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F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R S

Introduction

As we write this, there is much unrest worldwide. There is 
also great anticipation and hope for positive change. Through 
it all, the drive to create and celebrate the power of art pulls 
us forward. Stories aren’t just entertainment. Images aren’t 
just pretty pictures. Real work is being done in the art we 
experience. Our goal is to bring this sensibility to you with 
every issue while showcasing a breadth of fantastic, ground-
breaking work. 

When the world seems loud and brash, art creates space 
for us to experience grounding moments. Subtle details of-
ten contextualize our own experience in ways we could nev-
er expect. A stanza may hint at a time or place in a new light; 
a piece of flash fiction may engender an unexpected sense of 
closeness. When art is at its best, our edges are rounded by 
the precision of another’s words, by the angle of another’s 
lens. With these thoughts, we welcome you to this issue. 

We are also proud to announce our editorial team has 
grown. We have two new poetry editors, David Ishaya Osu 
and Kwan Ann Tan, as well as a new fiction/nonfiction edi-
tor, Maria Picone, joining D.E. Hardy. 

This is our last issue of 2020. May 2021 be kinder to us 
all. May it be filled with beautiful words that sustain, rebuild, 
and inspire us. 

Until then, keep creating. Keep being stubborn.
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E R I K  W I L B U R

Winner of the 2020 Poetry Chapbook Contest

What Really Happened

My father didn’t overdose. A rabid coyote bit him  
by the woodshed of his mountain home. He didn’t want to  
 
believe the coyote was rabid, so he didn’t tell anyone  
about the bite, and none of us were there to notice  
 
his limp or the dark spot on his pant leg where  
his blood kept soaking through. It seems now  
 
like we’d sent an ambulance to his house every week  
for years, sometimes just in case, but of course,  
 
of fucking course, we’d stopped that only weeks before the 
rabies bit him by the woodshed. That’s the thing  
 
with viruses that destroy the brain, they’re patient; 
they’re real motherfuckers.

E R I K  W I L B U R

Winner of the 2020 Poetry Chapbook Contest

The Mad Child-King Sleeps 
Late

Two days before
Christmas,
just after dawn,
and a sliver of moon 
hangs like a sword
by a strand of horsehair
over the kitchen
where my father
drinks coffee.
 
I have at most 
until noon
to tell a joke
on purpose,
and then it’s
anyone’s guess
what’s funny
or sad, or what
will cause him to 
execute an hour.
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M A R K  B L A C K F O R D

A Conversation with Erik 
Wilbur, Poetry Chapbook 
Winner

I’ve always found it both frustrating and amazing how I’ve 

never managed to successfully interview a writer about their 

work without it becoming a full-on discussion of poetry in gen-

eral, and this case was no different. The conversation Erik and 

I fell into could have gone on for ages. It probably will; and for 

that, I am grateful to have found a new friend in poetry. I don’t 

consider the following to be an interview, but rather excerpts 

from a great conversation I’m having with a very talented writ-

er; and I am choosing to share them with you because, well, it 

would just be plain selfish of me not to . . . .  

M: Is this your first chapbook to be published? (If it is not, 

where else might our readers be able to find your work?)

 
E:  This is my first legit chapbook. I self-published one back 

when I was an undergraduate at San Diego State, after my 

first semester taking a creative writing class, but I’ve tried 

my best to prevent anyone from reading it ever again.  I had 

just discovered all that stuff you learn in a sophomore cre-

ative writing class about imagery—that show, don’t tell stuff. 

It made me feel like (regardless of what the fools at The 

New Yorker thought) I had poetry all figured out. I didn’t. It 

turns out there’s more to it than just “Petals on a wet, black 

bough.”

 
M: How long have you been writing? What brought you to 

poetry?

 
E: I think I’ve always believed in the incantatory power of lan-

guage. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t feel like words 

were laden with magic. As a boy, I’d seen them make all 

kinds of things appear and vanish: laughter, violence, tears, 

loneliness, fear…

I think that’s really when I started writing, when I start-

ed to pay attention to the incantations, which words said in 

what order would make my sister stop crying, which would 

make the girl I liked like me back. 

 But, if you’re asking when I first wrote something that 

could be called a poem (not counting the love notes I wrote 

to my elementary and middle school girlfriends, which I 

can’t remember now but I’m sure are far from Keats), I’d 

say it was around fifteen or sixteen. 

 I started as a songwriter. I think I started there because 

it gave me a place to say a bunch of things I couldn’t say in 

my family. If I was anxious or angry about something going 

on, which was often, I couldn’t speak about it. It felt like 

doing so would immediately shatter everyone in the house. 

But my dad loved Tracy Chapman. On long drives, like on 

camping trips or something, he’d put on that record with 

“Fast Car” on it and sing damn-near every word. 

  From the back seat, I could tell he really heard her; I 

wanted him to hear me like that. Also, as he sang certain 
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lines, I sensed him singing about his own experiences and 

attitudes toward the world—things he’d never tell us out-

right. In that way, he modeled how to speak through lyrics; 

he (along with Chapman) illustrated the effectiveness of a 

line that both sings and means—singing those songs would 

soften him, which made me feel safer and more connected.  

  I studied that Tracy Chapman record—Simon & Gar-

funkel, Elvis Costello, and Bob Dylan records, too. Then, in 

high school, I found Elliot Smith, Conor Oberst, and Ben 

Gibbard, all of whom I tried to emulate. For years, I put ev-

erything uncomfortable I had to say to a melody. But, in 

songwriting, I’ve always been limited by my lack of musical 

ability. Something important always gets left out. Unlike the 

songwriters I just mentioned, I wouldn’t call the majority of 

the songs I wrote “art.”    

