertow; ex-room-

mate, ex-lifeform, he paid the rent on time, bought plenty of beer, separated 

the towels, fed sacrifices to the gods of the oven to keep their wrath at bay. 

But, alas, cohabitation is no rampart against the elements and we all have to 

feed the worms sooner or late.

Now I am in the library and can breathe without my throat becoming 

clotted with flies. Our scholarship has neglected the shelves and so decidu-

ous trees have grown up around them. A jungle of spines and bark, pages 

make a canopy as their tatters catch in the leaves. I wash my hide with rotted 

volumes of Brontë, Borges, Balzac, and lesser Trollope. I have made my way 

to the tropical climes of the office when I hear the hooting. Half-hidden by 

the overgrowth, monkeys squat above the furniture, poring over dictionaries 

and incorporating Latin pronunciations into their repertoire of gibbering 

shrieks. Now that some prey has caught their attention, they discard their 

cruel study and begin hurling books flecked with their feces in my direction. 

A howler descends from the boughs and lands on a swivel chair with such 

force that he begins to rotate overhead, slavering every time his orbit brings 

us face to face. I have scant time to clamber up a desk and hide in a drawer 

of pencil shavings and paper clips before the primate can tear my face off. I 

wonder for a minute what he would do with it once he had it, how he might 

improve it or use it to improvise a crude puppet show, before I pull the cab-

inet shut. After a while, satisfied that he has left to seek amusement from the 

caterpillars that crawl amid the armatures, I slip out and proceed to the living 

room.

J.W. MCCORMACK
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Here sofas, lamps, and chairs populate a trackless desert. Sand cakes the 

cushions and long-eroded portraits decorate the wasteland, while vultures 

circle overhead. Exhausted, I recline for a minute and watch the seasons sub-

tly change while I steel myself for the remainder of my journey fridgeward. 

Further on, the living room becomes a reptile room. Chameleons take the 

color of a staticky television set, scales turning the colors of a test pattern. A 

blobular Gila monster squats atop a power strip while skinks droop from the 

cables and flick their tongues carelessly into outlets. A horny toad spins atop 

the record player, going round and round with reptilian indifference to the 

screeching vinyl. 

As I wander the dunes of an unkempt dining room, I am assaulted by 

mirages that gradually bleed their way into substance. Shadows become 

snakes slithering across dinner plates, feathers begin to fall from the air. Sud-

denly I see a bird cage crashing through their air and rush toward the bars to 

free its captive. The bird is easily my size, as I have shrunk in the environs of 

my apartment and am little more than a grub to this raptor of a parakeet. He 

pins me with one zygodactyl foot and brings his beak close. When I am sure 

that I am to be pecked to death, he speaks instead: “Like the owl, I fly in the 

night over my own misfortune,” and then after two sub-verbal squawks, he 

continues, “I am in harmony with my annihilation.” This household dino-

saur quotes Georges Batailles! He is a prodigy among parrots! I clutch at the 

feathers of this bird of the night as he takes wing and together we soar over a 

mountain range that gradually gives way to kitchen tiles. 

Deposited upon a frosty cliff I shield my eyes against snowblindness and 

descend to the glacier below. Across the tundra the fridge is within sight. 

I shiver as I make my way across the dormant volcanoes of the stovetop. 

Someone has left the freezer door open, revealing the wrecks of ill-fated 

explorations and a lunar cold robs me of the last of my humanity. I am only 

an animal now, seeking shelter, warmth, and food. Fridge magnets spell out 

my fate, but I ignore them for I exist in a place beyond language, I answer 

only to growls, howls and the odd mating call. I pull the fridge open with 

what strength remains in my limbs only to find a polar bear feasting on a 

carcass of takeout, something days-old and rank. Irate at this interruption, 

the bear lopes over to the produce drawer and opens the eternity of his teeth 

J.W. MCCORMACK
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to devour me. But before he can, I howl into his throat and the sound that 

results fills the apartment, causing cups to clatter from their cupboards and 

wine glasses to explode across the permafrost. 

An avalanche engulfs us and before I know it, a shape comes trundling 

out from the snowstorm. For my mate has awakened and the cave-wife 

comes running across icebergs that shatter at her passage. She swings her 

club and fells the bear with a single thump. My rescue is at hand and the 

order of nature restored. Through a series of grunts, we reaffirm the terms of 

our union. It is love between wild things, unfit for any ecosystem we cannot 

conquer with ideas. For we two creatures are distinct among wildlife by vir-

tue of two things alone: first that we have symbols and second that we make 

sandwiches. In the garden of delights that grows up around us, we fold bread 

and slather mustard. At last I am fed and contented. I paint a pine cone in 

the likeness of my cave-wife with braided flowers for hair and she makes me 

a wreath of thistle and barley. 

And after consumption comes the best part, the deposit. That is when we 

give back to the earth and enrich the soil with our waste and refuse. I flush 

the toilet and an ocean pours forth. In my overzealousness, I have created 

a clog and now we are at sea. We swim against the tide, carried blissfully 

over faucets, soap dishes, and purposeful turds until the bathtub begins to 

spout. A great blue whale, ancestor of everything, swims out from behind 

the shower curtain and with giant blue lips swallows us whole. In the heaven 

of its stomach, we curl up together, safe in the velvet belly of something that 

has never heard of humans and thinks only big thoughts as, blubbery and 

serene,  it swallows small things. Soon will come the calls of love, the music of 

the deep. We make a bed together in its gullet. With a few chairs and a folding 

table, this could be a nice loft. The planet may be shrinking around us, but we 

are resourceful creatures and will make a home inside this murky address for 

as long as it lasts, living on the fishes that wander in and fasten their suckers 

around our toes. Everything in the world eats at night. 

J.W. MCCORMACK
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YOU REALIZE YOU’VE LEARNED BASICALLY 
NOTHING IN THIS LIFE WHEN
MRB Chelko

You slip bare feet in spring boots 

to attend the MLK protest

because the sun is shining so it can’t be 

that cold. Though the forecast says

20 degrees, what does it know 

of your incredible resilience? 

And when you give up too soon 

on the idea of freedom, miserable 

and frozen, and duck into a café 

to thaw with hot chocolate,

you don’t check the temperature 

of the liquid you pass with a smile

to your young daughter 

who sips and burns her tongue, eyes wide

with betrayal. You hold her 

as she cries, sorry again and again, 

then journey to pick up the stool 

you’ve ordered online, perfect 

for her little desk, 

and bring it home to discover 

it’s absurdly oversized. 

You tell the stool

you’re sorry, too. Perhaps

it would be happier 

as an end table? 

Perhaps with this vase 

of dried flowers in its lap? 

Small mistakes, 

you tell yourself. 

We all know love—
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for the world, for family—

is not transmitted 

through perfection. 

The children screaming, now, 

with terror and delight 

outside the window, playing 

some game from which the only escape 

is to collapse or be captured, 

run with the full power 

of their bundled little bodies, 

never asking: Is this the right thing to do?

MRB CHELKO
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THE SNAIL  
MRB Chelko

Imagine so much contact. Commitment to a place. 

To spread yourself across the ground. Your actual body. 

Your belly. To touch is to move away. Beneath the weeds. 

The fingers of children. Deployed

from the sky. Antennae. What reaches up.

Begs to be touched. Today. I’ve taken one bath. 

And already I want another. To be wet all over. 

To feel almost nothing until content creeps in 

and again I want to be a good mother 

or lover. The word asshole

enters my life from someone else’s apartment. 

A door slams overhead. Most fights 

are over nothing. Most of the world’s poems

are not worth reading. I have loved you all this time. 

But have rarely bothered to show it. 
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The way the sky hangs around the earth

but stays mostly quiet. Last week it rained so hard 

branches bent down to reassure the trembling sidewalk. 

For this weakness. They were axed the next day. 

I want to stop here. 

But I have learned to resist my maudlin impulses. 

A life moves slowly. 

The trail of slime glistens. 

And beauty cannot be escaped. 

MRB CHELKO
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UNTITLED #3/ VESPERS
Asiya Wadud

A slim strait is my new religion the homily a clean clear palm its imprint 

reflecting in the sun
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AT THE ARCHIPELAGO
Asiya Wadud

mince no words say the braying becomes more urgent mince no words say 

a continent with some matrilineal borders. mince no words say you should 

tax the remittance mince no words say the wall debilitates us both. now see 

the tribunal say they claimed us first. no it was impossible, but look how the 

just go on. now call it my own prayer and know that we utter it in truth— 

now mince no words because god believes it, too. say mince no words what 

is a storm but a levied load? say some of the bodies bear the weight while 

others carry the load. say some of the bodies carry the weight while others 

bemoan the birth and some of the bodies are subsumed while others are 

never known. now i know a good god who delivers everything that he can. 

now i know a good god who only deals a breaking blow and i know a good 

god who buries the stillborn before they’re birthed and i know of a good god 

who bears all our leaden loads. repel the neat horror when you see the clean, 

straight cut. repel the neat horror when there’s a certainty. repel the near 

horror when Murambi won’t be claimed. repel the neat horror when our 

language has no words. i lick lap waters when all there’s left is sun. i lick lap 

waters when my braying baby’s urgent. and i lick lap the taste when the state 

won’t claim us and it’s okay I know this and I know where I was born. I wrap 

the fullness in a clam and wait for the tides. i wrap the fullness in a clam and 

wait for anything. i wrap the fullness in a clam and breathe a heavy sigh and 

a sign gives me supple clean hope with chemistry. and a sign is a little torch 

on top my head and a sign is all i need to sear the darkness from the day 

and the day from the dismal and the dismal from the urgent and the urgent 

from the plover and the plover we always name in the conscription of birth. 

everything born as everything dies and the wide expanse between the two is 

the lick lap trying.
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HAIL THE PASSAGE, THE FREQUENCY, 
THE REMAINS (TO INCANT IN THREE VOICES)
Asiya Wadud

PASSAGE: some who make it
FREQUENCY: within the folds of a shadow
REMAINS: the chorus of the folds and the shadows of those who make it; 
a burnished burden

PASSAGE:   I cannot measure my life without him  
FREQUENCY:   I cannot imagine my life without him  
PASSAGE:   A sentence is a complete thought  
FREQUENCY:    A sentence is a complete thought  
PASSAGE:   A nation state sears the heart  
FREQUENCY:    A nation state sears the heart  
PASSAGE:   A banned burden burnishes not  
FREQUENCY:    A banned burden burnishes not  
PASSAGE:  Blessed are we who can stay  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed are we who can stay  
PASSAGE:   Blessed are we who remain  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed are we who remain  
PASSAGE:   Blessed be our found remains  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed be our found remains  
PASSAGE:   Bless the same stone the same  
FREQUENCY:    Bless the same stone the same  
PASSAGE:   Blessed be the time we were lost  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed be the time we were lost  
PASSAGE:   Blessed the light that was high at all costs  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed the light that was high at all costs  
PASSAGE:   Blessed be the smallest gods  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed be the smallest gods  
PASSAGE:   And blessed from below and above  
FREQUENCY:    And blessed from below and above  
PASSAGE:   Blessed be the new sinister  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed be the new sinister  
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HAIL THE PASSAGE, THE FREQUENCY, 
THE REMAINS (TO INCANT IN THREE VOICES)
Asiya Wadud

PASSAGE: some who make it
FREQUENCY: within the folds of a shadow
REMAINS: the chorus of the folds and the shadows of those who make it; 
a burnished burden

PASSAGE:   I cannot measure my life without him  
FREQUENCY:   I cannot imagine my life without him  
PASSAGE:   A sentence is a complete thought  
FREQUENCY:    A sentence is a complete thought  
PASSAGE:   A nation state sears the heart  
FREQUENCY:    A nation state sears the heart  
PASSAGE:   A banned burden burnishes not  
FREQUENCY:    A banned burden burnishes not  
PASSAGE:  Blessed are we who can stay  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed are we who can stay  
PASSAGE:   Blessed are we who remain  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed are we who remain  
PASSAGE:   Blessed be our found remains  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed be our found remains  
PASSAGE:   Bless the same stone the same  
FREQUENCY:    Bless the same stone the same  
PASSAGE:   Blessed be the time we were lost  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed be the time we were lost  
PASSAGE:   Blessed the light that was high at all costs  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed the light that was high at all costs  
PASSAGE:   Blessed be the smallest gods  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed be the smallest gods  
PASSAGE:   And blessed from below and above  
FREQUENCY:    And blessed from below and above  
PASSAGE:   Blessed be the new sinister  
FREQUENCY:    Blessed be the new sinister  

PASSAGE:  The hurdle and the burden that keeps us reaching  
FREQUENCY:    The hurdle and the burden that keeps us reaching  
PASSAGE:   The night sky that illuminates the knowing  
FREQUENCY:    The night sky that illuminates the knowing  
PASSAGE:   Bless God for giving us a way  
FREQUENCY:    Bless God for giving us a way  
PASSAGE:   Bless God when all wars are a curse 
FREQUENCY:    Bless God when all wars are a curse 
PASSAGE:   Bless God when all ways are a cure  
FREQUENCY:    Bless God when all ways are a cure  
PASSAGE:   And bless the inured 
FREQUENCY:    And bless the inured 

PASSAGE:    Bless the carrion the carnage the cantilever’s bearing
                 weight from a day’s brooding storm 
FREQUENCY:     Bless the carrion the carnage the cantilever’s 
    bearing weight from a day’s brooding storm  

PASSAGE:   Hail the passage the frequency the remains  
FREQUENCY:    Hail the passage the frequency the remains  
PASSAGE:   Hail the names these are the names  
FREQUENCY:    Hail the names these are the names  

REMAINS: Hail exodus  
  Hail numbers  
  A body wracked with desire is a body in need 

A body wracked by havoc knows its own ruin 
A body buoyed with a hope sees beyond the passage  

PASSAGE:   A body can see to the end of the light  
FREQUENCY:    A body can see to the end of the light  
PASSAGE:   We know the day encompasses the night   
FREQUENCY:    We know the day encompasses the night   
PASSAGE:   The rotational pulls keeps us driving  
FREQUENCY:    The rotational pulls keeps us driving  
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PASSAGE:   The arrhythmia is its own reminder   
FREQUENCY:    The arrhythmia is its own reminder   
PASSAGE:   The cantilever will not equivocate  
FREQUENCY:    The cantilever will not equivocate  

PASSAGE:   Hail a progeny  
   Hail providence  
   Hail pretense  
   And salt just gods and just God  
   Acuity and acquisition  
   For the coming nation? 
   For the coming nation 
   For what we sought? 
   For what we sought 
   And will you say we seek?
   Yes we do seek  

REMAINS: All hail a leader all hail a leader all hail a window all hail 
  the window all hail the ruin the ruin that took us all   
  right, we got this all right we got this 
  All hail a leader all hail a leader all hail a window all hail
  the window all hail the ruin the ruin that took us all right, 
  we got this all right we got this  

PASSAGE:   Our peace flag mirrors our shrift  
FREQUENCY:    Our peace flag mirrors our shrift  
PASSAGE:   But we know the difference and it’s in the
   embodied weight  
FREQUENCY:     But we know the difference and
     it’s in the embodied weight  
PASSAGE:   Ligaments sinews memory muscle  
FREQUENCY:    Ligaments sinews memory muscle  
PASSAGE:   Cumulus a sliver of the night sky’s doom  
FREQUENCY:    Cumulus a sliver of the night sky’s doom  
PASSAGE:   Where others perish we perish too  
FREQUENCY:    Where others perish we perish too 
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REMAINS: All hail a leader all hail a leader all hail a window all hail
  the window all hail the ruin the ruin that took us all right, we  
  got this all right we got this  
  All hail a leader all hail a leader all hail a window all hail the  
  window all hail the ruin the ruin that took us all right, we got  
  this all right we got this 
 
PASSAGE:   All right it took us 
FREQUENCY:    All right it took us 
PASSAGE:   A sinestra  
FREQUENCY:    A sinestra  
PASSAGE:   No guarantee the loveless  
FREQUENCY:    No guarantee the loveless
PASSAGE:   No guarantee the guidelines
PASSAGE:   The ligaments bear an unholy weight  
FREQUENCY:    The ligaments bear an unholy weight  
PASSAGE:   No one could expect us to become small gods here  
FREQUENCY:    No one could expect us to become small gods here  
PASSAGE:   We got this? It claimed us? We lick back? A sole lament  
FREQUENCY:                 
   We got this? It claimed us? We lick back? A sole lament 

PASSAGE:   A cut stone? A ligature. Which bears the names
   of a verdant nation 
FREQUENCY:    A cut stone? A ligature. Which bears the   
    names of a verdant nation 
PASSAGE:   Tribes of time  
FREQUENCY:    Tribes of time  
PASSAGE:   We got this. An urgency. To remain. 

REMAINS: All hail a leader all hail a leader all hail a window all hail the 
window all hail the ruin the ruin that took us all right, we got this all right we 
got this 
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IN THE MIDST OF DARKNESS
Forugh Farrokhzad
translated by Fayre Makeig 

In the midst of darkness

 I called out to you.

Silence, and a light wind

lifting a curtain.

In the downcast sky

a star blazed

a star fell

a star was dying.

I called out to you

 I called out to you

all of my being

like a bowl of milk

in my hands.

The moon’s blue glance 

grazed window glass.

a sad melody

 was rising like smoke

from the city of crickets,

curling aimlessly like smoke

against the windowpanes.

All night there

in my chest

someone was gasping

without hope.

Someone was rising 

wanting you.
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Two cold hands

pushed her aside again.

All night there

 sadness streamed

from black branches.

Someone kept apart from herself.

Someone was calling you.

Air came down on her

like a collapsing building.

The small tree of me

 was in love with the wind,

with the wandering wind.

Where is the home of the wind?

 Where is the home of the wind?

FARROKHZAD / MAKEIG
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FARUGH FARRAKHZAD
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FARUGH FARRAKHZAD
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JARRETT KEY, Slave Ship II, 2017
oil on gessoed canvas, 32 x 42 inches
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BE GOOD BOYS
Davis Enloe

By the end of the first week of his thirty-day shore leave, Dad quit pre-

tending he was happy. A few days later, my little brother Brant quit smiling. 

And on the night before he left Asheville and returned to the USS Yorktown 

in Charleston, Dad and Mother fought. But this time—his duffel leaning 

against the front porch railing—their farewell fight was worse, the worst ever. 

It was like listening to a big Philco 40 console radio where the pops and 

crackles grow so loud you turn the thing off, hard-twisting the knob to make 

the racket stop. Except there was no turning them off, or changing the sta-

tion, or unplugging them. Instead, the radio overheated and blew up, and the 

worst of them crawled out of the rubble and clawed at each other. It was then 

Mother sent me and my almost-first-grade brother outside. 

“Won’t stand for it,” Dad said. “You know damn well I won’t, but you 

keep pushing.”

“From you own lips,” Mother said, “the Navy is not promoting you to 

commander—treating you like a year-one butter bar. What you said.” 

Brant and I sat in lawn chairs in the front yard, chairs we’d dragged out 

of the light streaming from the living room window. Brant, hands over ears, 

tried not to hear. 