 Shortly after I started writing poetry as just poetry-on-

the-page in college, I realized how much more potential I 

had as an artist in that modality. It’s taken me a long time to 

develop as a poet, but moving to poetry somewhat instantly 

liberated me from the constraints of my musical ineptitude. 

It seems ironic that poetry allows me to accomplish things 

I couldn’t accomplish with songwriting (because the music 

is an added dimension, and folk music seems like poetry-

plus), but I’ve come to realize that they’re distinct art forms. 

In great songwriting, lyrics, melody, and sonic textures all 

work together to form one thing—it’s not just adding music 

to poetry. That’s like saying American Football is just wres-

tling plus keep-away with a prolate spheroid.    

 Songwriting taught me a lot about poetry, though, and 

I still use poetry the way I used songwriting while growing 

up: to say what I can’t say.  

 

M: How long have you been in the publishing realm?

E: I’ve been submitting to journals since 2011 with long 

breaks in-between. I tend to step away from seeking pub-

lication whenever I feel my taste or aesthetic changing. If I 

start feeling disconnected from the stuff I’m submitting to 

journals, I’ll let six months or a year go by and then submit 

a batch of stuff that feels fresher and more reflective of my 

aesthetic at that time. 

 Growing out of my own work happened a lot more often 

ten years ago than it has in recent years. There are also po-

ems that I wrote ten years ago that fit where I am now (and 

have fit every stage along the way). Maybe that’s what find-

ing your voice means for a poet: discovering which poems 

make it through the filter of time. That makes sense to me, 

but who knows? 

 
 M: So what writers would you say have most influenced your 

own development as a writer? 

 E: So many poets have influenced me. I try to read it all—be-

cause every time I encounter a poem or a poet with an aes-

thetic I haven’t come across before, I learn a new way to 

make a poem work, and I never know when I might need 

that Komunyakaa approach to line break, that Bob Hicok as-

sociative slingshot, or that Natalie Diaz-esque combination 

of high-art allusion and gritty, visceral imagery. 

 But I’m sure you don’t want me to list every poet I’ve 

ever read, so I’ll pick out a few who’ve had a substantial in-

fluence on how I write and what I write about. Those poets 

are Sharon Olds, Dorianne Laux, and Larry Levis. 

  I think everyone who reads her work learns honesty 
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from Olds. Before reading Strike Sparks, I had deemed so 

much potential content for my poems off-limits. And when 

I did write about sensitive subjects, I tried going around the 

ugly parts to get to the lyric instead of through them, which 

is the only way—I learned that from Olds. I think Matthew 

Dickman helped a little in this area too. 

 Dorianne Laux finds the poetry in everything. Folding 

clothes at a laundromat, that’s a poem; sitting on a back 

porch before dinner, that’s a poem; a taciturn student in 

your office, that’s a poem, too. Laux’s poetry makes mun-

dane working- and middle-class life seem replete with lyri-

cality, and it is. She taught me to look for poems always, 

everywhere. I’ve found a lot of them because of her. 

 Lastly, there’s Larry Levis, whose most significant con-

tribution to developing poets has to be the way he mod-

els how to use poetry as a mode of discovery. When I first 

started writing poetry, I thought the worst thing I could do 

is write a poem that didn’t have a point, so I would start 

with a conclusion about whatever subject I decided to write 

about and then attempt to create an imagistic path to that 

conclusion. The problem with this approach is it only al-

lows you to write about what you think you already under-

stand. Another problem with this approach is that a poem 

isn’t a treatise or a dissertation. It’s not propaganda either. 

Reading the image-driven meditations in Winter Stars and 

The Widening Spell of the Leaves encouraged me to write in 

search of (instead of toward) a point. I don’t know how I 

would’ve made it through losing my dad without a model 

for using poetry this way. I wish Levis were alive so I could 

thank him for that. I’d also ask him, because I’m still trying 

to figure out, how he creates such vast webs of images that 

all tie back to one central existential curiosity without any 

slack.

 To add one last thing about these poets, they all create 

an intimacy between the speaker and the reader. Their po-

ems are like notes passed furtively across time and space. 

Whenever I hear someone else talk about a Levis poem, it 

feels a little like a violation, like they’ve intercepted a note 

meant for me, or like they’ve been eavesdropping on a quiet 

conversation I had with my close friend, Larry. I adopted 

that approach of speaking to one reader at a time from 

these poets and others; it’s helped me write about subjects I 

wouldn’t feel comfortable saying in a crowd. So, they’ve all 

influenced me in that way. 

 
M: It is very interesting to me, the three poets you mention 

as most influential to you. Before even knowing this, I felt 

I could channel all three when I’d first read this collec-

tion, and how all three influences fed off of each other to 

make this work. 

The stark honesty with which you push through each 

poem in this collection is textbook Sharon Olds, and no 

more so I feel than in poems like “About Surviving” and “I 

Know This.” I’ve always felt that the personal nature and 

honesty of Olds’ poetry comes from a philosophy that I 

happen to share: that poems exist and are written out of 

necessity; that, sometimes, a story just needs to be told. 

Not to invoke a fallacy (or maybe I am, who knows?) . . . 

Was this collection of poems, for you, born out of neces-

sity? Was this a story that you needed to tell?

 
E: I like how (by asking both questions) you’ve established a 

distinction between my personal need for the poems and 

my belief that these poems are necessary for readers. 
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  To answer your first question, I definitely needed to 

write these poems, especially the ones I wrote after my fa-

ther died—”After Reading Reports from a Wildfire…” and 

“The Mad Child-King Is Remembered” feel particularly nec-

essary--but I needed the others, too.