“What’s a butter bar?” he said.

I shrugged. “Some kind of dumbass.”

“I will not,” Dad said, voice booming through the house, “tolerate a God-

damn woman job hunting for me.”

“Do not drag me down to that. You are my husband.”

When a neighbor drove by with his truck windows down, we jumped 

up, making a lot of noise, pretending to wrestle, WWWF superstars—Brant, 

Skull Murphy, and me, Brute Bernard—while our parents, a few yards away, 

gutted each other with words sharp as a fish knife.

It wasn’t that Dad had never made an effort. There’d been that vacation 

at Tybee Island three years ago where he’d helped us turn our sand castle into 
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the Yorktown. Even then he drank, but no one faked happiness. And there 

was a trip to Kitty Hawk, but that one ended with Dad leaving Mother the 

car and taking a Greyhound back to Charleston. Since then, when he both-

ered to try, it was like any attempt at kindness had been forced on him by an 

invisible arm-twister. Like the time he brought home those battery-operated 

American Airlines toy planes with four propellers that turned. He must’ve 

seen them in the Post Exchange at Subic Bay and thought, “My boys would 

love these.” But a different man showed up with the gifts, one that thrived on 

making boys feel like they’d stolen money from an old woman’s tithe purse. 

“You,” Dad said, “are a conniving, manipulating bitch.”

“And you,” Mother said, her voice shaking, “have been passed over. You 

are wasting your time. You’ve been offered a good job by Mr. Henry at Caster 

Mills.”

“I’m a Naval Supply Officer,” Dad said, yelling. “United Goddamn States 

of America. You’ll not turn me into some cotton mill toady—and what are 

you doing talking to that pussy-hound Henry?”

Brant leaned forward, sniffling, “What’s a pussy-hound?” 

“A dog that chases cats.”

“What’s a toady?”   

“Stop asking questions.” 

Brant pulled his legs up, sniveling into his knees. 

“A toady,” I said, “is probably a fat frog.” 

Then, in a calm voice, one I’d never heard her use in their fights, Mother 

said: “Since Pearl Harbor, I’ve waited. Then Korea. Can you not see the Navy 

doesn’t want you anymore? There are no more dead sailors to pull out of the 

Coral Sea.” 

“You weren’t there,” he said.

“But I’m here now, with the living that need you.” 

“You don’t know the fuck you’re talking about.”

“Go, then,” she said. “Go to Guam. Get drunk with your war buddies. But 

before you leave, admit you don’t want us in your life.” 

I wanted to jump up to the window, scream at Mother that it wasn’t so, 

beg Dad to tell Mother she was wrong. Deny everything. It’s not that hard. I 

lied to her all the time to get out of trouble, or to get Brant into trouble. Give 
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her one good reason to believe. Tell her you can’t wait to come back, take us 

to the sandbar at Cove Creek where we’ll build a driftwood campfire, bury 

tin-foiled potatoes in the hot coals, listen to tree frogs in the dark, and it 

won’t matter if we don’t catch any fish.

“Admit you don’t want us,” Mother said, her voice hard like block ice. 

“Say it out loud.”

“What’s a coral sea?” Brant said.

“Ssh!”

And then the silence—a summer storm where rain, lightning, and thun-

der all of a sudden stop, but the next wave is pushing across an alfalfa field. 

You don’t like sitting out in the open, but there you are watching it come. 

Dad stood without yielding as Mother smashed against the wall all the gifts 

he’d brought from Okinawa last month—dishes with hand-painted Kutani 

cranes and a black music box inlaid with ivory dragons. Gifts that she’d bal-

anced on her knees while sitting on the couch. There were tears then. None 

now.

Dad stormed out of the house, slamming the front door against the inside 

wall. He snatched his duffel off the porch, never looking at us in the chairs. 

The light was bad, but it was easy to see he was never coming back. 

Two days later, the Saturday before I started fifth grade with Miss 

Nichols and Brant started first with Miss Batson, we were in our fifty-some-

thing Ford station wagon headed to the surplus dish store. We’d just left 

Honeycutt’s where Mother had strong-armed me into blue jeans that felt like 

twenty-grit sandpaper. Worse, the jeans had ugly four-inch cuffs, “to give you 

room to grow.” I’d tried to explain how during recess I would get mocked. I’d 

pleaded that in relay races the stiff jeans would sand my ankles off. I’d even 

pointed out how the cuffs were so deep that cockleburs, marbles, dirt clods, 

insects, and money for extra milk, would get lost there forever. 

“I’m sick and tired of your yow-yowing,” she’d said.

“Why does Brant get jeans with no cuffs?” 

“Not. Another. Word.”

When she pulled up to the dish store, Brant and I begged to go inside. 

“Request denied,” she said, sounding like you-know-who.
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Speaking for both of us, I promised we wouldn’t ask for a thing—no 

Mallo Cup, no grape Nehi. I promised not to utter a sound, not to embarrass 

her with stupid pig oinks, or grunts, or snorts. In the rearview mirror, she 

squinted at me. I could see her thinking how that morning she had made us 

stay in the car while she shopped at the damaged can goods store (and some-

how we’d managed not to blow the car up then) so maybe she would risk it. 

But before giving in, she made us swear, on something precious to us in life, 

that we would not stare at the man with no arms. 

Brant, sitting beside me on the backseat, went first. “I swear on Jesus’ 

love,” he said. Though her heart must have ached to hear him mutter those 

words, she knew he was lying. 

“I’m waiting,” Mother said without turning her head. 

Sitting there in the August heat with the car windows open, sweat trick-

ling down my back, I sized up the situation. The quickest way inside the store 

was to copy my humble brother, but I didn’t. I don’t know why. Maybe I was 

mad at Mother because Dad wasn’t there. Or maybe I was mad at Dad because 

he didn’t want to be with us. 

 “You make us stay out here,” I said, pretending to choke myself, “we’ll 

probably die.” 

Mother’s head swiveled around and it was as if her eyes had a pulse. They 

grew big and then small, then big again. “Swear to me,” she said through 

clenched teeth. 

“You’re not supposed to swear,” I said.

 “Swear on something precious.” 

“If Dad was here,” I said, “he’d let us go in.” With my knees, I bumped the 

back of her seat hard. 

It wasn’t true about Dad. If in a weak moment he let us travel to town, 

he would leave us in the car—after he knuckled us in the chest and dared us 

to take more than two breaths a minute. I hated him when he treated us that 

way.

“Do. Not. Mention his name,” Mother said, reaching over, going for ex-

posed flesh. “I will pinch a blood blister on you, Boyd Cash. Swear it.” 

I tried to block her with the blue jeans I held, but she already had inner 

thigh skin pinched between thumb and fingernail. 
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“I swear,” I said.

“On what?” Her fingernails tightened, almost breaking the skin. “Say. It. 

All.” 

“I swear on . . .” For sure, not Dad’s love. Come up with something. “On 

Babe Ruth’s homerun record.” 

“Oh, no, you don’t,” she said, spinning in the seat to get at me better. 

And then God, dressed like Buncombe County Deputy Sheriff Jack 

Justice, whipped his squad car into the space beside us. When the cruiser 

slammed to a stop, the fishing pole antenna mounted on the back fender 

bent double, then snapped straight. The car’s polished chrome flashed sun-

light. Using both hands, I shielded my eyes. The deputy stepped out. Mother 

let go. 

Jack was one of the men called on at church to close Sunday service with 

prayer. At church outings, he organized badminton and horseshoe tourna-

ments. Once, he showed up with a Caterpillar backhoe, scooped out a shal-

low trench he filled with water. Every kid played tug-of-war and was dragged 

through that muddy hole. My kind of deputy. And he always brought his 

bloodhound, Snoofer.

“Howdy, Mrs. Cash,” Jack said, adjusting his gun belt by jerking it back 

and forth. “Couple of fine-looking gentlemen you have there.”

 “Thank you, Jack,” Mother said, flipping her hair on one side—a com-

posed and different woman from the one who moments ago had tried to 

strip flesh off my thigh.

“She won’t let us go in,” I said, “and Brant’s passed out.” 

When the deputy leaned over and looked into the back seat, my red-faced 

brother slumped against the opposite door, hanging his tongue out a little. 

“It is kind of hot, Esther,” he said. “Going to hit 96 in another hour.” 

“They’re joshing you,” she said. “I wouldn’t let a stray dog sit out in this 

heat.” 

We kicked open the doors, hopped out of the car, and stared at our sav-

ior’s pistol.

“Is it loaded?” Brant said.

“Afraid it has to stay that way,” he said, tousling my brother’s sweaty hair.

Knowing that Jack never went anywhere without his bloodhound, I said, 
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“Where’s Snoofer?” 

“Too hot for him to leave the shade oak. You men mind your mama 

while Dad’s away.”

As he headed toward Keeter’s Hardware, I called after him, “We always 

mind.”

When Dad was away, I often bragged to friends about his pressed uni-

forms, how his Navy low-quarters were spit-shined, and how he went to bull-

fights with his buddies when they went ashore in a Spanish port. I never told 

how he treated his family when he drank too much. How he slapped his boys 

in the head for speaking their truth. How, if you smiled out of the wrong side 

of your mouth, he smacked you for angling.

“Stay behind me,” Mother said.

We did.

No sign indicated that the store only sold factory overruns and chipped 

dishes. It was a white squatty building that looked like a giant came along, 

tried to stomp it, but only squashed it down a couple of feet. Technically, the 

man inside had arms, but little arms that hung down about six inches with 

tiny hands he used to count change. 

Just outside the door, Mother turned and took me by the arm, squeezing. 

“Your father would’ve left you home.” I tried to pull away, but she clamped 

tighter. “You don’t touch anything. You don’t ask for anything. You. Do. Not. 

Stare.” 

“He’s the one that stares,” I said, pointing at Brant, “I just look.”

At one end of the store, a rattling window fan pushed around air that 

smelled like dust and cedar wood. Along two walls were wooden bins filled 

with loose silverware. Scattered about the floor and under tables were boxes 

of dishes. On top of rickety handmade tables, crooked pillars of saucers and 

dinner plates. The coffee cups stacked in wobbly towers made me skittish—

afraid if a stack toppled I’d get blamed, that a hand would come out of now 

where and slap the shit out of me.

From beyond a door opening in the back of the store, a man’s slow voice 

announced, “Don’t cost nothing to look.” 

Taking him at his word, I picked up an odd-looking bowl. 

“What’s this?” 
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Using both hands, Mother pulled the dish away from me. 

“A gravy boat,” she said. 

“A gravy boat?” Ten years old and I’d never heard of a gravy boat. I tested 

her. “Are there paddles?”

“What did we talk about not two minutes ago?”

Did she mean two minutes ago when we discussed not touching any-

thing? 

“I don’t remember.”

She leaned over and in a louder voice than I expected, said, “Do not 

touch anything.” And then, a bit of desperation spiking in her voice, “Please.”

“But the man said—.” 

“He didn’t say anything about touching.” 

Turning the bowl in her hands, she examined its bottom for chips. “But 

I do like this gravy boat. Help me find a gravy bucket? Nobody finds things 

like you.”

“Gravy bucket?”

“Boats have buckets to bail water. Same for a gravy boat, except you dip 

gravy.”

When I asked if she was making that up so I’d behave, she looked hurt, 

like I must have looked that time she’d challenged the whopper I told about a 

wild boar running off with the silk jacket Dad had brought me—a big orange 

tiger embroidered on the back. The one I’d burned in the woods.

“Can I touch?” 

One eye almost closed, eyelid aflutter, she studied me. She wanted to say 

I must tumble through the bins of knives, forks, and spoons without using 

my hands. There was something about a boy touching things in a store that 

tortured her. But in the end, she said, “Silverware only.” 

As Mother worked her way along the tables of dishes, I rummaged 

through a huge silverware bin. If a plate or cup got broken, having Brant 

close by would make it easier to avoid blame. I urged him to stay with me, but 

from the far side of Mother, he shook his head. 

“Mama’s baby,” I mouthed.

Watching Mother sniff out the best bargains in a store full of bargains 

reminded me of the last time I saw Snoofer. While hunting crawdads with my 

cousins, Snoofer had splashed up Cathey’s Creek, stopped for a bit of petting, 
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then followed his nose into the woods. 

“Boyd? Found that gravy bucket?”

“Not yet. What does it look like?” 

“They’re little. Take your time or you’ll miss it.” 

As I worked through the bins, I calculated how long it would take Dad’s 

ship to sail from Charleston to Guam. Six months, maybe a year, though I 

had no idea where to find Guam on a globe. Maybe it’d take him two years 

just to get there. If he did ever come back, I might be in high school. 

This time, he’d fingered me for everything. It started with Brant’s West-

ern Auto tricycle getting backed over—which was mine at one time, so what 

was the big deal? Then the Troy-Bilt tiller got left out in the rain. If he’d 

meant pull it into the shed right then, he should’ve said so. And that leath-

er-handled Estwing hammer disappearing? Talk to Brant about that.

Not finding anything that looked like a gravy bucket, I turned the corner 

to work the next row, and there he stood, the man with no arms. With his 

back to me, he dusted off dishes on shelves behind the cash register. When his 

arms failed to reach the higher shelf, he stepped onto a ladder, reaching a tiny 

hand around to place the feather duster between his teeth. 

Mother spoke into my ear. “Afternoon, Mr. Wakefield. Having a good 

day?”

“Yes ma’am,” he said, removing the duster from his mouth and stepping 

down. “Every day’s a good day when you walk hand in hand with God. Any 

luck finding that gravy bucket?” he asked me.

I was busy imagining God’s huge hand holding Mr. Wakefield’s tiny hand 

when Mother nudged me with a knee. “Mr. Wakefield’s speaking to you.”

“No sir. Must be sold out.”

“So happens, have one here.” From beneath his counter, he retrieved 

something that looked like a miniature of the water dipper hanging over 

Grandmother’s kitchen sink. “Some call it a bucket. Some a ladle. Either way, 

gets the gravy on the potatoes.” 

When he leaned over, my dusty boy-hand accepted the ladle from his 

delicate baby-hand. 

After Mr. Wakefield tallied what was owed for the dozen or so plates, 

cups, and the gravy bowl, Mother handed him payment. But he didn’t take 

the bill from Mother with his small hands. Instead, he arced his leg, slipping 
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the five-dollar bill between his big toe and the next toe over. 

Even Mother noticed that. 

With small hands and fingers, he counted back thirty-seven cents: a 

quarter, a dime, and two pennies. You could say I stared, or was under a ser-

pent’s spell. I couldn’t take my eyes off the marvel of Mr. Wakefield. 

Every Old Testament story I’d ever heard: wild animals strolling in 

friendly pairs up the ark’s gangplank, a snake that convinced women to bite 

an apple so they would want to wear clothes, or even Charlton Heston crack-

ing open a water rock with a staff—nothing compared to what I witnessed. 

All with his toes, he shook open a paper bag, placed it flat on the count-

er, slid the bottom of the bag against the side of the cash register, and then 

worked each dish into the bag.

Maybe Mother felt he needed help, or didn’t want to risk breaking the 

gravy bowl, when she said, “I’ll just carry this bowl, Mr. Wakefield.”

“Certainly, ma’am. Can’t be too careful with fine china.”

Peering around Mother the way a squirrel looks around a tree trunk, 

Brant said, “What’s your first name?” 

“Fred. I already know yours is Brant.” 

Brant’s head disappeared behind Mother’s skirt.

“You boys ready for school?”

It felt strange, Mr. Wakefield asking about us. Dad had never asked us 

anything about school, about anything at all, but chores. I sometimes won-

dered if when I was little, before I could remember things, had I knocked 

over Dad’s favorite mug, spilled his whiskey? I must have done something.

I nodded at Mr. Wakefield while Brant again peered around Mother’s 

skirt.

“What grade?” he said.

Brant’s head disappeared.

“I’m in fifth,” I said. “Brant’s starting first. Did we pay for this gravy 

bucket, ladle-dipper thing?” 

“That’s a gift. From me to you boys.” 

I felt like Gideon had entrusted me with his prize trumpet.

At home Mother unpacked groceries, checked her receipt for cashier mis-

takes, then stored her bent cans in the pantry. We helped glue Green Stamps 
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into the little books and while she started supper, Brant and I tried to imitate 

Mr. Wakefield. We set a spoon at the table’s edge, then looped our leg up to 

grab the spoon with our toes. Next, I tried a coffee cup, working my big toe 

inside the handle. Saucers were next, but Mother stopped us. 

“Out. Outside until I call,” she said. “Better not have to call more than 

once.” And as we started out the door, “Do. Not. Go. To. Those. Woods.” 

Instead, we chased Evie Brady’s guineas around for a few minutes, then 

crossed the road and worked our way down the gully to the creek where I 

found the cane pole I used for vaulting. 

“Watch this,” I said. I took a few quick steps, planted the pole and jumped. 

In the middle of the vault, I called, “Mrs. Batson hates children.” And after 

landing on the other side of the stream, “Matter of fact, she hates boys most.”

“I’m not scared.”

“First thing, she’s going to line up all the boys.”

“You’re lying.”

“Last year, she broke her wrist swatting a paddle on Rob Carpenter’s big 

ass.” 

When I took a couple strides and swung back to the other side, I had his 

attention, but then he tried to turn things.

“You’re not supposed to say ass,” he said.

“Then, she gives a speech about how you’re going do things behind her 

back she won’t catch, and she has to bust your ass in advance to stay ahead.”

“I don’t believe you,” he said. “She really break her wrist?” 

I didn’t have to tell him the truth. My job was to keep him guessing, send 

him to the first day of first grade afraid—like when I started school.

“Best thing for you is run away from home,” I said. “Make it to Charles-

ton, might get on that ship to Guam.” 

“It’s too far,” Brant said. “Is Daddy coming back?” 

What the hell’s he asking me for? Like me, he’d seen that to-hell-with-

them-all look. Does he want me to say Dad will shut us out for a few months 

like usual before he writes home? Maybe I should reassure him things will go 

back to the shitty same. 

“If he does, he’s not bringing you anything. You going to vault?”

“You don’t know. Maybe he’ll come back and take us to that beach.”

“What beach?”
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“The one where he helped us build that boat.”

I don’t know why I said what I did next, trying to erase Brant’s memory, 

my memory. 

“He never took us to a beach.”

“That time a seagull landed on the sand castle ship,” Brant said.

“That never happened,” I said. “Mother made it up.” 

I showed Brant where to hold his hands on the cane pole. 

“Run like you always do and push down hard on the pole right when you 

jump.” 

So why did I do it? Only a couple of weeks ago, Brant’d dropped a basket 

of fresh eggs on the kitchen floor and Dad laid into him with a heavy hickory. 

Brant had cried like a wounded rabbit so I screamed at Dad, “You hate us so 

much, why don’t you kill us both.” It must have sounded like a good idea, 

because he beat me twice as hard as he was beating Brant. 

“If I get hurt,” Brant said, “I’m telling you made me do it.”

“You can do it.”

He stepped back a little, ran, planted the pole and jumped, making it 

across the stream. 