  You’ve got me thinking now about why I can sit here 

and say, with so much certainty, that I needed these poems. 

Of course, I didn’t want to feel the resentment, and guilt, 

and dread, and sorrow that I felt so strongly during the last 

few years of my father’s life and even more intensely during 

the year after he died. Writing was an attempt to transmute 

these feelings into something else; however, I don’t think 

that’s the function of poetry, really. I don’t think poems are 

mechanisms for turning uncomfortable feelings into com-

fortable ones. 

 I had another option. To escape the emotional discom-

fort, other than writing these poems, I could have done my 

best to avoid those feelings; I could’ve stopped feeling at 

all and just gone to sleep. Dissociation, intellectualization, 

repression, these things have always been my instinctive re-

sponses to psychological pain. Poetry is necessary for me 

because writing (and reading) it enables me to stay awake 

inside. 

 Your second question asks whether I believe this is a sto-

ry that I needed to tell. That question is much more difficult 

for me to answer, maybe because it’s ultimately not for me 

to say. I think editors and readers answer that one. While I 

write a poem, I don’t really think about whether it’s some-

thing that other people need. That’s not because I don’t 

care about readers. More than anything, I want my pub-

lished work to help people live more compassionate lives, 

both inter- and intra-personally. But, while composing, I’m 

mostly trying to create something I need that doesn’t (to my 

knowledge) already exist. 

  I figure I’m not that unique. A lot of people have had 

similar experiences and have a similar need for poetry. So, 

I trust that if I write something that feels useful and novel 

to me, then other people will feel the same way, and I really 

want that to be true about this collection.

 
 M: The “eye for a poem,” and the ability to bind mundane 

and seemingly unrelated images together that is so remi-

niscent of Laux’s work can easily be felt in poems like 

“What I Can Do” “To Myself at Balboa Park” and “After 

Reading Reports on the California Wildfires, Six Weeks 

Before My Father’s Overdose.” There is a lot of repeti-

tive imagery in this collection (your father’s hands, shop 

grease, chewing tobacco, sports talk, et al.) that Laux has 

been known to do in her collections to bind them together 

and bring almost a sense of surreal or magical realism 

to her work. Reading this collection of poems, the expe-

rience contained within the pages feels almost surreal. 

Again, not to invoke a fallacy . . . But was this intentional 

on your part, or just an incidental byproduct of your (ex-

plorative) writing process?

 
E:  This is a fantastic question. I guess I can claim that the re-

petitive imagery is an intentional attempt to construct a 

clear and consistent aesthetic landscape. I’ve always ad-

mired the way poets like Philip Levine and Dorianne Laux 

ground their poems in such vivid places. They construct 

scenes that feel real, and of course, they do that by drawing 

the reader’s eye to small, concrete details. Then, once you 

magnify something like a hand or—I’m thinking, in Laux’s 
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work, of the dead roses in a jam jar at the end of the poem 

“Bird” or the eyes at the end of “Two Pictures of My Sis-

ter”—once you magnify something like that, yeah, it takes 

on a symbolic quality, which means it becomes a doorway 

to a metaphysical space. 

  That might be the magical realism that you’re talking 

about. I’ve never thought about it exactly that way, but I do 

like that. I’ve just always tried to communicate with images 

because they’re more reliable and more substantial than 

words. I’m just trying to be honest and accurate. So, I guess 

you could say that any surrealism or magical realism that I 

produce by focusing on certain imagistic details is also the 

byproduct of my explorative writing process. I’m just using 

images (much like Levis does) to create mobility. I’m always 

in pursuit of an emotional awakening. If I have an emotional 

response to an image in my memory—like the buzzing of a 

cicada on a palo verde tree or my father digging grease from 

underneath his fingernails—I go in that direction, trusting 

that I’ll find something meaningful there—and I also trust 

that (with the help of metaphor and association) I can use 

that image to create a waking experience.

  If you use concrete imagery and realism to get to that 

space, you get to bring that meaning and emotional wake-

fulness back with you, into the real world. That’s one thing 

I learned in the Fresno State MFA program. To any of your 

readers who want to grow as poets in this specific way, I 

recommend moving to Fresno. There’s some kind of poetry 

magic in the air there.   

 
M: I was very pleased to see you count Larry Levis among 

your influences, as my mentor in poetry happened to be 

of the Fresno School and a student of his; and from my 

exposure to Larry’s work, it was easy to see how your col-

lection sang his praises all throughout. Your collection 

does not ever feel like a treatise or a PSA, but rather an 

exploration of a suffering that isn’t mutual, but shared. 

What sold me on your chapbook was how the collection, 

as a whole, is a means of discovering how that suffering 

was shared. 

 To pick up on his mode of poetry as discovery, and the 

question you would ask Larry if he were still with us, I 

feel that his ability to tie all of his images back to one curi-

osity comes from his philosophy of the external eye (“I”), 

which is something I had explored at length during my 

tenure in the workshops. Sure, everyone knows the con-

cept of “poet as witness,” but Larry had this keen ability 

to detach himself even further than that; as if he were a 

witness to the witnessing of the world. With this extra re-

move, he is better able to see the connection between all 

things, and thus able to weave a web of imagery out of the 

world, from a single point of curiosity on the plane from 

which he writes. Do you agree? What are your thoughts?

 E: I like that, “a witness to the witnessing of the world.” I agree 

entirely. I’ve heard his poetry characterized as self-refer-

ential a lot. I’m not sure that’s as accurate as your descrip-

tion. Calling it self-referential or “meta-poetry” makes it 

sound like he uses that second-level observation point as a 

gimmick; it makes his poetry sound like esoteric onanism. 

But his poetry isn’t poetry-about-poetry or even poetry-

about-the-making-of-poetry. It’s poetry about the making 

of meaning. It’s poetry about meditation and, yes, the wit-

nessing of witnessing.

His central subject is the mind or the self, not poetry. 
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I’ve appropriated a lot of his strategies for using poetry as a 

tool for introspection. I guess I should make the joke before 

anyone else does: maybe I should have titled the collection 

something like Not Quite What Larry Levis Can Do.   

 
M: Larry’s External Eye (“I”) also gave him, as a poet, the 

ability to both exist in his poems, while simultaneously 

not existing within his poems. Larry could make the poet 

become (a powerless) deus ex machina, who could pro-

duce works that were impersonal in nature, but personal 

in spirit. Through this lens of disconnect, Larry’s poet 

was not the creator or the voice of the work, but rather 

the spirit within the work.  It takes a lot to forge this dis-

connect and attain this transcendence, but it is something 

that I felt taking place in your collection.

Given the personal nature of your collection, in your 

own words, how were you able to detach yourself from 

the subject matter enough to produce work through such 

a poetic lens? How successful do you feel you were, per-

sonally, in detaching yourself from the situation enough 

to write successfully about it? I’d honestly love your 

thoughts on this, even if you disagree with or have more 

to add to the concept . . . 

 
E:  Detachment isn’t difficult for me. I kind of hinted at this 

before, when you asked about the necessity of these poems. 

I don’t work in that direction, from emotional immersion 

to a place of distanced poetic reflection. My real-time ex-

perience was that of an observer for most of the events I’ve 

written about in this collection. So, what you say about Le-

vis’ ability to both exist in his poems while simultaneously 

not existing in his poems, I live that. 

 I don’t need to create distance to write about personal 

subject matter. I need to create poetry to get close to per-

sonal subject matter.

M: So to bring it around, and only because P&W Magazine 

recently wasted an amount of pages on the topic; between 

open submissions and contests, which would you recom-

mend? 

 
E:  I don’t have a preference, necessarily. “Poetry contest” is 

a weird phrase, though. I do believe there’s an objective 

threshold to art, but poetry isn’t long jumping; it isn’t about 

seeing who can hold their breath or keep their eyes open 

the longest, even if sometimes it feels like all of the above. 

  For me, I think the big difference is between submis-

sion fees and free subs. Every poet I know has mixed feel-

ings about this. For a lot of poets I know, $25-30 is a lot of 

money. And that’s how much submission fees are for most 

full-length contests. It can deter some really talented poets 

from submitting their work. However, I see the necessity of 

contests. We need small presses, and (unfortunately) they 

need submission fees to operate. We can’t have just a few 

wealthy publishers making decisions about what poetry 

makes it to readers. So, one way I look at it is this: every 

time I’ve submitted to a contest I didn’t win, I helped bring 

a book of poetry into the world. There are way worse ways 

to spend $25.

 Another thing about submitting to contests is that it 

makes you look at your work differently. This can be good 

and bad. It makes you consider what editors and editorial 

assistants think is good poetry, but on the other hand, it 

makes you consider what editors and editorial assistants 
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M:  And lastly, is there anything so far as advice or sage words 

of wisdom you would like to add or contribute for our 

readers and writers who are just getting started on their 

path?   

 
E:  I have a lot to learn about poetry, myself, so I don’t feel com-

fortable giving advice to anyone other than true beginners 

in creative writing, which is exactly whom I teach when I do 

teach poetry. I guess I’ll just say now what I say to them: 

 I’ve wasted a lot of time trying to write poems. Don’t try 

to write poems. Instead, try to create the reading experi-

ence you need to feel more comfortable in the world. 

Erik Wilbur’s prize-winning chapbook, What I Can Do, 
may be ordered via our website:

https://chestnutreview.com/books/

Have a chapbook manuscript of your own? Our 2021 
contest starts November 1st:

https://chestnutreview.com/contests/

Advance Praise for What I Can Do

It goes like this: you will desire to bring back to life ev-
ery single person you will ever lose. After all, “Father,” 
as Erik Wilbur writes, “is just a name for desire.” And in 
these rugged-necked poems, which Levis might call, ever 
“widening spells,” Wilbur sifts through the dark wrecking 

think is good poetry.

Considering editors’ tastes continues to make me a bet-

ter writer by forcing me to refine my definition of effec-

tive, well-crafted poetry; however, three or four years ago, 

I’m sort of embarrassed to say, I went through a phase of 

avoiding anything risky, editing out all the raw idiosyncra-

sies in my work, and pandering to others’ tastes. Perhaps 

not coincidentally, this phase coincided with my first year 

in an MFA workshop—when, every Wednesday night, my 

classmates would graciously disabuse me of my belief that 

the document I’d handed them the week before was a poem. 

Ultimately, I needed it, so I’m glad they cared enough to 

knock me down—and to help me get back up. But it put me 

in a weird place for a while. I started to look to others (edi-

tors, classmates, mentors) for validation on whether my po-

ems worked. It’s tempting to say I don’t struggle with that 

stuff anymore, to say it was just a phrase and that I’m a com-

pletely self-assured poet now, but that would be bullshit. 