“Told you,” I said. 

“How am I going to get back? It’s uphill this way.” And then added, “I 

heard them talking.”

“Heard who talking?”  

Brant told me how Dad and Uncle Horace had been repairing rotten 

boards on Gramp’s barn, replacing tin sheets a storm had ripped off. Deliver-

ing ice water, Brant had walked up on them just as Dad said that he couldn’t 

wait to get back to his ship.

“And when Horace told him his family needed him,” Brant said, “Dad 

cussed.”

“What’d he say?” 

“Three words. God, and then damn, and then he said that.”

“Maybe he was talking about nails bending.”

“He started hammering after he cussed,” Brant said. “Then he hit nails 

real hard. Then he threw his hammer down making a racket. He told me get 

out of that barn before a wasp stung me, or he would.”

Brant started to cry. 
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“Don’t cry over that asshole,” I said. “Swing back over. Run faster is all.”

Brant stepped back and ran, but half way over, he stalled and fell back 

to the same side. I took a long run, jumped over the stream and showed him 

how to get up enough speed. The second time, he made it over. 

“You think he’s mean to us,” Brant said “because we’re mean boys?” 

“We’re not. Well, I am, but you’re not. Besides, Mr. Wakefield is nice to 

us—and Deputy Jack. They know most boys are mean.” 

I had to give it to Brant. Even as a first-grader, he saw the opening. “If 

you’re mean,” he said, “Miss Nichols is going to shake you.” 

“Shake me?” He didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. “How 

would a first-grader know that?” 

“Mama told me. Miss Nichols was her third-grade teacher.”

“Then she’s too old to shake anybody.” 

“Mama said Miss Nichols is going to ‘shake you till your teeth rattle.’” 

“Even if she does,” I said, trying to recover the ground I’d lost to a six-

year-old, “if that’s what Miss Nichols does and she likes children, Mrs. Batson 

hates children. Chew that tobacco and spit. Give me that pole.” 

“No. You get it.” He threw the cane pole into the stream and scrambled 

up the gully. 

No broken-down school-teaching nag was going to rattle any part of me. 

Read that Gospel in red letters. 

“I’m telling you cussed,” Brant called back from the gully’s edge. “And we 

did go to that beach.” 

Monday morning began with lumpy Cream of Wheat and then Brant 

couldn’t find his favorite socks. When our scramble to the bus stop left us on 

the edge of the road watching the school bus disappear into the fog, I knew 

things were about to get worse.

“You tell Mother,” I said. 

“It’s your fault for hiding my socks,” Brant said. “She’s going to make us 

walk.” 

“Not on the first day,” I said, “but get ready. She’s going to chew on us like 

a hog on fresh corn.” 

On the drive to school, we blamed getting bus-left on Herb, the ornery, 

horn-blowing driver who loved pulling away as kids sprinted across the yard. 
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Out of sight in the back seat, I pointed at Brant and he pointed back at me. I 

poked him with a finger. He kicked me in the leg.

“Now I’m late to work,” Mother said. “What’s going to happen next? I get 

swallowed by Jonah’s whale?” 

When Mother started talking in questions, it was best to stay quiet. 

“Any day now, I expect Job to knock on my door and ask me for advice. 

You think the almighty Navy cares I’m raising two boys alone?” 

If we said no, she’d rant about the pain she suffered because of the US 

Navy, and if we said yes, pretty much the same rant, so I tried a different 

approach.

 “Maybe,” I said.

“What does that mean, maybe? You think I enjoy being alone?”

“No ma’am,” Brant said.

“You made him want to go,” I said, trying to sound innocent. 

Mother pulled the car into the parking lot of a vacant Esso gas station 

and burst into tears. 

 “You’re stupid,” Brant said, hitting me on the shoulder. 

I didn’t hit him back.

We sat still, waiting for the burden inside Mother to work itself out of 

her and to escape through the window she’d opened. What did a boy know 

about a mother’s burden? 

While we waited, I thought about Mr. Wakefield. Had he ever been mean 

to his mother? Had his father been mean to him? Did his father ever walk 

out, because if he did, somebody must have been nice to Mr. Wakefield when 

he was a boy, or how would he know how to be nice now? Maybe it’s all 

luck—whether or not you get a nice father.

 “Let’s get you boys to school,” Mother said, wiping tears with the back 

of her hand.

At school, she hugged us, and we said, “Sorry for missing the bus.” 

“Be good boys,” Mother said.

We hurried toward our rooms located on a separate wing of the main 

building. When Brant got close to his classroom door, I called out, pointed 

at my rear, and faked a bad limp. He shook his head, then disappeared into 

Mrs. Batson’s classroom.
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I ran to Miss Nichols’ class where she stood outside greeting kids as they 

arrived. She was the tallest woman I’d ever seen, had curly red and gray hair. 

Her fingers were long and scaly, red talons a turkey buzzard would envy. 

“Boyd Lesley Cash,” she said, announcing it like I’d won an award. “You 

going to be trouble?”

“No ma’am,” I said, hoping the other kids had not heard her say my mid-

dle name, because what boy wants a name that sounds like a girl’s. I took a 

seat on the back row next to Carl Paxton.

The classroom was clean. The floor had the smell and look of fresh wax. 

The blackboards were free of last year’s erasures and scuffs and looked like 

windows into the night. Most of the old engravings and scribblings left on 

my desktop by other students had been sanded away and the desk smelled 

like shellac.

For the next hour, the usual: stand up; tell your name; share something 

none of your classmates know about you, like owning a pet gerbil, smoking 

a cigar, or almost drowning at Myrtle Beach. My mind went blank, my face 

hot. Miss Nichols flexed her talons.

“I can hold a cup with my toes,” I said. But before I could finish, my 

classmates started laughing. “And,” I added, “I can drink out of it at the same 

time.” 

“Only Mr. Wakefield could do that,” Carl said. 

Then Miss Nichols laid down the boring “No” rules: no talking unless you 

raise your hand, no pencil sharpening without permission, no gum chewing, 

no running—except on the playground. And then recess—fifteen minutes of 

relay races in my stiff blue jeans and blazing white cuffs that gathered small 

pebbles and grass clippings. Then back to the classroom and new textbooks. 

I would rather have had the mumps.

At lunch, I was sitting with Carl when in walked the first-graders. Lead-

ing them, Brant with Mrs. Batson’s arm around his shoulder. She guided him 

over to a special table located beside the teacher’s table—the “Morning Sun-

shine” table. On the wall behind the table was painted a large sun rising out 

of the Blue Ridge Mountains. The Morning Sunshine table was where each 

day at lunch a boy and girl from first through fifth grade were recognized for 

good behavior. I wouldn’t sit there if you paid me.
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I had rattled him so bad, he was scared not to be good.

Next to the Sunshine table sat Deputy Jack, visiting each classroom to 

give his annual “Don’t Take Rides from Strangers” speech. Beside Jack, sat 

Snoofer. 

“After they eat,” Carl said, “those Sunshine kids get to pet Snoofer.” 

“Not so special,” I said.

“Look,” Carl said. “Giving badges.” 

Deputy Jack pinned a bright yellow plastic badge on Brant’s shirt. How 

did he do it, my brother? He didn’t even try to make people like him and they 

liked him anyway. I wanted to ask Jack if he gave him the badge for being 

Mommy’s number one deputy.

“Still not special,” I said, but I knew it was.

“Pretty dang special,” Carl said.

“Not like drinking milk with your toes.” 

“You know you can’t.” 

I should’ve accepted that a first-grader on his first day had bested me 

without even trying. But I couldn’t. 

“I’ll show you special.”

From the teachers’ coffee machine table, I snitched a white porcelain cup. 

At my table, I poured milk into the cup from my carton. After slipping 

off my right shoe and sock, I leaned back in my chair, lifted my leg, and 

slipped my big toe through the cup handle. Then, using my foot and toes like 

a hand, I gripped the cup. 

But I couldn’t tilt the cup enough to drink the milk. I leaned farther back 

in my chair. But there was still not enough tilt, so I leaned more, and a little 

more, until I leaned too far and tipped over backwards. 

As the chair flipped, my right foot kicked up. The cup shot straight into 

the air. The other foot caught the table edge. Spoons and forks sailed off the 

table. The last thing I saw: kids scrambling to save their apple cobbler. 

The rest of my fall took its time, as though the outcome was no longer 

in doubt, so why hurry? Tiny pebbles trickled out my cuffs, along with dried 

grass clippings that flittered like parade confetti. As I floated down, I thought 

about Mr. Wakefield as a little boy. Had he been made fun of at school? He 

must’ve been. How was it that a boy with no arms, a boy stared at by kind 
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people and made fun of by mean boys, had grown up into a nice man? Where 

did he sleep? How did he take a bath?

When I hit the floor, the cup shattered next to my ear. Milk splashed on 

my face along with a sprinkle of porcelain chips. I closed my eyes. Chairs 

scooted on the floor and shoes scurried in my direction. 

When I opened my eyes, a crowd had gathered around my head in a 

half-circle. Classmates whispered into one another’s ears. Deputy Jack, 

thumbs in gun belt, looked puzzled. Miss Nichols had her hands resting 

on her hips—talons clenching, unclenching. Brant, big-eyed, his over-sized 

badge pinned high, smiled. And all of them stared at me—except Snoofer, 

who lapped up milk.

Miss Nichols said, “Going be a long year, Boyd Lesley.” 

I shut my eyes and there was Dad on that island of Guam. He sat at a gray 

metal desk inside a gray block building. He drank whiskey from a paper cup. 

Then we were At Tybee Island where waves rustled up the beach and Brant 

chased a sea gull off a ship made of sand. And there was Dad as a young sailor 

in a wooden lifeboat, bodies floating around him. Next, I saw Mother and 

Dad wearing old-timey clothes—just two kids at recess, running, laughing. 

And just before Snoofer licked me on the face, causing me to laugh when I 

wanted to roll over and cry, I remembered a photo of Dad our grandmother 

had shown me—a baby so small he’d been placed in a shoe box.
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GOING COASTAL
Elizabeth Fodaski

When I was very young, perhaps five or six, I began to draw a recurring image 

that would appear in virtually every picture I made throughout my entire 

childhood, or at least until I stopped drawing without inhibition. My stock 

image was of a little girl, a glorified stick figure—instead of lines, I drew thin 

ovals for limbs, like the balloon creatures that can be purchased for a dollar 

at street fairs. The girl had pigtails, dots for eyes, and a small curve of a smile, 

from which sprang a speech bubble that read, “Send away!”

No one in my family has any idea why I wrote these words or where 

the idea came from. It was just one of the things I did, in keeping with my 

other eccentricities, like walking around naked, cutting my own hair, and 

stealing everyone’s pickle when my grandparents took us out to lunch in a 

diner. I called my drawings “send-aways,” the metonym—the wanting to be 

sent away—replacing the figure itself. And I had scads of them. Now I keep 

the only few that have stayed with me—through my parents’ divorce, count-

less moves, college, my travels, marriage, and children—in a worn manila 

legal-size folder marked on the tab with my childhood nickname, Liza. It is 

impossible to know what I was thinking when I drew them, or rather when 

I drew the first figure and wrote that speech bubble for the first time. All 

subsequent drawings were renditions of a favorite figure, a visitation with 

a character well known to me and my family, a familiar albeit peculiar child 

with one urgent wish.

I had orphan fantasies like any other healthy child, but I don’t remember 

ever actually wanting out, which is to say, I knew my home to be the place I 

was meant to be, and I can claim no conviction that I was destined for greater 

things. The drawings were made during my family’s eight or nine ordinary, 

happy years before my parents’ separation, when all hell broke loose in all the 

expected ways (acrimony, blistering rage, thrown objects). As Martin Amis 

recently wrote, “People are original and distinctive in their virtues; in their 

vices they are compromised, hackneyed, and stale.” This strikes me as a rever-

sal of Tolstoy’s logic about happy and unhappy families, and I can’t decide 

which philosophy I believe to be truer. All I know is that in my own life, with 
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my own unhappy family—hackneyed or otherwise—we did a lot of staying 

put, in Brooklyn or Wellfleet, but never anywhere else. I never went on a 

trip with both or either of my parents, who didn’t leave the country once in 

my childhood, except for my mother’s quick solo trip to London when my 

sister and I were tiny. I thought I would live resolutely otherwise and saved 

up all summer from a job flipping hamburgers when I was seventeen to visit 

a Spanish girl I’d met in an exchange program. She summered on the Costa 

Brava, and, as it turned out, she was raising herself. We had a fabulous time. 

So I developed a tendency to stray wide in my wanderings, sometimes trav-

eling far from home before returning, a little changed, to my known world.

The summer between my sophomore and junior years of high school, 

when I was fifteen, I told my mother I was going with a friend to Califor-

nia for a week but stayed almost three, driving recklessly across the country 

with a twenty-year-old man in a rusted old Volkswagen microbus when she 

thought I was flying. The following spring, I was the only junior in my New 

York City high school to pass driver’s ed, and the road test, the first time. I 

got my license at seventeen, which is also when I bought my first car, a grey 

Toyota Corolla that served me equally well on the back roads of Wellfleet, 

where we spent summers, and the streets of Providence, R.I. where I brought 

it along, against the rules, my freshman year of college. By the time I was a 

senior and Providence had become familiar, my friends and I would occa-

sionally jump in someone’s car late on a Friday or Saturday night and drive 

the 182 miles to New York City, sometimes arriving in time to make last call 

at a late-night bar and other times pulling right up to Veselka for a 6 AM 

breakfast. All of which is to say I like to sit near the exit sign.

Perhaps because I like a quick getaway, I have always been a passionate 

driver. I’m usually game for late-night runs to the only store open and have 

always been willing to drive people wherever they need to go. For a year I 

drove the shuttle service on my college campus, and I imagined all the grate-

ful students I shuttled desperate to flee the uncomfortable situations they 

found themselves in. One phone call and there I was, saving them from awk-

ward conversations and drunken mistakes. But more powerful for me than 

the actual ability to flee is the desire, the capacity to choose my fate, and the 

proliferation of options. I love city and country alike, but what keeps me sane 

is the possibility of leaving one for the other. As Frank O’Hara said, “I can’t 
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even enjoy a blade of grass unless I know there’s a subway nearby.” 

Swap subway for sea, and that’s me. Bring me to a dock and I will jump 

off, if only for the splash. And I can say with no equivocation that Wellfleet, 

MA is my favorite place on Earth. That skinny, easternmost peninsula reach-

ing its chicken claw out into the vast Atlantic is the place I am most content. 

Just having an ocean nearby makes a whole day of staying indoors tolerable.

Which is why I could never live in Kansas. Or Colorado or Utah. Or 

Missouri or Kentucky or Nevada. I’d have a hard time in Austria or Switzer-

land or Chad or Mongolia, or any landlocked place. More than just wanting 

to hug a shoreline or tread close to an edge, I need the water and its endless 

possibility. I have no religion, but I have a gut understanding of baptism and 

all its promise of renewal and purification. 

I’m no champion swimmer. I’ve never sailed a boat, put on a pair of water 

skis or mounted a surfboard. A brief, brisk dip in a cold ocean is enough to 

restore my contentment in sitting comfortably in a folding chair, feet in sand, 

with a book. But it’s more than placebo or drug—unlike the (untouched) 

bottle of Ambien in my medicine chest, the ocean promises so much more 

than a quick fix. When I was a girl my father told me to picture Portugal 

across the sea, and that made sense—envisioning small Portuguese children 

building their own Portuguese sandcastles that would eventually be washed 

away by the same water I lived and breathed every day made the world some-

how vaster and smaller at the same time—everything was possible but noth-

ing required. And we were all connected by this enormous anarchic privilege. 

Here was the great connector—that hugest and most magisterial body my 

tiny mind could conjure. No one who has ever felt cramped or squelched or 

blue with rage hasn’t envisioned an escape, the edge of one world and the 

beginning of another—a coast, a new frontier. 

I suppose it’s this living on the edge, on my sliver of land, brackish water 

gurgling below as I stand on my Brooklyn promenade looking out at every-

thing and nothing, that makes all that is inside the perimeter feel open, at 

the very least, to possibility. Just knowing that one block from my home is 

a borderline—a limit but also a cutting edge—the end of this, my land, and 

the beginning of a new element, gives me solace. It’s knowing I can leave that 

helps me stay put. Send away.
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JANET LOVES BOBBY
Meagan Perry 

 

Bobby Schmidt was so scrawny. Janet biked past him each day on her way 

home from school, and she noticed it every time. Bobby spent his after-

noons with his mom out in their big yard—there were no trees, just scrub-

by bushes growing against the house, which sat in the center of their dry 

lawn. The grass was closely mown and a chain link fence ran the perimeter 

of the yard, which was neatly divided in two by a cement pathway from the 

gate to the house.

 Janet had gone to the Schmidts’ house once when she was five and Bobby 

was just born. Her parents took her along to deliver a macaroni casserole. The 

metal gate clicked loudly when they opened it. Mrs. Schmidt showed Janet 

baby Bobby, who was very pale.

 On the way home Janet’s mom said Mrs. Schmidt looked tired. “It must 

have been a difficult pregnancy,” she said. Janet said baby Bobby looked tired 

too and made her parents laugh.

 Bobby stayed small and pale and rubbery. He wasn’t noisy or active. He 

started walking when he was five; Janet’s dad said Bobby would catch up 

later. Janet saw Bobby practicing standing up and sitting whenever she ped-

alled past his yard; sometimes other grownups were out in the yard drinking 

coffee with Mrs. Schmidt and they were watching Bobby too.

 Each week on allowance day, Janet and her best friend Mary went to the 

store to buy ketchup chips and pretend to be teenagers. They walked their 

bikes past the Schmidts’ place on their way home.  

 “Isn’t he just creepy,” said Mary, “My mom says steer clear.”

 Janet didn’t answer Mary. She waved to Bobby and Mrs. Schmidt as they 

walked past.

 One time as she walked by she heard Bobby say, “Hi Janet,” and she 

waved again.

 “How does he know my name?” Janet asked her mom later that night. 

Her dad answered. “Mrs. Schmidt says he likes to see you and your 
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bike. She must have told him that you’re Janet.”

  Janet hadn’t known her parents talked to Mrs. Schmidt, and 

she told Mary what her dad had said.

 “My mom says Bobby still wears diapers. He’s six,” said Mary.

 “I don’t know if he wears diapers,” said Janet.

 On allowance day Janet counted out her change. Along with her chips, 

she bought a lollipop for Bobby.

 “Why are you even getting that? Lollipops are for babies,” said Mary, tak-

ing a bite of her chips.

 After she walked home with Mary and they were done eating, Janet got 

back on her bike and rode over to Bobby’s, slowing down and rolling close to 

the chain link. Bobby didn’t say anything. He was watching her bike.

 Mrs. Schmidt looked up from the paper she was reading and Janet lost 

her nerve. When she got home she put the lollipop on her dresser. She ate it on 

Friday while she did her homework: The Romans. She wondered if Bobby ever 

got to leave the yard.

 Saturday, Janet drew her bike to a stop by Bobby’s gate. Mrs. 