However, my appraisal of my work carries more weight 

than anyone else’s appraisal these days. I think that’s how 

it should be, but entering your work into any kind of con-

test—whether a formal book prize or a competitive writ-

ing community—can take that authority from you. Well, 

actually, entering the contest isn’t the dangerous part; it’s 

how you go about trying to win and how you perceive los-

ing that matters. After losing many contests and receiving 

many form-letter rejections, I’ve learned to treat poetry 

contests less like beauty pageants—because I haven’t gotten 

anywhere trying to charm the judges. It works better for me 

to think of contests (and general submissions) like raffles; 

the better crafted your work, the more tickets you have in 

the drum.    
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D I A N E  G .  M A R T I N

Autumn Stroll

yard of elegy, through junked refrigerators and mounting 
bolts and diesel exhaust. It is from those discarded materi-
als that the poet must re-fashion a monument and call it a 
father. But the greatest test of What I Can Do is found in 
the nuance with which its author must employ in order to 
navigate the gargantuan and soul-crushing complexity of 
the relationship between an addict father and his children. 
Erik Wilbur writes through these challenges with blunt-
ness, with desperation, with honesty, and finally, with 
kindness. This is a hard-won debut! 

Ephraim Scott Sommers, author of Someone You Love Is 
Still Alive

“Father is just a name for desire,” in the poet’s own 
words, says more about this body of work than anyone else 
could. Erik Wilbur has the ability, which so many writers 
covet, to dissect memories (of father, of family, of the self) 
with a candid blade. This chapbook relentlessly uncovers. 
Nostalgia is reworked and reanimated; memories, places, 
actions, are taken apart and reassembled. Poets are gifted 
the opportunity to derive resonance from recall. This poet 
does so with remarkable skill. You, reader, will hold each 
of these poems “the way a riverbed wants to hold a river.”

Ronald Dzerigian, author of Rough Fire

Right: Diane G. Martin, “Autumn Stroll”
Color photograph. Vasilievsky Island, St. Petersburg, Russia, 2018.
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K AT E  B U C C A

Betula Orationis

There are many ways I will never know this world.
Beyond the edge of the lawn, the birches’ roots labyrinth
the sub-terrain. Even old stumps send sustenance to new

growth, the clique of trees crowding out other varieties.
As a child, I stripped off bracelets of bark and traced
my fingers over the lambskin-soft inner stretch

before reaching the papery curls, never worrying
about the pain I may have caused. There are many trees,
and there are many animals, but we recognize

ourselves mostly in fur, not fern. The happy lap of a dog’s
tongue searching for purchase on our faces. A cat’s calculated
rejection that makes us crave its warmth. Even the cow,

the rabbit, the pig. Even the parakeet. If language is the barrier—
an audible bark or bleat more coherent than the cry
of sap escaping torn skin—let me learn to interpret

the silent syllables. Let me understand
the life that does not directly reflect my own. Let me
see the seeds as they catch the wind, offspring
departing, watched by their wordless parents.

M A R Y  L O U  B U S C H I

I want

After William Blake

Ground brown sugar; black grackle feathers by the hun-
dreds; the short wooden body of a ukulele; a perfect oil 
stick that can roll over paper like blue sky; saffron by 
the armful; the distance of every horizon from the tip of 
every sail; the deep hard laugh of my best friend; Scotch 
Bonnet peppers by the spoonful; the curved back of a 
Hegel chair; the sudden height and disappearing steel 
of the St. Louis arch; a hot bursting blueberry after it’s 
baked; the burn at the back my throat from caramel bour-
bon, the drift of Himalayan sea salt to sop up light green 
oil on bread; I want a heart that can grow to four times its 
size and a brain to match. I want the 70s back, all of it. I 
want velvet crush socks and cashmere panties, black truf-
fle dust, the low dusky sound of the bass. I want a small 
body growing inside my body that will climb from me 
and greet me with only hellos. I want the soft full hand of 
my mother resting in my hand. I want. I want. I want.
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M A R I E  M E TA P H O R  S P E C H T

One who wasn’t

These are the quiet things that arrive with autumn:
sharp indigo mornings
the barred owl
and the one who almost was
     but wasn’t ever (not really)

Neighbourhood crows congregate like a premonition
     they are forever the first to know
when their cawing sketches the chestnut tree in echolo-
cation
I understand the owl is back before I see him
he weathers the wind and rain
     the corvid abuse
with a ghost’s ephemeral nobility
I’ve heard that owls are known to raid crow’s nests
     nocturnal cradle robbers on silent wings
so all the racket is some kind of warning
     a stay away    a righteous hysteria

The one who wasn’t (not really) follows the owl
     or precedes the owl
     or arrives simultaneously hidden in his tail feathers

I’ve heard that an owl’s call portends death
pretends death is even possible for one 
that was only ever a brief potential:
    (a sesame seed nested in blood
    grown to a wild plum
    pulled apart by its own weight)
our due date was October over five years ago 
it was our best before     it was for the best

I like to pretend I saw it coming
but our owl has always been so quiet
grief is a quiet thing, I guess

I don’t really believe in omens
   anyways

Next time I’ll stockpile firewood
I’ll remember to curl my body against the cold
   like a question mark
I’ll curl around my belly    like a parenthesis
next time I’ll knit mittens and dress in layers
I’ll tend the light I planted in the windowsills last spring
I’ll remember to be gentle     next time I’ll be prepared
   anyways
at least I won’t be surprised
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whispered No, you’re gone tomorrow
and three hundred miles south, over limeades
in the calm of Drake’s Sandwich Shop
you’ll hear her say she loves you, for the first time
in your pathetic life, if you stumble out the back door
now, hide all night in the jack pine woods
and do not stab her man.

G R E G  R A P P L E Y E

Elegy with Blue-Handled 
Filet Knife

 -August 26, 1975

The day she dropped me still bleeding
in Ann Arbor—fall semester, my duffel bag
jammed in back, we went to Drake’s for cold limeade
and Mam bought a double to-go, because
she’d stashed a pint of Mohawk under the driver’s
seat to brace her for the ride back north.
She knew I was never going back
to Da’s orange-and-brown hot dog stand,
not after Monday night, when he shoved me against
the fryer over a spilled order of onion rings
and kept coming like some Kerry bull
because I was not worth a good-goddam
and I thought of the blue-handled filet knife
I’d slicked across a honing stone
just before the dinner rush, the blade
still warm in four inches of sudsy water
and pulled myself to the stainless-steel sink—
splash sizzling across the black grill—backing off
her snorting man-bull, eyes wide, circling the prep table,
until an angel of a sane and better nature
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H A L L E  G U L B R A N D S E N

First Fall After University

October again, I’m trailing behind.
Come pumpkins, come Halloween.
Winter to come, then go. White snow
to yellow like classic novels or teeth
after years of spiced lattes. Time, less
friend, more girl in a spotted dress
chasing you around the playground
with stones. Hurry, hurry. This part
time job won’t grow back each spring.
People ask: what’s next. what’s next.
what’s next are long lists of brief places
to hide from spotted dresses, rocky
decisions. If I knew what was next
I’d be there already. A girl in the office
waits to be trained to sit in my desk,
answer my phone. They are only planning ahead.
They know you don’t wait until October
to plant the pumpkins. So, I bury myself
in lists, resumes. Warm the wine, wait
for this chapter to amber. Wait, always,
for a new season to find me. Sometimes I wonder
if I’m falling behind or just falling,
another leaf being let go from the tree.

B E N  S L O A N

Wednesday

The word ENIGMATIC tattooed
on her forearm, the person next to me
on a train gets a call from her dog
sitter complaining Odin has growled
at him. Put Odin on the phone,
she says—then after a short pause,
in a talking-to-babies voice, Honey
if you will be nice to Mike, I have something
for you, a special treat� I love you! As runnels
of water lurch, zigzag first this then that way
down an oversized window, I realize
I have spent my entire life waiting
for something that was never going to arrive
never happen. He’s a good dog, she
whispers, tongue impaled by a silver stud,
but do not razz him� He hates being razzed.
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time needed to solve the ant problem and clean the kitchen,
time I didn’t have, and it was about you bursting in
and yelling and your sound cutting in like crater.
And it was about everything else, the way
outbursts always are: about work, and money,
and failing, and fear of losing it all suddenly
in an instant cloud of ash pluming from nowhere
to pin me down in death, and yes, the ants,
the fucking ants, and you, about how fast you move
through time and how when you were born
it was yesterday and how unprepared I was to love
as much as I love you, and every day passing
is one more closer to extinction, one less that you need
me, and someday you won’t need me
to drive you to baseball, or help with math, or even
say goodnight when dark comes.
So tonight I’ll tell you I’m sorry, I’ll place my hand
on your head like the day you were born
and say goodnight, and leave to bring my own body 
to bed to slow my head, the spinning,
the fading, the cadence of my heart, or yours,
or the sky opening in rhythm to fill the night
with the tapping of tektites. Sudden glass,
65 million years of it, dark jewels pouring
from legend, taking all creatures forward
and backward in time and darkness toward
beauty. Toward some wide peace.
Taking us both toward sleep.

M I K E  B O V E

Tektites

The article I was reading described the moment
65 million years ago when an asteroid 50 miles wide
scorched through the atmosphere and punched
a hole in the Yucatan Peninsula spanning 93 miles
and sent fire and molten debris into the sky
to choke and burn most anything living, and,
at that terrible moment, birthed tiny daubs of hot detritus
which went sailing around the globe and rained down
everywhere as solid droplets of sudden glass: tektites.
Dark heralds of instant disaster. This in my head
a second before your mom found ants
behind the coffee maker, coming up from where?
Underneath the stove, or maybe behind the fridge,
and just as I’d pulled out both to discover swarms
of tiny black motion you burst in with a Nerf gun
and howled at your brother and I swung around
and growled, take that outside, and you left, steaming,
as I turned back to the mess, and a moment later
went out to the garage for the ant spray and found you
there scowling, and I said I was frustrated with you,
and you said, you’re not angry about me, dad,
you’re angry about the ants, and you were right
in the way that sons are always right about their fathers.
Because, yes, it was about the ants, and it was about
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K A I T  Q U I N N

Give Me Death

give me tomb and graveyard.
give me summer’s dead.
give me leaves like sloughed dragon’s skin
collected to build winter’s nest.
give this skin a rest
from groping hands,
salt, and stove.
give me gold before it’s stripped
and shimmered, wrapped pretty
‘round butterscotch neck.
give me earth’s harvests,
dirt fresh from amniotic sac.
give me skeletal woods scraped dry of guts.
give me guts.
give me haunting call of wolf and loon.
give me november dawns
when sun glows silver like moon
and bare trees crack
peached sky like devil’s black-blood veins.
give me fingertips like december.
give me cold snap
and burning wood,
fire to flicker shadow over hearth.

give me seasons’ reminders
that life is fleeting, summer ephemeral
but returning, and dying
is just a transition,
a metamorphosis into something new.
give me the cleansing of snow
to soothe these singed limbs.
give me a gust of wind
to sweep this skin of freckles.
spread like ash, sow like seed
so that i may s t r e t c h
out into my widest bloom.
go ahead: give me winter’s blue
and see what kind of spring
i make of it.
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Later, at the top of the slide,
we traded secrets in a house of bars—
fire poles or falls our only way out.

Was it there in the shadow of the blue
San Gabriel mountains that I decided
you needed saving? Did I sense the broken
parts of you and vow to make you whole? 