Schmidt sat leaning forward, with her elbow on her knee and her fingers 

laced through her light brown hair.

 “Can Bobby have candy?”

 “What? Oh. Yes he can,” she said.

 “I’ve never seen him eat anything,” said Janet.

 “Yeah, we feed him inside. It’s hard to get anything into him if he’s out 

here. He fights,” Mrs. Schmidt pulled up her sleeve to show Janet a bruise. 

 “Ow,” said Janet to show sympathy and, when she couldn’t think of any-

thing to add, she stepped onto her top pedal and pushed off.

 “Bye.”

 The next week she bought a green lollipop for Bobby. When she got to 

his house, his mom had him by the hand, and the two of them were making 

their way up the path to the house. He was sniffling.

 “Hello Mrs. Schmidt,” said Janet. “I brought this for Bobby.”

 Bobby pulled at his mom’s hand and she followed him over to the fence. 

He stood looking at Janet. She smiled at him. He stared back. Eventually, she 

unwrapped the lollipop and held it out to him. When he took it, his hands 
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were damp and warm.

 “He’s been out here all day,” said Mrs. Schmidt. 

 Janet nodded.

 “Does he have any brothers or sisters?”

 Mrs. Schmidt smiled and shook her head. Bobby sat biting at the lolli-

pop, ignoring both of them.

 “Oh,” said Janet.

 “We’re happy with this one,” said Mrs. Schmidt. She reached down to 

touch Bobby’s hair, then took his free arm and they started for the house.

 Mary was angry when Janet told her about the lollipop, but Janet didn’t 

care. She started stopping by to see Bobby every few days. Mrs. Schmidt said 

she could come over any time. 

“Just make sure the gate is closed. It doesn’t latch quite right anymore.”

  Janet used her next allowance to buy Bobby an Aero bar. He sucked on 

it like a lollipop, and the melting chocolate covered his hands, arms, and face. 

Mrs. Schmidt went inside and came back out with a damp facecloth in each 

hand.  

“Would you like red or yellow?”

 “Red,” said Janet. 

 “You do one arm and I’ll do the other,” said Mrs. Schmidt and started 

rubbing chocolate off Bobby’s right hand.

 Janet wiped Bobby’s other arm and he smiled at her.

 “He’s turning seven on Friday and we’re having a party on Saturday,” said 

Mrs. Schmidt. “Do you want to come over for cake? He likes you.”

 Janet smiled and said yes. When she got home, she counted her leftover 

allowance and thought about what kind of birthday present to get for Bob-

by. She told her mom and dad about how much Mary hated Bobby. They 

said Janet should decide for herself if she wanted to go to the party.

 The next day, she found the perfect present: a clear rubber ball with a 

green-and-yellow plastic fish in the center. She wrapped it in white paper 

with stars and balanced it on the corner of her desk where she could look at 

it while she did her homework: The Greeks.

 On Saturday, her mom made her some chicken soup for lunch. 

“Are you okay going to this party alone?” asked her dad.

Janet nodded yes.
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“We’ll be here if you need to call us.”

“Okay,” said Janet. She finished her soup, put Bobby’s present carefully in 

her knapsack, then rode her bike down the block. The Schmidts had woven 

streamers into their chain link, and there was a yellow balloon on the gate. A 

“Happy Birthday” sign hung over cement steps up to the front door. 

 The balloon waved back and forth as she swung the gate open and 

stepped into the yard.

 Janet could hear the party as she walked up the steps. There were no 

familiar voices and she hesitated before opening the door. She took a breath 

and pushed it open to a kitchen full of adult backs and the smell of cof-

fee. The adults were standing together laughing and talking, but there were 

no kids. As she stepped in, all the grownup faces swung around to face her.

 “You must be Janet,” said a small woman with a big head as she took 

Janet by the arm.  “It’s nice that Robert has a friend in the neighbourhood,” 

she continued, then turned to the other room and called out, “The last guest 

is here!” 

 “Where is Bobby?” asked Janet.

 A tall young woman with blonde hair held out her hand for Janet’s knap-

sack and Janet handed it over. Mrs. Schmidt was on the couch laughing with 

a lady and a man who lived a few houses down.

 “Hi there Janet,” said Mrs. Schmidt.

 “Hi Mrs. Schmidt,” said Janet.

 “He’s in the yard if you’re looking for my boy,” continued Mrs. 

Schmidt. “There were too many people in here for him so he wanted to go 

out. You can go see him if you want.”

 “Can I give him his present?” asked Janet. Mrs. Schmidt nodded yes 

so Janet found her knapsack and fished the ball out. She carried it through 

the maze of adults, out the door and into the yard.

 She looked at the fence where Bobby usually stood but didn’t see 

him anywhere. The gate was swinging open and she rushed over to push it 

closed, then ran back into the house.

 “I don’t see him,” Janet said to Mrs. Schmidt.

 Mrs. Schmidt pressed her lips together.  “Did you look behind the house 

too?” she asked. 

Janet clutched Bobby’s present and shook her head.
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 “I’m sure he’s out there,” said the man sitting on the couch next to Mrs. 

Schmidt, putting his hand on her arm. He turned toward Janet. “I’ll come out 

with you and take a look.” 

 The man was very tall.  Janet followed him out.  

 “I don’t think it’s safe if he isn’t in the yard. Maybe he opened the 

gate,” she said.

 “I don’t think he knows how,” said the man. Janet nodded, her heart 

beating faster. 

 “You walk around the house one way. I’ll go the other,” said the man. Janet 

walked past the scrubby bushes. She looked under them to see if Bobby was 

sitting underneath and tightened her grip on the present. If he was under 

there she would give it to him right away. 

  When she got to the back of the house, the tall man was already there.

 “I guess he’s not here,” he said. They headed up to the house together, 

then he announced to everyone to the kitchen that Bobby was not in the 

yard. His voice was very loud.

 Janet heard Mrs. Schmidt say, “He’s got to be here.”

 Adults with loud, worried voices streamed out of the house.

  The man said, “He won’t have gone far,” then he gestured to divide 

the group in two and point them toward the street.  “You guys go left, and you 

guys go right.”

 Mrs. Schmidt looked around at the moving crowd.

 “Maybe he came inside.” She looked at Janet and smiled, but her eyes 

looked shaky.”Janet, will you help me look around the house?”

  They went through all the rooms and the basement, then back out to 

the empty, breezy yard. Janet could hear people calling Bobby’s name as they 

walked down the street.

 Janet looked down at Bobby’s gift. She wondered if she should tell that 

she had left the gate open but said, “I hope he’s not far.”

 A few party guests who couldn’t walk too far straggled back to the 

house: a grandma and a grandpa and a lady with a cane.

 “We’ll take the car and drive around more,” said the old man. Mrs. 

Schmidt nodded.

 “Thanks Dad. We’ll wait here so the house isn’t empty.”

  Janet sat down on the porch and fingered a loose piece of tape on the 
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present as Mrs. Schmidt climbed up the stairs to the house and came back 

out holding a plastic bowl in one hand. She lowered herself slowly to sit on 

the step next to Janet.

 “I’m sure they’ll find him quickly,” she said, offering the bowl to Jan-

et without looking at her. Her eyes scanned back and forth across the neigh-

bouring houses. 

“Do you want a chip?”

 Janet nodded solemnly and reached into the bowl. She put a plain 

salty chip in her mouth and cracked it in half with her tongue, letting it 

soften in her mouth as the dry grass of the yard stirred in a breeze. She 

chewed and watched the birthday balloon strain against its moorings on the 

gate. It bounced frantically forward and back, tugging against the thread that 

tied it to the metal bar and chain link, a yellow signal transmitting to all 

points.

 

 

MEAGAN PERRY
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Eli Eliahu
translated by Marcela Sulak
HISTORY 

For the sake of this house

trees disappeared before their time,

much brush was torn

from the earth, anthills

crumbled, birds abandoned

their nests, a mole fled the heat

of the overturned earth.

For the sake of this house

villages were emptied,

wells were blocked, sheep

scattered to the four corners.

For the sake of this house

people forgot

their mother tongue. 
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BREAKING THE VESSELS: 
AI WEIWEI, MANUEL SALVISBERG, 
AND MAXIMO CAMINERO
Lucas Carpenter

In 1995 Chinese dissident artist Ai Weiwei destroyed a 2000-year-old 

Han dynasty urn by dropping it on the floor of his studio. A photographer 

documented the event in a large photographic triptych showing the artist 

holding the urn, dropping it, and standing over the shattered pieces at his 

feet. In 2012 Swiss artist Manuel Salvisberg imitated Ai’s performance by 

photographing Uli Sigg, former Swiss ambassador to China and a prominent 

collector of contemporary Chinese art, dropping another Han dynasty urn, 

only this one had been painted with the red Coca-Cola logo by Ai himself, 

creating an artwork known as Coca-Cola Urn which had been purchased ear-

lier by Sigg. Salvisberg’s work is also a triptych, the same size as Ai’s, showing 

Sigg in exactly the same poses. And in 2014 at an exhibition of Ai’s work 

at Miami’s Perez Art Museum, local artist Maximo Caminero picked up a 

painted Neolithic urn from an assemblage of similar painted urns by Ai and 

dashed it to the floor in what he claimed, among other things, was a protest  

against the museum’s decision to display only international artists. Consid-

ered together these three intertwined acts of destructive creation/creative de-

struction reveal much about the nature, limits, and ethics of conceptual art.

First of all, Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn is probably Ai Weiwei’s best 

known work, creating a sensation when it was first displayed. Many view-

ers were horrified and outraged that Ai would intentionally destroy a valu-

able artifact from his culture’s Neolithic past for the shock value and a desire 

to épater la bourgeoisie, while others praised it as a courageous iconoclastic 

work of conceptual art in the same vein as Robert Rauschenberg’s Erased 

deKooning Drawing (1953), saying that Ai, like Rauschenberg, was subverting 

the idea of the monetary and cultural value of a work of art as well as fore-

grounding the act of destruction as a means of creation. He was also viewed 

as using the “preciousness of historical Chinese artifacts against itself” as well 

as calling attention to the destruction of Chinese antiquities by the Chinese 
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government as it razes old buildings to build new ones (Adamson 50).

However, as time passed following the appearance of Dropping a Han 

Dynasty Urn, questions began to emerge concerning what actually transpired 

in its creation. Here in a 2013 interview is Ai’s version of how it was done:

“I did that piece truly as a joke. I had three cameras that I brought back 

to China. And the camera could take, like, five frames every second. And, like 

most things, I did it quick, no plan. People think everything’s planned, but 

it was spontaneous. We dropped one and we didn’t get it because the pho-

tographer was paying too much attention to this valuable vase. So we had 

to do another one. We had two of them. Then I forgot about those photos 

for a while.” (qtd. in Murg) Thus he revealed for the first time publicly that 

not one, but two urns were destroyed in creating the work, both ostensibly 

Han Dynasty. Furthermore, visitors to his studio report being thrilled by Ai’s 

spontaneous breaking of other urns (Gamboni 88).

Such a casual—one might say cavalier— attitude towards valuable arti-

facts has led some critics to question the authenticity of the urns he used. 

According to Gregg More and Richard Torchia, Ai was once asked if the 

ancient vessels were real, and Ai seemed “astounded that anyone would think 

otherwise, adding that for whatever reason they are not museum-quality 

pieces” (More and Torchia 12). More and Torchia point out that answers 

such as this have led some critics to accuse Ai of a “reluctance to confirm 

or deny the provenance of any urn or vase. This fuels an instinctive anxiety 

about the construction and perception of value that is one of the intended 

consequences of Ai’s project”(12).

The circumstances become even murkier if one knows that the forgery 

of ancient artifacts is a major industry in China, producing superb copies 

that in many cases can only be detected by the use of carbon-14 dating. But 

forgers often sidestep this test by grinding up pieces of ancient ceramics 

and mixing the powder with the clay used to make the forgery. Interestingly 

enough, one of Ai’s works, Dust to Dust (2009), consists of ground Neolithic 

pottery in a glass jar. Also, Ai is himself an expert antiquarian who has as-

sembled a large collection of ancient Chinese ceramics. More to the point, 

he has demonstrated a superb ability to replicate old ceramics; best evidence 

is his series of blue-and-white porcelain vessels that imitate the work of the 

Kangxi, Qianlong, and Yongzheng periods, said to represent the apex of Chi-

LUCAS CARPENTER
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na’s porcelain tradition. In remarks on this work Ai reveals his fascination 

with the aesthetics of what is real and what is fake: “As to my porcelain-based 

works, the central issue is the issue of authenticity. What is real and what is 

fake or a reproduction?” (qtd. in Tinari 42) He goes on to say that the quality 

of the best antique porcelain can be reproduced by today’s skilled artisans 

and he comments on the status of these new works:

“If they were real in a modern context, let us say exhibited in a con-

temporary art exhibit, does their original value continue to exist? If it exists, 

then what is the significance of its existence? If they are fake, then how do 

they differ from authentic period pieces when they are exact replicas with no 

recognizable differences? If there is no recognizable difference between this 

piece and an authentic period piece then what does this do to the value of 

the original period piece, or for that matter, the modern replica? Let’s say we 

place the exact copy in a museum setting, would this not completely confuse 

museum-goers? Is it real or fake? How can a museum exhibit a modern repro-

duction as an authentic period piece? Does this not undermine the whole 

system.” (qtd. in Tinari 42)

This obsession with the fake is usually seen as emerging with Ai’s blue-

and-white porcelain works, but his interest in the subject can be traced to his 

return to China after thirteen years in the United States when he was “inter-

ested simultaneously in the availability of antiques and in the diffusion of 

replicas and fakes distinguishable from the authentic pieces only by carbon 

dating” and acknowledged that he commissioned and used replicas in some 

of his other works (Gamboni 89). Ai’s concerns can also be linked to Andy 

Warhol’s replicas of Brillo boxes and other objects, which Ai knew well when 

he was living in New York.

I would argue that the concept of the fake first enters Ai’s work in the 

destruction of the Neolithic urn(s). As mentioned previously, Ai has done 

little to dispel the growing skepticism concern the authenticity of the Han 

Dynasty urns and in so doing has lent tacit support to his critics, some of 

whom insist that the urn must be an actual antiquity for the work to succeed 

as conceptual art. However, as Dario Gamboni points out, under the normal 

viewing conditions of an exhibition the average spectator is informed of the 

antique identity of the urn by the artist’s label rather than by any sensory 

perception, thus requiring a “leap of faith” on the spectator’s part( 89).

LUCAS CARPENTER
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The fake vs. real controversy will probably never be resolved because Ai 

doesn’t want it to be. Aside from his avowed interest in the relationship 

between the real and the fake, Ai is a strong believer in what he calls “the 

psychological power of art” and in how art “takes effect in our psyche.” In 

this case, the very indeterminacy of the “real” identity of the urn leads the 

viewer to the “consciousness of cultural and psychological subversion” which 

“is where the power of a work of art lies” (Hui 23).

By refusing to authenticate the urn, Ai opens up new possibilities of inter-

pretation that serve to deepen the meaning of the work where we have inter-

pretations based on the urn’s being authentic, those based on the urn being 

a forgery, and those derived from not knowing the “true” identity and prov-

enance. The mind-boggling complexity of these myriad meanings as well as 

the problematic nature of their relationships is, I think, the primary source 

of the appeal of this highly stimulating work of conceptual art.

One interesting and provocative consequence of Ai’s Dropping a Han 

Dynasty Urn was the creation of Swiss artist Manuel Salvisberg’s Fragments 

of History, a work of conceptual art that is almost a duplicate of Ai’s. But here 

the owner drops the urn while the artist photographs, and the urn being 

dropped and broken is one of Ai’s Coca-Cola Urn series, one that is certainly 

worth far more than the mere ancient artifact. 

Obviously Salvisberg’s work raises interesting aesthetic, even founda-

tional issues. First is the relationship between Fragments of History and Drop-

ping a Han Dynasty Urn. Is the former forever linked to the latter, or does 

Fragments of History possess an artistic identity independent of its relation-

ship to Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn? Certainly anyone who views the work 

with no knowledge of the connection would see it as an independent artwork 

and experience it accordingly. Even one aware of the connection can attempt 

a mental experiment in which the imagination separates the two works, put-

ting Ai’s work aside in order to focus entirely on Fragments of History. Doing 

so, at least to the extent possible, reveals a highly inventive, challenging work 

with a powerful emotional impact derived from its disturbing cultural icon-

oclasm as well as its implied commentary on the monetary value and the idea 

of “ownership” of a work of art in a capitalist society. (This is why it is crucial 

that in Fragments of History it is the owner of the urn who drops it rather 

than the artist himself, just as it is essential that Ai as artist be the agent of 

LUCAS CARPENTER
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destruction in Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn.) However, when the causal link 

between the two works is reestablished, Fragments of History resonates with 

the other work and acquires a much greater degree of depth and complexity, 

ultimately leading to the realization that, from this perspective, both works 

merge in our minds to form a singular aesthetic entity.

Now let us turn to what transpired during Ai’s 2014 “According to What?” 

exhibition at the Perez Art Museum in Miami, and consider its relationship 

to the preceding two works. First of all, we must ask if the apparently spon-

taneous action by disaffected artist Maximo Caminero in grabbing a Han 

dynasty urn painted peach and green from Ai’s installation entitled Colored 

Urns and dropping it on the floor (an event documented, poorly, by a muse-

umgoer with a cell phone) can be considered a work of performance art, as 

Caminero later claimed it was. He has also said that his was “an act of soli-

darity with Mr. Ai” to emphasize the repression Ai has suffered as a dissident 

artist in China (qtd. in Madigan). At the time of his arrest, however, he stated 

that his act was a spur-of-the-moment protest against the museum’s failure 

to exhibit the work of local artists, a charge which proved to be false. Mi-

ami-Dade Circuit Court sentenced him to eighteen months probation and 

one hundred hours of community service to be spent teaching children how 

to paint. He was also ordered to pay ten thousand dollars, the appraised value 

of the urn, in restitution.

Caminero also issued formal apologies to both the court and to Ai him-

self. Ai responded by saying that Caminero’s claim that he was inspired by 

Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn, also on display in the same room, was “mis-

leading. You cannot stand in front of a classical painting and kill somebody 

and say that you are inspired by [the artist]. . . . This doesn’t make any sense” 

(qtd. in Steinhauer). Ai also said that “damaging other people’s property or 

disturbing a public program doesn’t really support his cause” (qtd. in Stein-

hauer). Ai’s stance has been criticized by some as hypocritical, especially 

since he has said nothing to protest Salvisberg’s destruction of Coca-Cola 

Urn. Even though Sigg owned the work, Ai would have had legal recourse 

under both Chinese and Swiss copyright law, which prevent “unauthorized 

alteration, mutilation, or destruction” of the artwork by its owner (Yap). Ai’s 

silence has been taken by one critic as evidence that Ai probably granted direct 

or indirect sanction for Salvisberg’s work (Yap). 

LUCAS CARPENTER
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Although we can never know the state of Caminero’s mind at that mo-

ment, his behavior evokes what the Dadaists cum Surrealists  called “the gra-

tuitous act”: a totally unmotivated,  spontaneous action taken with absolutely 

no regard for consequences. Andre Breton hailed the ‘’acte gratuit’’ as the 

supreme surrealist gesture, giving the example of firing a revolver at random 

into a crowd. 

I believe that Caminero’s act, even with its muddled motivations, can be 

considered a Neo-Dada work of performance art, a one-time aesthetic ges-

ture of inchoate, violent protest at the plight of the contemporary artist that 

draws its artistic power from the prior existence and presence of Ai’s iconic 

work in the physical and figurative background. It is a work that would not 

exist were it not for Ai’s work, like Manuel Salvisberg’s Fragments of History. 

In order for Caminero’s action to be seen as art, it must be performed by 

an artist; otherwise it would be simple vandalism. Being an artist, as Marcel 

Duchamp illustrated with his readymades, brings with it an entitlement to 

designate what art can be.

Together the three works constitute a conceptual triptych, a mental man-

dala shimmering with possibilities, its existence entirely mental and subject 

to interpretive modifications by the individual imagination. These imag-

ined versions can be communicated in all artistic media should artists so 

desire. The mental triptych can be contemplated alone or shared with others 

through language to generate another dimensional source of semantic pos-

sibility. 

Finally, the latest addition to works spawned by Dropping a Han Dynasty 

Urn is a video game by Grayson Earle entitled Ai Wei Whoops in which the 

player drops 2D images of Ai’s urns and then calculates the “approximate 

property damage” to measure how well a player “succeeds.” Thus Ai’s urn 

meme enters the domain of popular culture, opening even more avenues to 

new and revelatory conceptions of what the work of art can be.
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BIANCA STONE, Possible Pig, 2018
pen and ink, 10 x 14 inches
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Cheryl Moskowitz
MY FATHER MET YOUR FATHER IN A DREAM.

There was nowhere to sit down.

I envy you, my father said. Your father was taken aback.

Oh yeah? your father answered. Why?

Because you, my father told your father, know exactly how you are going to die. 

And you have already decided when.

My father had his hand on your father’s shoulder. 

Me? My father said. I’m stuck here, waiting and guessing.

A clock struck seven in the hall. 

It’s true, your father said, I’ve made my mind up to go.

Let me give you a hug, my father said to your father. Your father leaned in 

slightly. 

Which was unexpected since neither man had ever really known how to initi-

ate or receive physical love.

 The dream held them like that for a long time. 

Even when the alarm went off and the cat was scratching I didn’t want to 

move or get up in case their meeting ended or turned out never to have hap-

pened in the first place.

Outside our neighbour was scraping ice from his car. You were downstairs in 

the kitchen. I heard a pan lid drop. The muffled sound of an engine starting. 
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Our neighbour driving away.

Our fathers met. I told you. We had not eaten breakfast yet so it was still not 
safe to tell. 

They seemed to like each other, I said, a lot.

Of course they did, you answered. 

You were picking at a small white chicken feather stuck to one of the eggs you 
were holding. Why wouldn’t they? 

The pan was hot and you were about to break the eggs into it but you could 
see I was upset so you kept talking. 

The man who had you, you said, and the man who had me...

We both sat down at the table to start eating and you continued with your 
mouth full. 

Our fathers are bound to love each other, like we do.

 I reached across you for the salt. I’m sorry. 

CHERYL MOSKOWITZ
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Cathy Fuerst
BREATH STITCH

1.
But nonetheless why this

   a heart of bronze

      could—

         was—

            be joy

   its 

      lips

          delight

when there,

   contained in my money [Clang!]

was a house

   that stuck to me politely

       & a hundred protests

             to fetch the heavy air from around it.

You were a word

   all letters—

      frightening goods,

         those,

 and you.

While with me,

   happy inadequate things existed

      imbued with elegiac impossibility.

 Nothing

    [Yawn!]

        I desired

  except

     minute passions,

         little declared pins,
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 the prick of longing

    concealed by lashes.

Well, ask—yes, but you

   you

      you

         in places found valiant exaltation!

 Angel song!

Why is everything then for me 

 an unattainable pleasure?

The clock, our passions’ space,

   more than red-faced.

You and I came,

   removed,

      held,

         sighed,

            endorsed,

               couldn’t, 

       and glancing, said

I will wait

 & the day, writ large,

       was then decay.

Love was then decay.

Your handsome refinement,

   poet-sounding,

      seemed, anyway, bored.

 Your metallic disgust

    made a convent of me.

Note: Had I remained curious,

CATHY FUERST
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   blonde,

      sage,

 said, “Next man!”

perhaps this man of paper

 [those shocking letters]

    might have run away with me

        into the crowd.

2.

I will wait for you, then,

   said the boy, 

      holding prayer,

elements of concoction:

   egg

   whalebone

   diamonds.

A complicated golden end gleamed.

The pain recedes

   the mind believes

      picks a time of witty laughter.

         Don’t leave.

 [down up]

Some heard.

   Louder!

      Mustering,

         calling,

         shouting,

            roaring,

               stamping,

                  

          [down up]

CATHY FUERST
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as firecrackers hit dust

   but didn’t that laughter find those depths.

      The boy, man-rattled now,

 kept on

    [up down]

His feet punctuated 

   cardboard-lined

      sounds, suddenly extinguished.

3.

Yet in sleeping in again,

   our morning dreams

      carry us

         turning here

            into age

straight

   broad

      black-buttoned

         and

            accustomed

to lessons,

   our hands

      under the desk.

4.

However, the boy hesitates,

   and the devil starts,

       looking timidly around.

The boy, twenty then,

   calm,

      still in time

         on a square motionless evening

            guards his words

CATHY FUERST
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               temper-sent

while grace,

   his last money,

      his jingling about and his for love,

meets,

   & valiant,

      sticks politely

         a pin into my

            heart of bronze.

               Angel song.

5.

Often

   linen piles

      were embroidered

         with verbena—

the breath stitch

   of

      memory

passion was near—

   and Paris!

      Marvelous!

         Breath blazed the night

             windows awake

               rapidly tomorrow

Thoughts descending

   by

      dream

         expired.

I would go out—

   where the rosewood curls of canvas

      were fixed silent

CATHY FUERST
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         & about the flowers

            now what, repeat,

      resounded?

A fishermonger’s singing?

   Listen!

      What wheels there are

         climbing crossing the stars

 always a map.

I was between linen

   open

      belonging

         to delicate eyes

            through which passed needle,

    threads,

       borne while standing.

I was opening my jars

   when the noise

      [iron-rimmed]

 followed

               moving about

                  between light & light

          obscure

             moving about.

6.

   A rubbing to again!

      Rather poor company I was

         while we readied lips

            each disdainfully

               to cold bottom

       days in bed

          bewilderment.

How morning had great mountains

   or drawers 

CATHY FUERST

24872_text.indd   77 5/21/18   11:26 AM



78

      whose opening erased memory,

         every “Ah!”

 faded to

     little tunes.

7.

   The snow warmth fell.

      Day would fly.

         Tell me one day

 leaning

    staying—

What?

   Go, laughing.

      Understand what love

         all reason increased.

Much more,

   my mind with yours playing

      bursting

         curling

            elegant

was love

   there

      awaiting.

8.

Everything

   to each

      constantly

could lift whalebone candles

   blowing

      kindling

         hope.

A place

   I felt welcomed.

CATHY FUERST
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Heartless as flagstones,

   I had gone off

      and

         difficult.

9.

   In my going

      slowly

         you went deep.

            Here

               others

       are about almost here.

You 

   returned

      exactly as before

 but [surprise] livelier

    possibly

       b/c

you 

   thought

      l i vi n g c  o  u  l  d  s   tr   e   t   c   h      o            u                       t

So 

   I accepted your profession

      your increased hope

         a vague mirror.

 

CATHY FUERST
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THE INCREDIBLE SHRINKING RIVER
Robert Halleck

My wife and I are standing

before Julien Dubuque’s grave

gazing at the Mississippi River

flowing between Iowa and Illinois,

Iowa and Wisconsin. We walk

back to our rental car and

drive through Dubuque to

see the abandoned Dubuque

Star Brewery. I explain how

bad the beer was—drinkable

only after a few Buds or Millers.

It’s not my town anymore.

The river has narrowed through

the years, Gus Fuhrman doesn’t

play for the Club dances, my father

no longer runs Stampfer’s where

Christmas was invented. The

Bathtub Marys are there but in

diminished numbers. If I want 

to find anything in the town I

must endure the losses created

by time. The hardest thing to 

lose is the Mississippi, once as

large as the ocean, now just 

a muddy ribbon. 
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MISSING WOODSTOCK
Jeff Richards

We wanted to go on a road trip, but not to the Woodstock Music Festival, 

because it was rumored there would be a million people there. We wanted 

someplace quiet and settled on Baja California. We hopped in J.B.’s blue VW 

Beetle. Rick and I were stuffed in the backseat with the luggage. There was 

no air conditioning. We were driving through the desert with the window 

down. The hot, dry air blew in our faces. We were miserable and couldn’t 

wait for the cool breezes coming off the Pacific when we reached the Left 

Coast. We crossed over in Tijuana. It turned windy. Trash blew down the 

highway. There was not much vegetation except for tall cacti, yucca trees, 

mesquites, and knurly oaks. There were small, mouselike creatures with long 

white tails and big eyes leaping around the rocks at the bottoms of the cliffs 

where we camped out. The first thing we did was search for firewood, but it 

was mostly low-lying vegetation infested with lizards and what sounded like 

rattlesnakes. 

We jumped in the car and drove down the road to where we saw a sign 

that said “Lena” with a crude painting of a campfire under it. We drove up 

the dirt driveway. A man came out of a small hut with a big smile on his face. 

Before we could even ask him what we were here for, he raised the fingers of 

both hands and said, “Yanqui.” We tried to argue him down, but it was no use. 

He went around the back of his hut and came out with a small bundle. J.B. 

gave him ten bucks. But it didn’t matter. It rained that night and we retreated 

to the tent we pitched. We ate gorp, three cans of tuna, bread spread with 

peanut butter, and drank from a bottle of tequila con worm I purchased at the 

border. Then we smoked some dope. The Mexicans didn’t care, we figured.

In the morning, the sun was out. It was a beautiful day, big, fluffy cumu-

lus clouds that floated in a sky that was so sparkling blue, it hurt my eyes to 

look at it. We were on a wide beach that curved around with the cliffs. At each 

end of the beach, there were rocks you had to climb over to get to the next 

beach. The sand was a grayish-white color and sparkled like the sky. It was 

covered in seaweed. We were the only people on the beach. So we took off our 
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JEFF RICHARDS

clothes and dove into the waves. This was a difficult time for me, watching 

Pie, my ex-girlfriend, running around all day, the water glistening on her 

skin, laughing as J.B. chased her. They were in the first throes of romantic 

love and I was jealous.

Fortunately, I had been reading Hermann Hesse’s Siddhartha. I had just 

reached the part where he left the concubine. He was totally satiated from 

immersing himself in the world of earthly delights. Now he lived the more 

austere life of the boatman, ferrying tourists across the river. The river rep-

resented eternity. I sat in front of the tent trying to imagine myself as Sid-

dhartha, only my river was the ocean and the roar of the waves as they broke 

against the shore. It was a nice feeling, imagining eternity, and sad as well. Yet 

I was neither satiated nor enlightened, and though I did put Annie Pie out of 

my mind, I contemplated other pleasures that awaited me. 

We drove to Ensenada the next day, where J.B. suggested that we forego 

any fruit or vegetables at the farmers market. “They’re probably contam-

inated. You know they use human crap for fertilizer.” We accumulated, in-

stead, a grocery bag of canned food and a case of Mexicali, and headed back 

to the campsite. After a swim to work up an appetite, we prepared our feast 

and sat back to enjoy the sunset.

J.B. had a shortwave radio and turned it onto a station out of Hawaii that 

reported there was an earthquake in the Kuril Islands, north of Japan. 

“You know what that means,” said J.B.

“Tsunami,” said Rick who was sipping a Mexicali. “I don’t think there is 

much between us and Japan.”

“Exactly. If you draw a straight line east from the Kuril Islands, the first 

significant landfall would be Baja California. There’s a possibility that a thir-

ty-foot wave could come crashing into this beach. With the cliffs behind us, 

there’s no chance we could survive that.”

“Oh, come on. That earthquake’s thousands of miles away,” I said.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Rick, furrowing his brow as if searching his 

memory. “There was an earthquake off Chile a few years ago that produced a 

tsunami that hit Hawaii and then went on to Japan, where it killed hundreds 

of people.”

Pie wanted to know what a tsunami was exactly. J.B. explained that it 
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was like you were sloshing around in the bathtub and the water spills over 

the side. 

“Okay,” said Pie, looking doubtful.

“How long would it take?” I asked, slowly warming to the possibility.

“A week maybe,” said Rick, lighting a joint and passing it around. We 

were from the East Coast and thinking in terms of hurricanes and how slowly 

they move.

“I think a shorter time,” said J.B. “Maybe a day or two.”

“That means that we should get out tomorrow at the latest,” said Pie, 

“and leave this wonderful paradise.”

“Yeah, I don’t want to leave,” said Rick who commented on how cheap 

the food was. If only we could manage free firewood, we could stay here for 

a month and still have money leftover to get us back to Denver. So, for the 

night, we forgot the tsunami and got totally wrecked, but in the morning, we 

were lounging around what was left of the campfire when Pie spotted a tiny 

figure hobbling over the rocks at the end of the beach. We watched as the 

figure hobbled closer and turned into a scraggly-haired dude with a doomed 

gaze in his eyes. He wore a walking cast up to his knee and supported himself 

with a walking stick.

When he got even with us, he yelled, “Got to get out of here. The Federa-

les in Ensenada are arresting all the hippies and putting them in jail.”

Pie was watching him carefully. He was as skinny and knurly as his walk-

ing stick. “You want something to eat?” she asked. 

“No, gotta get out of here.”

“We could drive you.”

“No, safer this way.” A rucksack was strapped to his back. I don’t think it 

was stuffed with clothes, but with something else. Maybe illegal.

We watched him as if he was an apparition. He hobbled over the rocks at 

the northern end of the beach. 

“Did I imagine that guy, or was he real?” I asked.

“I think he was real,” said Pie, hesitantly.

“I don’t know,” said Rick, voicing what we were all thinking. “This may 

be a beautiful place, but it’s full of negative vibes.” 

“Yeah,” said J.B., shaking his long locks, “first the tsunami. Now this.”

JEFF RICHARDS
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We packed up all our gear and stuffed it in the Beetle. We drove north 

at a fast clip but not too fast for fear that the Federales would arrest us for 

speeding and stuff us in jail with the rest of the hippies. But we weren’t stupid. 

Before we reached the border crossing, we tossed all the dope out the win-

dow, because we knew if we did not, there would be something worse waiting 

for us on the other side.

JEFF RICHARDS
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Amorak Huey
WHEN THE TOPIC TURNS TO CRAZY THINGS WE’VE 
DONE FOR WORK

I pull out the time when as a vet assistant

I held the head of a purebred English bulldog

while the vet masturbated it. This was for

an insemination we’d do later, the pair

of dogs having failed to connect 

on their own despite several tries. The male 

was happy enough to hump the doctor’s gloved hand,

& if this isn’t already a good enough story,

the punchline is that the dog finished

with more, um, enthusiasm than we expected.

Enough of the results wound up

in the test tube to get the job done, yes, but also

plenty landed on the vet’s face. I worked

for this vet my senior year of high school,

ten hours a week at minimum wage;

the rest of the time I looked for someone

to make out with. I haven’t changed

that much, I guess. It wasn’t all pitiful. 

There was K., whose hair was the same color 

as her eyes. S., whose mother had all the cats. 

A., who was kind of mean to me, 

but I was eighteen & willing 

to put up with most anything

in exchange for someone’s hands

on my face & a tongue in my mouth.

I learned to spin blood & analyze

fecal samples for parasites. Once

a whole family came in with a golden

retriever that had been hit by a truck. 
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We had no chance. They cried in the office

for an hour. I had not grown up with pets—

when our animals died it was usually

for meat, & I had never seen such grief.

I wish I could tell you it made me

a better person. When it happened,

with the bulldog, we all laughed,

even the vet. That’s not the point

of the story. There isn’t one,

I guess, it’s just a thing that happened

after K. dumped me, before S. or A.,

& I drove home that night wondering

if I would be alone for the rest of my life. 

AMORAK HUEY
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CROSSHATCH
Susan Eve Haar

I’m peeling the fibrous skin away from a stalk of broccoli when the knife 

slips and pierces the ball of my thumb. Blood rushes up through the tiny 

hole. I press my forefinger against it hard, and sit down for a minute, waiting. 

But when I remove the pressure, the blood wells up again. Such a tiny hole 

and so much blood. I wrap the thumb in a piece of paper towel and pour 

out bread crumbs for the chicken. I soothe myself, mincing garlic and slic-

ing mushroom. Jed comes into the kitchen; my sweet boy nudges me gently, 

bumping up against my legs. 

“Can I cook?” 

I pull out a stepstool and place it next to me, in front of the stove. He 

watches contentedly. The chicken spatters. 

“When do you add capers?” he asks.

“When everything else is ready.” I reach behind me for the vegetable 

steamer. As I turn, I see him reaching into the pan. I knock his hand back. He 

wobbles on the stool, and I grab him by the shoulders, steadying him. 

“I just wanted a mushroom,” he protests.

“The pan is hot. You know that.”

I set him back on the floor and take away the stool. He’s fighting tears.

“If I get down the dishes, can you set the table?”

“Will you set the table,” he says, triumphantly. “I can do it and I will.” 

I smile at him and take down the plates. He sets the table carefully, fold-

ing each paper napkin a different way.

“Look at this one!” He holds up a napkin. “It looks like a duck or maybe 

a ghost.” 

“You are my silly goose.” 

“Where’s Molly?” 

“She’s in her room.”

We can both hear the music Molly is blasting out of her computer. The 

green smell of broccoli fills the room, and I dump it in the sink, running cold 

water over it. The steam mists my face.
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“I’ll get her,” Jed says, matter of fact. Of course he knows we’ve been 

fighting. I let him go to her first, hear him hopping down the hall, humming. 

I dry my hands, then follow. Molly’s door is already open.

“Momma! Mom!” Jed shouts. I’m immediately furious; she’s hurting 

him instead of me.

“Don’t you touch him!” I fling back the door. Jed is staring at Molly, 

transfixed. She sits on her bed, her head turning slowly to the right. Her eyes 

roll back, the whites revealed, traced with fine red veins. She jerks, her spine 

stiffens, and she begins to shake. I grab her, holding her in my arms like a 

baby. But Molly is not a baby. She is large and strong and slippery with sweat. 

She fights me, unconscious. I pray for strength. If I only hold onto her, I will 

get my daughter back. Jed cowers in the corner sobbing.

“Get out!” I hiss, but I don’t look to see whether he’s gone.

u

The trees outside Molly’s window are casting shadows on the ceiling. 