She was right about one thing.
I rode that merry-go-round till the end.
Finished flat on my back,
toes dragging in the dirt, and you
gone to buy some other girl
a snow cone at the snack bar.

K AT H L E E N  L AT H A M

Kathleen Latham placed second in our 2020 Chapbook 
Contest with her entry, Running into an Ex, and with 
her consent we have selected this poem for our issue.

Chivalry in Men, Idiocy in 
Women

“….chivalry in men is idiocy in women:
men can get out of a rescue a lot more easily, once they 
get into it.” –Margaret Atwood

 
Where was Ms. Atwood on that bright
April day when I first spied you
in the park on Dunsmore Avenue,
eyes red, fifteen, and grinning like an idiot?

Catch me, you said, and I was game.

We tore through the playground like children,
played tag among the bucket swings
and raced the smiling ponies
on their legs of coiled spring.

Overleaf: 
Ishaq Adekunle, “Hunger-agape bellies awaiting glory.” 

Digitally edited photograph. Orita Challenge, Ibadan Oyo State,  

Nigeria, 2020.
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I S H A Q  A D E K U N L E

Hunger-agape bellies awaiting glory
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A N K U R  R A Z D A N

Joseph Salame’s Long, Big, 
Thin, Sideways Glass of 
Water

It was a pleasant, thundery morning, the first of May, 
when Joseph Salame decided to drink the Potomac River. 
It wasn’t the most appropriate day to start such a project. 
The rolling thunder hinted at the invention of new gods, 
and it looked like rain. Perhaps not enough for a flood-
ing of the river, but certainly a swelling. The best estimate 
puts Salame at his car, parked in front of a fire hydrant in 
an upscale residential neighborhood west of Georgetown, 
at about 10:12 in the morning. From there he walked 
down to a rocky outcropping of the riverbank somewhere 
between Chain Bridge and Key Bridge. It is believed that 
he did have a plastic straw on his person, but also that the 
straw did not once leave his back pants pocket. He simply 
cupped the water into his hands, ferrying it into his noto-
rious maw, and got a taste for it. Later methods and con-
traptions—scooping up river water with a sports bottle, 
the man-sized straw, the pump-hose apparatus ending in 
a custom-made, mouth guard-like aperture—were weeks 
and months away. As is more generally remembered, the 
first significant aqueous depletion of the soon-to-be Can-

yon of the Potomac did not begin in earnest until two days 
later at the mouth of the river, Salame rolling it like a rug 
from Chesapeake Bay on up. But it was at this more seclud-
ed, homier spot, surrounded by an audience of incurious 
water birds, that Salame first discovered what his destiny 
tasted like. As it turned out, it did not rain that day, nor for 
several weeks afterwards. 

Never was a calamity so well-timed. 
What Salame did the next day (the only day off from 

drinking the Potomac River he would indulge in for the 
next four years) is not well-recorded, and I would invite 
the reader to speculate. What might have gone through his 
head—what ruminations did he struggle with, or enjoy? 
What was his plan? His doubts? Or was he untroubled by 
either? Examination of his home personal library and his 
complete internet search history reveal no interest in the 
topic of the Potomac, watersheds, or alluvial science in 
general. Nor were there any salient inquiries into the hu-
man renal system and its capabilities. Retrospective track-
ing of his incognito habits, provided courtesy of the NSA, 
indicate little: Salame did once click on a golden shower 
video, but exited the browser tab within seven seconds of 
opening it. Still, tracks can be discerned beneath the heavy 
snow. Salame was known to brag—in bars, on his Twitter 
feed, on custom-printed t-shirts—that there was nothing 
to hold him back anymore. When asked held back by what 
exactly, he would reply with an air of deniable irony that 
his throat was horribly parched and he wanted to do some-
thing about it. Several neighbors and friends have since 
(credibly) admitted (upon coercion) that he had been 
neither shy nor underhanded about his exciting new urge. 
Some maintain that they contacted the police beforehand, 
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but a perusal of the record indicates plainly that they are 
lying. Regardless, how or why the relevant authorities 
(FBI, National Park Service) failed to act against such an 
explicitly articulated threat is as unknowable as it is rep-
rehensible.

Salame toiled for about two weeks before his efforts 
began to attract attention. By that time, there was a gap 
of about ten meters from the tip of Point Lookout and 
the avant-garde of his greatest progress inland. A quaint 
pace, really. Perhaps you can look back upon such figures 
and smile bitterly to yourself. I admit that I do. However, 
keep in mind that the Potomac is miles wide as it meets 
the Chesapeake. At first, a pedestrian or two enjoying the 
peace of Point Lookout Sanctuary would stumble upon 
Salame, down on his knees and drinking up the river with 
shocking greed. But after the rumors peaked, a crowd 
amassed a safe distance away from the waterline. Some 
brought coolers filled with water bottles, beers, juice box-
es. Others lugged gallons of water they had just bought 
at the store, asking—Are you just thirsty? We have some-
thing you can drink. You don’t need to get yourself sick 
on that dirty river water. You must be really thirsty. But 
Salame couldn’t talk; he only drank. 

It was a naïve time.  
Who was this man drinking the entire Potomac? Joseph 

Salame was not quite a drifter, not quite an itinerant, but 
a worker who could never settle into any single kind of 
work. He was a failed electronic musician, a butcher of 
pork, a programming consultant, the ex-mayor of Augs-
burg, Illinois, the distinguished two-term sheriff of Navajo 
County, a bag boy, a lumberjack, a street sweeper, a living 
statue, a marriage counselor, a hair stylist manqué, an Air 

Force brigadier general, a Youtuber, a co-author of English 
textbooks for Japanese schoolchildren, the foreman of a 
factory that made flags and pantyhose, and the last great 
double agent of the ice cream van turf wars—purportedly 
in that order.  