They look like giant insects doing battle. Jed tries not to look. His mother is 

fighting his sister. She’s wrestling with her. Molly is like some huge doll that’s 

gone berserk. 

“GET OUT!” his mother shouts. He knows this tone, but he has to help 

fight. He flings himself on his mother’s back. Mama doesn’t even turn to look 

at him. She doesn’t know who he is. He has to make her know.

“Mama!” he shouts. The room is loud with music, and Molly is making 

a growling noise. Some animal spirit is in her; it came in at night and went 

into her through her ear holes and eyeholes and mouth. Jed flings himself on 

his mother and sister. He is strong in his legs, and he tries to kick them apart. 

His mother covers Molly with her body. She roars at him.

“Get off!” She sounds dangerous, but Jed doesn’t care. He digs his nails 

into her arm, scratching, but she doesn’t even turn. He grabs at her hair, 

pulling. He has to drag her off; she’s stuck onto his sister’s bad electricity, and 

he has to save her. Becca turns, grabs Jed by the arm, and flings him off. He 

starts to laugh, then stumbles backward. His forehead hits the corner of the 

old metal night table by Molly’s bed. There’s a slice of pain and then a hot 

SUSAN EVE HAAR
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rush; something pours over his cheek. He wipes the wet away. Blood. It soaks 

his eyelashes and drips down his face, warm and sticky. 

“Mama!” he screams.

She turns to him, holding his sister, pinned in her arms. He knows it is 

his mother, but she’s also a stranger, this fierce woman cursing a torrent of 

bad words. 

“What the fuck, Jesus Christ!” Becca lets go of Molly and swoops to pick 

up a dirty T-shirt from the floor. She reaches for Jed, who starts to howl. Becca 

grabs at him and Jed twists to escape. He jerks like a fish trying to spit out the 

hook, but she has him by the wrist.

“Stop pulling and let me look!” Becca kneels in front of him, tipping his 

head back. She spits on the edge of the T-shirt and wipes the matted hair off 

his forehead. 

“Christ. You’re going to need stitches.” The flesh is sliced down to the 

bone. It peels back from his forehead, just above the eye. She dabs at the edges 

of the wound, trying to ascertain its length. The gash starts to bleed, scalding 

his eye.

“I’m blind!” Jed screams.

“You missed your eye. Now hold this, and push.” His mother is pressing 

the shirt hard above his eyebrow. “Wait.” 

Jed closes his eyes, but he can still see Molly thrashing. He curls in on 

himself like a snail, trying to disappear. His mother is smashing something 

in the kitchen. She is smashing and smashing, like she’s breaking whatever is 

not broken. Then she comes back with a bag of ice wrapped in a dishtowel. 

She squats down and pulls back the T-shirt gently. Jed screams, but she presses 

the ice bag firmly to his forehead.

“Hold it like that. Don’t move.”

The dishtowel is sticky and cold, and it smells like old meat. He thinks 

he’s going to throw up. He wants to tell his mother, so he opens one eye. His 

mother is leaning over Molly, who lies limp. Mom has her head on Molly’s 

chest; maybe she is listening to her heart. He hears the front door open and 

his dad’s footsteps, even and heavy. Then he sees his dad, standing in the 

door. His mother sits up and turns.

“She had a seizure. Jed’s going to need stitches.” 

SUSAN EVE HAAR
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Jed thinks she wants Daddy to get the big needle now, and he starts to 

scream. His father picks him up and carries him into the bathroom. Jed sees 

blood on his dad’s hands, and he gags, throwing up on his father. The vomit 

stings his throat, but he feels better. 

“Hey, champion.” Dad cleans them both up, and makes Jed rinse out his 

mouth with water. He peels away the dishcloth and throws the ice into the 

sink. Blood runs in a rivulet into Jed’s eyebrow.

“Christ. I’m taking you to the hospital.”

Jed howls. At the hospital terrible things happen, and they will hold him 

down and sew him with a giant needle. He’s crying so hard that he’s choking. 

“What’s that car you wanted? You saw it on TV.”

Jed catches his breath, shuddering. “The one that turns over? The red 

one?” 

“As soon as we’re done, I’ll get it for you. I promise. Just concentrate on 

the car,” his daddy says, carrying him outside.

Jed remembers how shiny it is, and the redness like a cherry. It has a remote 

control and black buttons. 

“What about Mommy? She should come too.”

“We’ll call her.” 

Jed sighs. His mother would know to sing to him, and to bring along 

Icky, his rabbit. 

It is only in the cab that his daddy asks, “What happened, Jeddo? How 

did you get hurt?” 

Jed pauses. Something happened, he wants to tell his father, his mother 

turned into a monster and his sister turned into a devil. The room turned 

around and there was blood everywhere and he was all alone. But all he can 

say is “Mama threw me, and then I hit.” 

u 

Dan is working on something under the sink when Jed wakes up. Jed can 

see his black boots sticking out and his blue-jeaned legs. It makes him feel 

good—his dad is always fixing things. Jed has just got fixed at the hospital, 

and now he is at the studio, on the couch, and his dad has ordered pepperoni 

pizza from Domino’s, and it came, just like in the commercial. And then the 
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sink was stuck, and water coming out, and now his dad is underneath.

“Dad,” he says, “I need you.” He’s confident that his father will come out. 

His father has been extra good because Jed is wounded, like a soldier. But his 

father stays under the sink.

“I don’t want to have to raise my voice,” Jed warns. That’s what his teacher 

says. “Dad!” he shouts. “Dad!”

“What?” Dan bangs his head as he wiggles out, a wrench in his hand. 

“Shit. What? Are you all right?”

Jed knows no one is supposed to say “shit,” but he doesn’t tell his father 

that.

“Mom always says to blot the pizza. You forgot to blot it.” 

“Okay. What do I blot it with?”

“Napkins.”

Dan gets up, rubbing his head. He puts down the wrench, gets a bunch of 

napkins out of the bag, and blots the pizza. Pools of pepperoni grease make 

fat circles on the napkins. But then the cheese begins to stick.

“You don’t know how to do it.” Jed begins to cry.

His dad sweeps Jed up, hugging him. He’s wearing a thin white under-

shirt. His chest hair pokes through, and he has streaks of grease on him from 

the sink. 

“You want to do clay?” 

“There’s water on the floor,” Jed points out.

His dad puts Jed down carefully and throws his shirt, then his sweatshirt 

and his socks into the pool of water.

“There. Now we can do clay.” 

In the back of the studio is the room where his father works. Dan has 

painted it cardinal red, unlike the rest of the studio, which is white as a bone. 

It is littered with the strips of metal he uses like papier-mâché, bales of chicken 

wire, rags that look like Jed’s mother’s old green towels torn in strips, and 

coat hangers cut into pieces. It is here that Dan builds up forms around thick 

wire frames, moons and goblins and faceless sheep. Jed tries to believe they 

are friendly, but he’s afraid to be in there alone. In the red room, Dan also 

mixes clay and lets it sit out in trays. The clay is a dirty red, as if some of the 

color has fallen off the wall. There’s a worktable in the red room, smeared 

with dried clay. Dan picks Jed up, puts him on the table, then he scoops up a 

SUSAN EVE HAAR

24872_text.indd   91 5/21/18   11:26 AM



92

gob of clay and splats it down.

“Okay. Just don’t get it on your face.”

He pulls up a chair and sits down next to his son. Jed squishes the clay 

between his fingers. It is wet and good, and he forgets about the pizza.

“I’m going to make you something, Dad. I’m going to make you a turtle.”

Jed pulls off a piece of clay that’s not too soppy. He rolls it into a ball 

and squashes it flat. It makes a sucky noise when he lifts his hand off and he 

laughs. 

“I’m getting a beer.” Dan stands up. “Don’t fall off.”

Jed pinches off more clay and makes a head and four legs and a tail, 

which is getting too long. He uses his thumbnail to scratch a line pattern on 

the turtle’s back.

“How do you make a turtle smile?” he asks his dad when he comes back.

“You tickle him.”

“You sound like Mom.”

“I’m not Mom.” Dad sits watching. Jed has finished the turtle, and now 

he’s making a rabbit that looks like a dog.

“Does it look like a rabbit?” He frowns critically at the lump of clay.

“Make the ears longer.” 

Jed squeezes an ear, but his fingers slip and it breaks off. “Oh,” he says 

wonderingly.

“We’ll fix it.”

Dan gets up and comes back with a white plastic knife. It looks like it 

came with takeout, Jed is thinking Chinese food, but that comes with the 

sticks. “Here.” Dan neatly crosshatches the stump where the ear was, and then 

the end of the ear itself. He picks up a squirt bottle. 

“A little water, and the joint grabs. The crosshatching makes it work.” He 

holds the ear in place. “Count for me.” Jed counts to twenty. “Okay, let’s see.” 

Dad takes his finger away, and the ear holds.

“The turtle’s for you. And this is for Mom,” Jed says. 

He begins a dog. He’s thinking about Angel, Sam’s big fat dog that farts 

too much, but he only pinches out two legs, and the chest is too flat. It is a 

man dog. He is going to tell his dad, but his dad is going into the other room. 

This time he comes back with a ginger ale for Jed. Jed swallows fast and the 

SUSAN EVE HAAR

24872_text.indd   92 5/21/18   11:26 AM



93

bubbles come up his nose. His dad drags a wooden structure out from under 

the table. Light trickles through the high windows.

“Is it time for school? I need to go home. We’re supposed to bring in egg 

cartons.”

But his dad doesn’t hear him. He’s working now, cutting a large piece of 

chicken wire and draping it over the wood. As he molds it the surface rolls 

and bulges. Jed gets down from the table. He has finished the ginger ale, and 

he wipes his hands on his pants, goes back to the couch, and eats a piece of 

pizza. It is yucky and delicious. When he’s done he wants to watch TV, but 

there is no TV here. He goes back to look for his dad. He’s still working. Jed 

sits on the floor. It is none too clean, and when he kicks, little clouds of dust 

jump out. His head hurts. Maybe he should be asleep.

“Why do you cut up hangers?” 

“To anchor the chicken wire so it keeps its shape,” Dan answers, moving 

around the piece.

“You’re looking at it upside down. This is the top.” Jed points.

“Maybe. It’s too early to know.”

“How do you know when you know?” 

“You just do.”

Jed goes back and lies down on the couch. There’s no cover, so he pulls 

his dad’s jacket up to his chin. It’s easy to shut his eyes because one is so fat 

it wants to close anyway. But it feels all wrong. There’s something about the 

light in this place; you can’t see anything except the sculptures. It’s like there 

are invisible men all around, you can only see them in regular light, so here 

they can sneak around. This is bad light, though Dad says it’s good for show-

ing. But it doesn’t show the bad guys, who are swishing around closer and 

will find him soon. Though they are blind, they have tremendous sniffers. 

“Dad!” Jed calls. “DAD!” but Dan is far away.

Jed hurls the jacket off and dives onto the floor. He rolls, then gets up and 

runs for his life. He smashes into his father.

“Jesus, what the hell are you doing? Did you open those stitches?”

Dan hauls Jed up onto a stool and squats in front of him. He pulls off the 

clear tape where it has come loose.

“It’s okay,” he says with relief.

SUSAN EVE HAAR

24872_text.indd   93 5/21/18   11:26 AM



94

Dan carries Jed back to the couch and fetches a quilt with yellow and 

white stripes. He covers him and turns down the horrible lights so there is 

only a glow.

“I want to go home,” Jed says.

“Not yet.”

“It’s my fault.”

“Hush, buddy, it’s been a long day.”

“I want to call Mom.” 

“When you wake up.”

“I got on Mom’s back. I was helping Mom, but it was too scary, so I fell 

off.” 

“That’s how you got hurt?” 

“Uh huh,” Jed says sleepily. “But we are boys, so we don’t have to worry.” 

He pats his father, who leans forward to kiss him. “Where are you going to 

sleep?” 

“On the mattress.”

“The mattress in the back?” 

“I’m bringing it in here next to you. If you roll off, you’ll squash me.”

“Like a bug.” 

“Like a bug,” his father says. Jed shuts his eyes, and Dan kisses him on 

the tip of his nose. Jed thinks it is kind of an adventure really. He will give the 

dog man to Molly, or maybe to Mrs. Prescott, for the special shelf when you 

go into class. He listens for his dad, dragging the mattress, and pretty soon he 

forgets to listen, and he is asleep. 

u

The studio is a large white box at the end of a dirty corridor. The walls are 

pockmarked from fragments of projects still nailed to the walls and sculp-

tures long gone. It is the furnace where Dan bakes his memories and ideas 

and, perhaps, where his heart resides. By the door there is a series of white 

feet, castings he takes every year of his children’s feet, walking, side by side, 

up the wall. They grow in size as they rise, white as angel’s wings. Jed’s six 

pairs stop before Molly’s, which proceed up the wall as if she has gone on by 
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herself. There is a bathroom, and a room with a mattress, and now a second 

smaller mattress for Jed. In the middle of the loft floor are two red leather 

chairs, extracted from a Cadillac. Becca sits in one chair, with Jed cradled in 

her arms. Dan sits in the other, watching them. Molly, who has been orbiting 

the perimeter of the loft uneasily, comes and sits on the floor by her mother. 

She pats the top of Jed’s foot, and he kicks her in a kind of greeting.

“Did it hurt?” 

“Oh yeah.” Jed nods. “And I was screaming because the needle was at 

least eleven inches.”

Molly leans over and kisses her brother’s knee. He reaches and pats her 

hair.

“It hurt the worst in my whole life. And the doctor was wearing shorts 

because he was playing a game, but he came right away.”

“Golf,” Dan adds.

Molly looks across at her mother; Becca hasn’t spoken since they came 

in. She heard her mother talking to her father on the phone in the laundry 

room, pleading. 

“We’ve been camping. Though we usually eat out. We sleep in our under-

wear, and I am building Egypt. Do you want to see, Mom?” 

“Sure.” 

Jed slides off Becca’s lap and runs to the small room in the back. He 

comes back with a cardboard box. There is a plastic camel glued to the bot-

tom; a haphazard pile of tiny bricks rises next to it.

“You see?” 

Becca peers inside and nods. “Egypt, definitely. So, is the camping trip 

over?”

“It’s been so fun.” Jed pries up the camel with his fingernails. “Except for 

the doctor.” The camel comes loose, and he holds it up triumphantly. “Now 

we can go home.”

“Stay awhile, Champ. We’ll go to the movies.” 

“Please,” Becca whispers. “Please don’t do this.”

Becca is rocking Jed in the leather chair, but now she stops. She sits very 

still. It has never occurred to her that her life could come undone. Could un-

curl, weightless, adrift from gravity, and float away. She watches herself rise 
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like a speck, a filament in the light of the loft, floating upward. It is Molly’s 

shoulder against her knee that brings her back. She is squatting by Becca 

again, examining her brother’s face.

“Will it scar? Will he have a scar forever?”

“There’ll just be this thin pink line, and then it will turn white, and fade, 

and get smaller, and then you’ll only be able to see it if you know it’s there.” 

Dan listens to his wife with his eyes shut. If he looks, he will forgive her. 

“Let’s walk them to the door.” Dan stands and reaches for Jed; his fingers 

graze Becca’s as she helps him lift their child. Dan pauses, then swings Jed 

onto his shoulders.

“Duck!” Dan says as they head out the door, keeping his voice light and 

buoyant. When they reach the stairs, Jed starts to wiggle, struggling to slide 

down his father’s back, but Dan keeps his hands firmly clamped on Jed’s 

thighs.

“No,” Dan says sharply, the playfulness gone. “Stop it!” 

Jed throws one leg over his father’s shoulder. For a moment, he dangles 

backward. He reaches out his hands, like a baby monkey falling from a tree. 

The cement of the stairway is rising up to meet him, and he lets out a cry. 

Dan turns, pulls him up, and clasps him in his arms.

“That was so stupid. You could have fallen.” He deposits Jed on the cement 

landing and walks down the stairs in disgust. Jed starts to cry, whimpering 

quietly. He lies down on the cement. Molly drags him up.

“You cry too much,” she says, leading her brother down the stairs, but she 

squeezes his hand in a secret code that only they know. Becca follows. She is 

the catcher, she thinks. She could have caught him if he fell. At the doorway 

Dan pauses. He kisses Molly on the forehead and Becca on the cheek.

“Aren’t you coming with us?” Molly asks. He shakes his head, squats 

down, and turns her face so their noses touch. He rubs his nose against hers, 

an Eskimo kiss. 

“Now give me a butterfly kiss,” Dan says. Molly bends her neck and flut-

ters her eyelashes on her father’s cheek.

“Did you feel?” 

“Yes,” Dan answers. “I felt everything.” 

SUSAN EVE HAAR
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Martin Skoble
HOW CAN I POSSIBLY BEGIN TO FORGIVE
           For Carl Pickhardt

Should we forgive the dead for dying

Or ourselves for caring?

There are always boundaries

Always lines to cross 

And whatever lines he’d crossed before

He’s crossed another now

I knew he was going to die

But I didn’t want him to

I wanted him to keep on living

So I could be annoyed at him

Forever

That, of course, is a kind of love.
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MY SISTER IN THE BARDO
        for Sharon

In my dream we find each other

I didn’t love you enough

That’s why you died

I tell myself that’s ridiculous

 

But I don’t believe me

I dream us

In the café of earthly delights

Since childhood ended

We eat at separate tables

But I can see you there

 

What is on my plate interests me

(It still does)

 

In my dream I look up

You are gone

The air feels emptier

It troubles me, this chill

This sudden sense of absence

 

In my dream I rise from my seat

There, through the door, a struggle

You, entangled with a stranger

An unwelcome embrace

Something dark enfolding

Something dark, its face obscure

 

In my dream I cannot help

Time seeping between us

24872_text.indd   98 5/21/18   11:26 AM



99

Becoming a tunnel of trees

Of shapes, of shadows

Living walls form a long path

In dim light to a distant door

Now you are running

Through shrieks of wind

Many colors screaming one into the other

A kaleidoscope of terror

                 

Hands reach, grab, claw

No end

No going back

 

This dream leads a long way down

A cattle chute with barbed wire sides

Electric prods spark and jeer

The womb door opens

It begins

 MARTIN SKOBLE
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Dan O’Brien
SEVENTEEN

I assumed

When he cried

For his wife

As she lay dying

In their house

He was crying

For himself

His wife

Not the child

I was

Bending to whisper

Goodbye 
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MARIANA CORONIL, Pájaro Interior
2011, pen on paper, 6 x 5 inches
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MATTHEW BRAILAS
DOVES

Kyle built the cage himself,

chicken wire woven

rod by rod with the tooth of his plier,

4 x 4 x 4 feet,

big enough for ten birds.

He caught them with his hands.

Mimed it for me the first time

I crawled out with him onto our roof.

He’d sneak up behind and pounce

But soft so as not to hurt.

Seeds and wadded loaves

he fed them by the palm. While the sun set,

we watched their beaks jerk up and down.

Their cooing like steel rubbed

with coarse cloth.

He had a son.

They played this card game—

Magic the Gathering—on Saturdays

in the kitchen

slouched toward each other

on tall backless stools

under the half-burned-out fluorescent chandelier

shirtless, slapping cards on the table

the boy’s glass of milk luminous

as licked ice. A pale ring
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around his mouth, a bright ring

at the end of Kyle’s joint

and the room filling slowly with smoke

until I could smell the paper mill.

MATTHEW BRAILAS
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Daniel Bourne
POLISH 101         

To learn to speak Polish

you need to sound angry

even when you're not

as if yelling at a fool

or pushing a guest

from the threshold of your house

you need to keep your teeth clenched

and stick your lips out

like a bumblebee in Pszczyna 

messing around in sweet things

But you can put words in any order

like laundry folded in a basket

And out in the village

they even have a word 

for the smooth path you walk

between the muddy fields
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TERMINAL
Linda Rui Feng
 

When Vivian Waley-Cohen walked into the lobby of the small hospital 

in Shanghai, what struck her was the pugnacious scent of dried medicinal 

herbs. It permeated the ground floor, and probably existed, she thought, with 

the sole purpose of intimidating first-time visitors.

The two interviewers were already waiting for her—a young nurse and 

an older woman who was likely an administrator. “Hallo—you are Minzhe’s 

friend!” 

She tried to thank them in Chinese for interviewing her, but could not 

make them understand the ten syllables she’d memorized for the occasion.  

Both women spoke passable English, but the nurse was more fearless in 

deploying it. (“Call me Isabel,” she added after introductions.) Her unapol-

ogetic gaze traveled from Vivian’s curly hair down the length of her body 

before returning to her face. This was another thing Vivian knew she’d have 

to get used to in China. 

 “You want to see our traditional medicine department?” Isabel asked, 

and when Vivian nodded, they led her toward the source of the smell that 

both repelled and fascinated her. The pharmacy was in fact all the way at 

the other end of the building, but the scent permeated the space easily. It 

traveled across the shiny, skate-ready corridors that Vivian had come to asso-

ciate with a China about to host the 2008 Olympics. In three separate places, 

countdown calendars announced that less than eight hundred days remained 

before “One World, One Dream,” the event of a lifetime. 

Inside the pharmacy, Vivian now saw, white-coated technicians dispensed 

dried roots, shoots, and shells: nature’s essences from animal, mineral, and 

vegetable. The ingredients were fetched from wooden square drawers, with 

an exactitude that reminded her of the modular components of the written 

Chinese language, as Minzhe had explained to her. 

The two women didn’t ask Vivian about her experience working in hos-

pitals (she had none), or about her American education (mediocre grades at 

Evergreen College, where she’d just graduated). By the time they led Vivian 

upstairs, it almost seemed as if they thought she was interviewing them. 
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“We do Western medicine also, of course,” Isabel said as she opened the 

door into a sickroom on the third floor. “Let us show you.”

Vivian stepped into a room where the window curtains were drawn to-

gether tightly, and her eyes had trouble adjusting to the darkness. 

 “Please, come,” said Isabel from inside the room.

She followed (it seemed to be the only thing she could do these days), but 

still bumped into a bedpost on the way. She heard an older male voice call 

out to her in English: “Good afternoon, young lady.”

“Uh—hello,” she said out of reflex. For a brief moment she didn’t know 

where she was.

Then Isabel’s voice brought her back to the situation at hand. “These 

monitors are imported from Germany,” she said. 

Several more machines in the room were pointed out to her, but Vivian 

couldn’t concentrate on what was said about them. When Vivian followed 

the women back into the corridors, she had to ask, “Who was that?”

“Oh,” said Isabel. “We call him Teacher Zhou, out of respect. Used to be 

musician. Very good English.”

Was everyone here multilingual except her? At the moment, as they made 

their way back down to the ground floor, Vivian couldn’t even tell whether 

the two women were conferring in Shanghainese dialect or Mandarin.  

But it was about her, clearly. And then, her interview, if it could be called 

that, was over. The administrator turned to Vivian to announce that they 

welcomed her to volunteer at this hospital twice a week.  

“Tell your good friend we thank him,” Isabel said, “for introducing.” 

Vivian couldn’t explain that Minzhe was a stranger until a month ago 

when she’d arrived in Shanghai. She’d seen a homemade flyer soliciting “lan-

guage exchange” posted at the French supermarket, and called.  

“To carry on a conversation with a native speaker,” Minzhe said when 

they first met, “is a privilege, you know.” He intoned these words with pear-

shaped vowels, as would a BBC broadcaster.

“A privilege,” she couldn’t help but repeat, because his enunciation had 

an authority all its own.

Minzhe’s English, that is to say, needed very little instruction. He also 

knew what he wanted and what needed to be done. Around him she felt 

even more indecisive and unfocused, because he was all sinew and action and 

LINDA RUI FENG

24872_text.indd   106 5/21/18   11:26 AM



107

LINDA RUI FENG

good ideas. To help her start a routine until she figured out what she wanted 

to do in China, it was Minzhe, in fact, who suggested that Vivian volunteer 

at this hospital.

Where Vivian’s only qualification was her foreignness, her Ameri-

can-ness. 

Now, from the medicine-scented hospital lobby, she called Minzhe to tell 

him that she was going to begin next week, and he received the news with 

audible pride.

“Because—future doctor,” he said.

“What?” 

“I already told them you will go to medical school in America,” he explained, 

“therefore—you are future doctor!” 

Vivian winced. In an earlier chat about their respective futures, Minzhe 

had detailed his plans for graduate school in international finance, while she 

mentioned that she might apply to medical school. There were so many con-

ditionals in that sentence, he must have lost track. Or perhaps he misunder-

stood her out of goodwill, because he refused to associate her with flounder-

ing, with being apathetic about future prospects. With underachievement. 

In any case, she didn’t bother to correct him. 

u

“China will do you good,” Vivian’s dad told her before she left for Shang-

hai in September, as if the country was a painkiller in search of a headache. 

Her mom was gathering up actual painkillers to stuff into a travel pouch for 

her, along with immune boosters. 

Since Vivian didn’t have a job lined up, and had broken up with her boy-

friend of three years, her parents seemed relieved when she told them she 

wanted to be abroad for a while.

 “Listen to their national anthem,” her dad said, spinning in his chair at 

the computer. “It’s so upbeat.” 

When her mom handed her the travel pouch, Vivian frowned at its heft. 

“It’s not like I’m going to some malarial cesspit,” she said. 

“To keep you in the pink,” her mom said. Then she took back the pouch 

and tucked inside a couple of condoms. 
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“Mom!” 

“I know you just broke up with Jasper, sweetheart,” she said, “but just in 

case, you know? I don’t want you to have to trust those ones made in China.” 

Did Vivian laugh at this? Maybe she did, but she couldn’t remember 

because with each dwindling hour, she was trying to decide if she should tell 

them, after all, about her abortion. 

There was a moment at the airport, for instance, when her dad went to 

park the car and just Vivian and her mom were standing on the curb. She 

could’ve said something then. The words that needed to be strung together 

were already there, but, lacking buoyancy, failed to rise to her throat. 

u

During Vivian’s first week volunteering, the technician from the X-ray 

room pulled her aside and made clear that he had something important to 

say. She knew that he owned the electronic dictionary that everyone used to 

communicate with her, so she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and 

waited. 

The technician cleared his throat and unfolded a piece of paper from his 

pocket. He took half a step back and began to read, enunciating each word 

carefully. 

“We welcome you to Number Three Municipal Hospital,” he began. A 

small group of spectators started to gather, seemingly out of nowhere, as he 

continued. “Your presence here will surely contribute to the furtherance of 

the cultural exchange between China and America—”

For a split second Vivian felt alarmed; she searched the faces of those 

gathered around for signs of mockery. But she saw only concentration, not 

derision. They were here to catch good English spoken aloud to the foreign 

girl.

“—And furthermore, enhance the mutual understanding and friendship 

between our peoples.” 

The technician looked up when he’d finished delivering the words. The 

small crowd chuckled, then began to applaud. Vivian now understood that 

this was a joke—but only sort of. 

They waited for her to react, so she walked up to the speaker, thanked 

LINDA RUI FENG
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him and shook his hand with exaggerated gravity, as if she were indeed the 

head of a Very Important Foreign Delegation. At this the spectators chuckled 

again, but in a way different than before, and from this Vivian saw that they 

thought she was all right. 

All afternoon she was buoyed by this feeling. Emboldened, she found the 

sickroom on the third floor where, during her interview, she’d heard the old 

man greet her in English. 

The room was as dark as it had been the first time. She slipped inside and 

stood looking for a face amidst one of the beds.

“What is your name, young lady, if I may?” said the same voice from near 

a window, as if no time had passed.

She merged fully into the gloom of the room. She could just make him 

out, a figure sitting up in bed. There was a second bed against the opposite 

wall, with someone sleeping in it, which explained the tightly closed curtains. 

She said her full name out loud, the first time since her arrival in Shang-

hai that she had reason to do so. It was like tossing a pebble from her pocket 

into an abyss. 

He patted the chair beside his bed and held up something in his left 

hand. “I’m listening to music. Shall we listen together?”

He handed her an ear bud from an MP3 player, while he kept the other 

one in his right ear. She had to lean her head toward him so that the wire 

could reach.  

She heard a pair of string instruments with a raspy tone, one that did not 

begrudge having its sound dissipated in an open space. One minute the piece 

sounded ancient, but the next minute it sounded modern and new. 

“Can I hear it again?” she said when the piece finished.

“Again!” he cried, as if she uttered a magic command. He had about him 

a faint smell that was the combination of old age and the lack of open air. 

“Kokonor Serenade, this piece is called,” he told her when it was over for 

the second time. “The modern name for Kokonor is Qinghai Province—very 

remote, on the western plateaus.”

Vivian conjured up in her mind a map of China. She’d never paid much 

attention to the parts of the map with shaded stipples, where the major rivers 

were said to begin as trickles from glaciers. 

“I’ve never been there,” he said, as if anticipating her question. “Lived in 
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Shanghai all my life.”

“Well I’m not exactly the world traveler, either,” she said. “On my flight 

here from San Francisco, I heard the flight attendant ask if I wanted pork 

ribs, so I said ‘oh sure’, then just like that, she plopped down a dish of por-

ridge on my tray table, and I realized I’d heard her wrong.” 

“Oh dear,” he said.

“It upset me so much I burst into tears, if you can believe it.”  

“You were homesick already, perhaps?” 

“Not homesick. Not exactly.” 

She was afraid he’d ask, “What, then?” But just at that moment, the 

roommate on the other side of the room began to snore with a loud honking 

sound. Vivian and Teacher Zhou looked at each other and smiled. 

“We were both admitted here for the same reason,” he said of his room-

mate. “Stroke. We are stroke comrades!” 

The snoring became louder and was now interspersed with groans and 

grunts, as if the sleeper was struggling to speak. Vivian saw that by the room-

mate’s pillow lay a children’s book, open and face-down. The man twitched 

once in his sleep, and knocked the book onto the floor. Vivian walked over, 

picked it up and put it back by his pillow. His mouth was wide open as he 

slept.  

“It’s to get ready for his grandson’s visit next week,” Teacher Zhou told 

her as she returned to his bedside. “He reads that book over and over for 

practice, so that he can tell the story well.” 

Vivian had an urge to walk back to the other man’s bed and close his jaw 

shut. His snoring sounded unmistakably like decay—the process by which 

dignity slipped away little by little. 

u

Later that evening, Vivian sat on her apartment’s balcony with a note-

book full of Chinese vocabulary words she’d been studying with Minzhe in 

their sessions, but it was easier to stare into the sea of lights below and let her 

eyes go out of focus. 

Amidst that sea were unlit patches that she knew were single-story hous-

es, where residents still used coal stoves and wooden chamber pots. For all 

LINDA RUI FENG
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the amenities she now had in her fourteenth-floor apartment, the rent was 

still cheaper than her room and board each month at Evergreen College.

She began to scribble at the end of the vocabulary list, and after a while, 

she began to write: 

This spring I got pregnant when the condom broke. 

(Yes, mom, it was made in America!) 

I went to a clinic and had a “procedure” and took care of it.

Nobody knows. Not Jasper, not my parents. No one will, ever.

After she finished writing, she tore the page into pieces the size of finger-

nails. She reached over the balcony railing and, with deliberate gravity, scat-

tered the pieces into the sea of lights below. She watched the last pieces drift 

away and disappear below, into the houses sheltering unknown lives.   

“My name is Vivian Waley-Cohen,” she muttered into the sea of lights.  

The procedure took exactly twenty minutes, just as the nurse at the clinic 

said it would. Vivian returned to campus and found it abloom with lilacs 

emitting a cloying fragrance, her graduating class heady with anticipation. At 

first, she was proud of her decisiveness and relieved to have eradicated a care-

less mistake. But soon after came a crushing feeling of having been defeated 

somehow. Most intense was a sense that the thing wasn’t fair, even though 

she’d been in control, in a matter of speaking. 

The procedure was called, of all things, “aspiration,” as if mocking the 

graduate-to-be. During their commencement ceremony she was to hear the 

word echoed above a stadium over and over, in speeches about their future. 

u

During Vivian’s third week volunteering, Nurse Isabel asked her: “You 

like Teacher Zhou?”  

Before Vivian could answer, she said brightly, as if the idea had just struck 

her, “Maybe you visit him every time? I go to other patients. You stay, talk to 

Teacher Zhou.” 

Vivian thought: She is tired of having me trail her like an oversized shad-

ow. 

“Because he likes to speak English,” Isabel explained, “and so do you.” 
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Vivian felt a tinge of embarrassment about her lack of progress with Chi-

nese. She had also underestimated willowy, effervescent Isabel, who had an 

instinct for what comforted the frail and the sick, to be sure, but also the lazy 

and listless.  

Even so, as she walked toward Teacher Zhou’s room, Vivian felt as if she 

had been promoted in some way. She crossed paths with a doctor who’d just 

come out of his room, and he paused when he saw her. Something about his 

expression reminded her of the X-ray technician before he’d given her the 

welcome speech, so she stopped to offer a handshake, to show that she was 

willing to do more intercultural delegate-work. He shook her hand but only 

nodded and walked away.

Teacher Zhou brightened when she went in. “Miss Vivian! They told me 

they need to keep me here longer for observation,” he said, “but if you con-

tinue to visit me, I’d gladly extend my stay.” 

She sat on the chair next to his bed, held up a hospital-issue nail clipper, 

and dangled it playfully. He raised his eyebrows at this turn of events and 

stretched out his hand like an obedient child. 

The skin on the back of his hand had sunken like sediment into the layer 

beneath, and the veins and sinews lay exposed. When she placed her thumb 

on those veins they glided back and forth under the skin. 

For a while only the sound click, click, click filled the room. She concen-

trated on holding his piano-playing fingers steady and on not leaving sharp 

angles on his trimmed nails. Anyone peering in might have thought the two 

of them were looking at a small, miraculous object at his fingertips. 

 “There was a time,” he muttered absent-mindedly when she was switch-

ing between his thumb and index finger, “when I had a lady friend, a fine 

violinist, with hair the color of dandelions.”

“White?” she offered, remembering that he was a widower.

“Yellow.”

“You mean blonde?” 

“I mean like yours,” he said, nodding, “but lighter.” 

Vivian felt herself blush at his reply, even though it wasn’t exactly a flir-

tation. 

“That was a long time ago,” he told her, “before even your parents were 

born, I’m afraid.”

LINDA RUI FENG
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In the space of seven more fingers, he took her through the Shanghai 

of his early adulthood, through the city’s previous incarnations. He took 

her traversing the Jewish ghetto during the war, then moved onto the Bund, 

where, he said, during certain times of the day it was the only way for court-

ing couples to get privacy. He saved for last slipping into the old Catholic 

cathedral just down the road, where as a young musician he liked to hear 

organ music and savor the way the notes melted into each other. 

“But you know what?” he said, “when the notes disappeared into the 

rafters, the silence—now that was even sweeter.” 

Vivian had to pay extra attention to the pinky on his right hand, because 

he kept that nail longer than the other nine, as a tool of sorts. “Uh, uh—don’t 

move,” she said, tightening her hold on his knuckles, “you’re not conducting 

any orchestra right this moment.” 

Suddenly he looked away. “See what you’ve done?” he said. “I would’ve 

been bereft of those youthful memories. But now you’ve made them sing.”  

u

When Minzhe returned to town after the October national holiday, Vivi-

an and Minzhe resumed their lessons at her neighborhood café. As they sat 

down together, he said she looked “fructified.” 

“You’re not allowed to use English words I don’t know,” she said, laugh-

ing. 

But she knew what he meant, of course. She felt uncharacteristically con-

tent these days, like she was finally absorbing things at a rate that made her 

confusions bearable.

He told her that he’d dropped by the hospital the other day, but hadn’t 

caught her at her shift.

“What a shame,” she said. 

“I talked with the nurses for a while,” Minzhe said. “I admire people who 

do this. I mean people who take care of birth, death, and everything in be-

tween.” 

“Lucky for me, it’s only been ‘everything in between,’” Vivian said. There 

was no maternity ward in the hospital, fortunately; there was a more special-

ized hospital for that in a neighboring district.

Minzhe looked at her with an expression she had never seen on him 
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before. 

“Did I say something wrong?” she asked. No, he couldn’t have known, 

she reminded herself. Not about the abortion.

“They thought…you already knew,” Minzhe said.

“Know what?” 

Minzhe looked down at his cup. “Teacher Zhou,” he said, “has late-stage 

cancer. He doesn’t know, of course.” 

“Know what? What doesn’t he know?” she said, and a couple at a nearby 

table glanced in her direction.

“The nurses all thought you knew.” 

There was a feeling in her chest that she had to keep at bay. “Why did you 

say ‘of course’ he doesn’t know?” 

“They want patients to maintain hope,” he said. “Even for a few weeks. 

They usually tell family members, but he’s a widower with no children.” 

“But that’s false hope.” 

He was turning his coffee cup this way and that. “If this was my grand-

father,” he said, answering a different question altogether, “I would not want 

him to know. Because he’d be in good hands, comfortable and peaceful until 

the end.” 

“And that’s what you’d want for yourself, is it?”   

 Minzhe, who for weeks had tirelessly explained to her the differences 

among tones and counting nouns in Chinese, looked as if he’d finally been 

pushed beyond patience.

“I think,” he said, looking up to meet her eye, “you would understand 

this if you were Chinese.” 

u

As soon as light filled the street the next day, Vivian set out for the hos-

pital. The city was moving with purposefulness. In the packed subway cars, 

everyone seemed headed to places where they were indispensable. Merging 

into this super-organism of commuting bodies, she, too, felt indispensable. 

I’m here to tell.

In the hospital lobby, she took the stairway closest to the herbal medi-

cine pharmacy. Although the pungent scent still made her wince, today she 

could actually describe it: like some punitive broth from a god impatient with 
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human folly.  Looking down, she glimpsed a group of hospital staff doing cal-

isthenics in the courtyard, accompanied by upbeat music from a boombox. 

A keen, youthful voice was counting aloud, yi, er, san, si—even Vivian could 

understand that.

I’m here to tell you that there isn’t going to be a lot of time. 

She got to the third floor, knocked on the door and let herself in. Teacher 

Zhou was standing at the window. Light flooded in from the outside. He was 

gazing into the courtyard and watching the same morning exercises being 

performed. 

 “So they do let you out of bed,” she said. 

“Did you know that from here, it takes forty-five seconds to descend the 

staircase to the traditional medicine department on the ground floor?” he 

said. “And right there is the exit to the outside.” 

By now she understood the reason for the copious sunlight: the room-

mate’s bed was empty and freshly made, the curtain to the room parted. He 

must have been “comfortable and peaceful until the end,” she thought with 

some bitterness.

“But I bet you didn’t come here to watch the morning exercises with me,” 

Teacher Zhou said. 

Something made her walk over to the roommate’s bed, take off her shoes, 

and lie down. She looked at the square of ceiling directly above the bed. Per-

haps the last thing the roommate had seen. What did they tell his grandson? 

And what could Vivian have possibly done for him if she had known?

“Hypothetically speaking,” Teacher Zhou said, “if I didn’t have a lot of 

time left, I’d want my life to crescendo all the way until the end.” 

She sat up. 

He looked at her as if trying to resolve the musical chords in her silence. 

“But maybe you came here to tell me that.” 

She felt the world rotate three degrees about her and lock itself in place. 

“Who told you?” she asked.

“I knew ever since that doctor told me they’re keeping me here for so-

called observation.” 

She had shaken the doctor’s hand in the corridor.

“You can’t blame them for keeping it a secret,” he said. “Doctors are 

trained to cure diseases, which is hard enough, so they don’t know what to 
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24872_text.indd   115 5/21/18   11:26 AM



116

do when the disease has won. When life simply has to play itself out. ” 

“What now?” she asked and realized she was talking to herself, about 

herself.

“You’ve given me permission to begin a trip.” 

She thought about the forty-five seconds it took to reach the ground 

floor. 

 “I’ve always lived at the terminal point of the river, where the Yangtze 

is indistinguishable from the sea. I want to go up the Yangtze for a change.” 

“It will wear you out, in your state.” 

“What am I saving my energy for?” 

The first thing she thought about was his hands when that day finally 

came—maybe dangling from a stretcher, maybe lying flat on a bed in a rural 

hospital lit by a single light bulb dangling from a wire.

“Tell me what you’d see.” 

“Well, I’d start by train, then by boat upstream. And where the boats stop 

going upstream I’d follow the river on land, as far as I can.”

So many conditionals in this sentence, Vivian thought. And yet.

“If I could make it all the way to the Yangtze’s source—I know it’s a long 

way—I would end up on the western plateaus.” 

“Qinghai Province, Kokonor?” This was a rhetorical question. She’d al-

ready leafed through that section of her guidebook, the day after they lis-

tened to music together.

“They call it the roof of the world, the first rung on the ladder to the 

skies.” His voice was buoyant. “It’d be my way of going up to heaven without 

leaving earth.” 

u

From the point of view of an observer in the plaza outside the train sta-

tion, she was just a curly-haired foreign girl paralyzed by the throng of peo-

ple and their cargo. Vivian Waley-Cohen switched her backpack from her left 

shoulder to her right, then back again. About the third time she did this, she 

spotted him from thirty, maybe twenty feet away, and began to walk toward 

him. He was the only person with the posture of an orchestra conductor: 

immobile yet ready to burst into action at any moment.

To Minzhe, she said she wanted to take a break from volunteering and 
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from Chinese lessons, to have time to find out if she really wanted to be a 

doctor. 

Which was not untrue. 

To her parents, she said she wanted to travel for a while, and would send 

them updates at least twice a month. 

Which was a promise she could keep.

She could not say precisely how much of this idea was hers, even though 

she was the one who finally asked, “Can I go with you?” 

His eyes widened with surprise, then wonder. 

He said: “People are going to think awful things about you and me, be-

cause they will see an old man with a young lady clearly not related to him. 

I’m too old to care, of course, but you…” 

She said: “Maybe this will be my chance to reinvent myself.”

He said: “I cannot ask you to accompany me any further than Chongq-

ing. We’ll say goodbye there, no matter what.” 

She said, “All right,” because it was too early to tell him: there’d be no 

point in going if she didn’t stay until the very end. 

It would simply have to be another secret—that she wouldn’t be turned 

away at a location of his choosing. As secrets go, it’d be a malleable and tem-

porary one. She’d have to play ersatz nurse, doctor, relative, maybe all at once. 

There would be linguistic hurdles and logistical confusion. There might be 

regrets, incontinence, and papers to sign for which she had no legal right. 

But even as she made this hypothetical list, she could just as clearly see him, 

perhaps bundled up in a blanket, carried on a wicker chair by herself and 

maybe a burly villager from the leeside of a glacier, headed somewhere to get 

a bit of that air short on oxygen but suffused with sunlight. And though his 

eyes would be closed, his face would be open, as if receiving benediction, as if 

listening for the harmonic tension to be eased out of the last lines of a sym-

phony so that the final tonic chord would sound like the perfect rest. 

The only thing she knew for sure was that the easy part would be coming 

back alone, because it’d be just a matter of riding the long river downstream 

until it slowed, naturally, releasing all its sediments at the mouth of the sea.

24872_text.indd   117 5/21/18   11:26 AM



118

HOBBESIAN FEAR
William R. Everdell

Aeon J. Skoble, Deleting the State: 

An Argument About Government

Chicago: Open Court, 2008 

Aeon Skoble’s Deleting the State is a 

well-informed, concise philosophical 

treatise in defense of anarchism, which 

I take to be the set of ideas that envi-

sion and justify the reconstruction of 

any human communities larger than 

a kinship group such that no member 

or members could coerce any other 

member or members into any action 

with the use or threat of force. Most 

arguments for anarchist societies spec-

ify that “force” does not include either 

public disapproval—shaming or shun-

ning—or what we have come to call 

“market forces”; but some (so-called 

“minimal-state” arguments) do al-

low for the existence of minimal state 

law and for the coercion of those who 

have violated it. Disagreements among 

members of the community are as-

sumed to be settlable by private non-

state arbitration agencies, eliminating 

any need for “courts,” arbitration agen-

cies that will be, of course, accessible 

to all who express a need for them at 

a cost commensurate with what is at 

stake in each case.

The principal agent of coercion 

for a philosophical anarchist is the 

“state” or more generally the “govern-

ment,” organized as the governments 

of “states” have been organized (since 

the Renaissance, in our Western expe-

rience). For a historian like me, prac-

ticing anarchists seem to fall into two 

main groups that Skoble does not 

distinguish, right-wing and left-wing. 

Right-wing anarchists are particularly 

opposed to any coercive imposition of 

equality but zealous to prevent overt 

violence, believing that market forces 

are ipso facto non-coercive. Left-wing 

anarchists allow or even favor the co-

ercion of equality and have historically 

been sometimes willing, like the assas-

sin of President McKinley, to use overt 

violence in their efforts to destroy 

(rather than simply delete) the state. 

My own tendency to call right-wing 

anarchists “libertarian anarchists” or 

even “anarcho-libertarians,” has got-

ten me into trouble with philosophical 

advocates of both libertarianism and 

anarchism, including my former stu-

dent, Aeon Skoble, a trained philoso-

pher. Without being any more than a 

trained historian, I hope here to explain 

why I disagree with Skoble’s book in 

a way that philosophers will not dis-

miss as shallow. I hope also to give a 
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glimpse of an argument that I am try-

ing to construct, which would show 

that principled anarchism must lead to 

the acquisition of coercive power by an 

“anarchist” minority—the libertarians 

of the Right in the American case—

who find cooperation with their fel-

low citizens to be contradictory, often 

irksome, and who consider genuinely 

unselfish motivations to be an unlikely 

philosophical story.

Clearly, Aeon Skoble agrees that 

the state did not arise by immacu-

late conception, or even by fiat, and 

he agrees that very small and inde-

pendently self-determined commu-

nities of a handful of families cannot 

confidently be called a state. Could the 

latter successfully cooperating com-

munities have arisen by some sort of 

natural evolution? Well, Skoble thinks 

that law can evolve that way, without 

a state; and believes that the mecha-

nism has been found. That would be 

the model winning strategy, called “it-

erated Tit-for-Tat,” for Prisoner’s Di-

lemma, the classic two-person game in 

game theory, as presented by its inven-

tor, David Axelrod, in his 1984 book, 

The Evolution of Cooperation. The 

model charmed me when it appeared, 

and clearly charms Skoble, who iden-

tifies an even more successful strategy 

than Tit-for-Tat, called Pavlov, where 

cooperation is offered at least one 

more time even after cooperation has 

met with defection at the first encoun-

ter.

But Axelrod’s title, “The Evolution 

of Cooperation,” invokes evolution—

history. All systems of law and govern-

mental organization, arguably even the 

post-Enlightenment systems like the 

U.S. constitution, can be thought of 

as having evolved willy-nilly over long 

periods of time, rather than being cre-

ations of human ingenuity at a partic-

ular moment. Nor do they all evolve in 

the same “progressive” direction, as the 

survivors of Roman Gaul could attest. 

After the French Revolution, thinkers 

like Maistre and Gentz derisively dis-

missed the human pretension to plan-

ning, but historians (and political “sci-

entists”) both before and after them 

have been less dismissive about human 

agency. Nevertheless, the question of 

how governments evolve has been ad-

dressed for centuries, even though very 

few, if any, simple and indubitable gen-

eralizations have resulted from their 

work.

Despite this mixed record I am 

convinced that Aristotle was right to 

extrapolate, from what he knew of the 

history of the many Hellenic states of 

his day, that our species is fundamen-

tally a “political animal,” an animal 
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perimenters. The demand for justice is, 

of course, much more compatible with 

the urge to compete than it is with the 

urge to cooperate, but cooperation has 

proved over time that it can prevail.

Pope Francis recently said that those 

who take the small steps to cooperate 

without assuming they will be recipro-

cated are “artisans of peace,” a phrase 

that is its own example. There is “util-

ity” in cooperative behavior not be-

cause it invariably gains any individual 

material advantage, and certainly not 

because it pleases the Western God, 

but because to most people it feels 

good, and the capacity for that feeling 

is built in. It is basic human behavior 

to cooperate. It is the real reason why 

people obey traffic laws despite see-

ing other drivers who don’t. We know 

now, thanks to George R. Price (“Se-

lection and Covariance,” Nature, Au-

gust 1, 1970) that cooperation, even 

self-sacrifice, is naturally selected for 

in individuals, not just groups or kin. 

Some individuals have more of this in-

heritable inclination than others, and 

because of that it doesn’t always work 

for groups, but groups can always sur-

vive complete competitive anarchy, if 

only by hiving themselves off, giving 

up the larger community where coop-

eration may seem no longer to prevail 

for a smaller one where it does, like the 

that is adapted to live in            city-

states, or, to expand on Aristotle’s ex-

perience, large communities with gov-

ernment, some of which may be Greek 

city-states. Though the argument con-

tinues, rich in examples, I can stand as 

a scholar with those who believe that 

the evolution of such communities, in-

deed their mere existence and contin-

ued survival, proves we are more fun-

damentally cooperators than we are 

competitors. It is well-known now that 

the feelings and unconscious reactions 

of our biological inheritance, not the 

conscious, rational brain, provide both 

of those behavioral imperatives to us, 

and both of them appear in our en-

counters with each other. Of the two, 

however, cooperation must come first, 

if only because competition is much 

harder to arrange for without coopera-

tion (and not vice-versa). 

Another built-in behavior that 

shows up in these encounters we have 

with each other, one that is just as hard 

to rationalize, is what we call the de-

mand for “justice.” Chimpanzees seem 

to have that one, too, at least they did 

when experimenters offered grapes to 

a few chimpanzees in a group instead 

of the usual cucumbers offered to 

the others in the same group, and the 

scanted apes threw their now less desir-

able treat back in the faces of the ex-
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small town outside Mexico City that 

was presented by the New York Times 

as having self-determined itself out of 

Mexico and mounted a local militia for 

defense against the Mexican police and 

the drug traffickers whom the police 

have failed to prosecute.

But neither iterated Tit-for-Tat 

nor Pavlov is an adequate model for 

the evolution of cooperation. They 

are too simple, and for enthusiasts of 

“rights,” far too suggestive. A model 

as simple as these for human behav-

ior seduces the people who are not fa-

miliar enough with history to realize 

that rights do not underlie or sanction 

law, but rather the contrary—that it is 

law that defines and sanctions rights. 

Americans won’t like it, but I daresay 

they have no “rights” except the ones 

that are enunciated and promulgated 

by the Constitution, the laws, and cus-

tom. And successfully sanctioned, too, 

by whatever institutions have arisen to 

make sure that law is enforced and cus-

tom is shared.

Without the English Common 

Law tradition, John Locke could not 

have claimed that everyone had a 

“right” to property, much less justify 

that right with a labor theory of value. 

Continental European law allowed no 

such inference.

Of course, Skoble does not leave 

History out. He begins in the book’s 

fourth chapter with a paragraph citing 

Friedrich Hayek (66) and two more 

citing David Friedman (71-72), and 

ends with a whole chapter (Chapter 6) 

which recognizes some of what Histo-

ry has to offer to Political Theory (the 

discipline midwived from History by 

Machiavelli five centuries ago). With 

Hayek he evokes the complicated (and 

fascinating) medieval history of En-

glish law; which Skoble calls—right-

ly, I hink—a “spontaneously-evolved 

cooperative enterprise.” He leaves out 

(as did Hayek) its beginnings in the 

eye-for-an-eye system found in the 

8th-century Dooms of King Ine and 

the plethora of what the early medie-

vals called “rights” or “privileges,” that 

were attached to particular persons or 

groups; but he does understand that the 

emerging Common Law of England 

made it possible, by the time of John 

Locke, to conceive of “rights” which 

in the 17th century could be thought 

of as attached to every adult citizen (if 

he were propertied and male) and that 

those rights would eventually be pro-

tected with legal coercion by the state, 

which had evolved alongside that law.

That process was not exactly “spon-

taneous,” but it does deserve the credit 

Skoble gives it for having been able to 
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against all” was an extrapolation of 

what Hobbes himself imagined he was 

living through, while safely resident in 

absolutist France—a bloody Civil War 

in his homeland, which would end 

with the trial and execution of the En-

glish king the year before he published 

his Leviathan, a liberal argument for 

absolute monarchy.

The “rights” of individuals, in 

short, is not the right language to dis-

cuss the alternatives to state coercion. 

Perhaps a less anachronistic term 

would be “guarantees” by the culture 

of the community. 

Near the western slopes of the Pe-

ruvian Andes, the Moche built a culture 

between 200 and 500 CE, long before 

the Inca, a civilization that had com-

plex agriculture, great art, cities, and a 

loosely federated state of some 25,000 

co-operators that guaranteed what its 

ruling classes (the Moche had queens) 

must have thought of as justice, and 

provided what its non-ruling classes 

must have thought of as a guarantee of 

their continued co-operative acquisi-

tion and use of life, liberty and the pur-

suit of happiness, a.k.a. air, water, food, 

shelter, families, meaning, and other 

necessities of life. We may surmise that 

because there’s no evidence that they 

revolted. That is, not until their Cul-

ture, including its religion, science and 

proceed when English “subjects” de-

ferred to a “ruler” whose state was em-

bryonic and feeble and before a state 

could be said to have existed in Ice-

land. The adult male citizens of David 

Friedman’s medieval Iceland eventu-

ally evolved a republican government 

out of a jurisdiction where the only 

law was civil (between persons) and 

criminal prosecution at first consisted 

only of revenge or “outlawry.” The Re-

naissance state did indeed crank up the 

power (that’s a classic topic for histori-

ans of Europe), but although Renais-

sance rulers often tried, they never did 

abolish the English Common Law and 

similar medieval creations in non-En-

glish jurisdictions nor prevent the 

emergence of the equal rights of “citi-

zens” (who were called “subjects” until 

very late in the game). 

Skoble claims that the “Hobbesian 

Fear,” a memorably persuasive term he 

coins in this book, is unfounded; but I 

think the fear in any community that 

it will devolve in the absence of gov-

ernment into violent disorder, irreme-

diable selfishness, mistrust, and armed 

score-settling in the pursuit of justice, 

is not so very unfounded. How do we 

react to school shootings, statistical-

ly rare though they may be, or to the 

regular rise in gun possession, which 

is not rare at all? Hobbes’s “war of all 
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politics, became unreliable, or, as our 

own science puts it now, the great Pa-

cific countercurrent called the El Niño 

Southern Oscillation ceased being reg-

ular. 

In about 540 CE, say the Moche 

archeologists, the rains began coming 

on the Peruvian highlands without in-

terruption for 30 straight years, flood-

ing the Moche fields and reducing 

the food supply. Human sacrifice was 

tried, but the rains continued. Food 

was harder and harder to produce. 

The colossal Moche brick monuments 

began melting into the mud they had 

been made of. Then, in about 570, 

the rains did not come at all, and they 

stopped coming for 30 more years. 

The Moche’s complex water distribu-

tion system failed, and their crops did, 

too. As windblown sand covered their 

fields, the Moche abandoned their cit-

ies, moving north and rebuilding on 

a smaller scale. About a century and a 

half later, nature, government and the 

gods (La Niña) failed again to guaran-

tee the goods, and a multiyear drought 

began to put pressure on the evolved 

agreements, overt and covert, explicit 

and implicit, which we should call Mo-

che “government,” and the principles 

averred for those agreements, which 

we should call Moche “justice.” 

Eventually the new cities were 

abandoned, and newer ones were not 

built. The archeological evidence sug-

gests that the last Moche ended up in 

one- or two-family rock shelters, with 

vastly less labor to be divided, throw-

ing stones at each other to guarantee 

their lives, liberty and property, or 

what we might call the acquisition, 

production and distribution of life’s 

necessities. I do not doubt that the urge 

to cooperate—to trust—was as much 

an evolved natural endowment in 

them as it had been in their city-build-

ing ancestors, but it came up against 

what I will call “Hobbesian Incentives” 

to decentralize—to limit the numbers 

they trusted. Imagining their lives is 

not easy because they had no writing 

to clarify their memories of their past, 

but I do imagine that something like a 

general and mythic “Hobbesian Fear” 

informed whatever reformed religion 

and science governed the thinking—

and the politics—of this remnant until 

they finally allowed themselves, many 

generations later, to join larger com-

munities and cultures in the region.

Syria and Congo are modern cases in 

point; but the states of the modern 

West do look deletable these days (ex-

cept, perhaps for Venezuela), especial-

ly given the benignity of nature in the 

past 20,000 years, our unprecedentedly 

productive science and industry, and 
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perhaps in the light of our current re-

ligion (materialism and egoism). But 

my fear, which I do not think is quite 

Hobbesian, would advise against delet-

ing the state in the face of the changes 

in our natural substrate that our own 

science is now trying vainly to warn us 

about.
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