Two years before his rise to fluvial prominence, Sal-
ame was supposed to move along with his family—one 
wife and one child, thoroughly normal and lovable in their 
needs and desires—to a shag-carpeted apartment in the 
D.C. area, but at the last minute completely forgot to bring 
them. For years, their whereabouts was the holy grail of 
Salame-biographers. I am pleased to report that this re-
searcher not only located them but had the privilege of an 
audience in Salame’s former living room. Unfortunately, 
the interview quickly careened into fiery confusion. Sal-
ame’s wife had trouble remembering her own surname, 
and when her attention was drawn to Salame’s pictures on 
the walls and clothes in the closet, she behaved as if she 
were the victim of a malevolent magic trick. The boy, too, 
playing with toy submarines in the bathtub, could make 
nothing of my gentle questioning. When I left the little 
ranch house, the look in the woman’s eyes was one of pro-
found pity for me, which she could not know how strongly 
I reciprocated.

At the time, Salame considered his relocation a brilliant 
(later, a dumb) career move: Washington is, after all, pri-
marily known as the World Capital of Electronic Music. 
But Salame failed to make a splash in the local scene. The 
lone flyer printed for his solitary concert appearance has 
unfortunately not survived, forgeries on exhibit at the Li-
brary of Congress notwithstanding. But neither was Sal-
ame a complete shut-in. He was known by sight if not by 
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character at all the weekly trivia nights, open-house think 
tank panels, and two or three of the nicer churches that 
never wanted for congregations. His main hobby was un-
successful party-bowling, and his well-acknowledged en-
emy was the ocean. If the Potomac, languidly flowing past 
old-growth forests and marble monuments alike, was a 
particular source of irritation or anger to Salame, he con-
fided in no individual known to modern scholarship. That 
is all to say that during his quiet years, no observer could 
have especially picked him out from amongst the countless 
outlaws, lawmakers, scandalcrats, carjackers, cat fanciers, 
pillow-stealers, and software-dentists trapped cheek-by-
jowl within the Beltway. 

In retrospect, should we have been in any way surprised 
that he drank the whole Potomac?

After three months of hogging the world’s biggest 
drinking fountain, he had advanced his technique enough 
that he could suck up about a mile of river a day. Before 
long, he was gaining on Washington itself. What was left 
behind him was a damp, muddy scrape of earth, a water-
less fjord sprinkled with the sun-bloated, beak-pecked, 
fly-harvesting corpses of fish, frogs, turtles, dolphins, and 
sharks. People started to think of him, for the first time, 
as a threat. 

Every day while he was drinking—gulp gulp, glug glug—
he was surrounded by teeth-gnashing protestors, soccer 
moms and baby-bjorn daddies with irate signs and chants. 
The post office wouldn’t process his mail; Trader Joe’s 
wouldn’t sell him his frozen hash browns or tinned dol-
ma; not a soul spoke to him at Russian Language Nights. 
His music career was wrung dead at the neck: his albums, 
released in 2005 and 2007, were scrubbed from Spotify 

(where they had begun to attract a Mansonesque listener-
ship). And when it was discovered that he had acciden-
tally qualified for the Maryland Bar while registering his 
change of address at the DMV, he was disbarred with an 
audible snapping sound (although the record is unclear 
whether he was ever aware of either his meteoric rise or 
fall in the legal field). The city council even passed an 
emergency ordinance banning the sale of all biscuits of an 
excessive dryness, whether restaurant or retail. 

Naturally, Salame was arrested several times for tam-
pering with a public water system. But no matter his place 
of incarceration (including US military prisons on Guam 
and Guantanamo Bay), the Potomac went on receding, 
and the prisoner was always discovered with an impos-
sibly long straw stuck into the grout between the bricks of 
his cell, inhaling mouthfuls like a desperate smoker. Law 
enforcement eventually decided to cut him loose. All they 
had done was waste taxpayer money by providing him 
housing as he drank. 

Meanwhile, in a rushed, graceless pivot, local environ-
mental groups put out public apologies for their Potomac-
conservation efforts of the past two decades, which had 
been famous for rehabilitating a disgusting muck-trap into 
a clean and enticing body of water. They had not meant 
to turn the river into a tasty treat. Likewise, good citizens 
rued every candy bar wrapper, geriatric liquor bottle, sun-
bleached soda can, and used needle they had sifted out 
of the river and environs. Locals began—first as one-offs 
out of anger, and then in organized civic groups—to dump 
their trash and waste upstream of Salame. Great caravans 
of big yellow dump trucks dropped literal tons of salt, bags 
and bags of the pellets meant for water softeners. But no 
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matter how putrid or saline the water became, Salame’s 
thirst did not slack. He drank regardless, double-time 
when it rained. Flooding, among much else, was a thing 
of the past.

Everybody tried some angle or other to stop him. Snide 
dairy men tapped him on the shoulder, bribed him with 
tankards of milk. He would only shake his head, his cheeks 
pouched with Potomac, leaking dribbles of the suddenly 
precious stuff. Wise men came to reason with him, singly 
and in groups, and when he did not listen, they attacked 
him with guns and bricks or with their hands and teeth. 
But they could not pull him away. He crippled them all 
without once dropping the straw from his mouth.

One question fascinated laymen and experts alike: 
where did all the water go? Forget jiggling water weight or 
dihydrogen monoxide-poisoning; anybody could see that 
somewhere there should have appeared another stream, 
as voluminous and forceful as the former Potomac. Head-
lines blared: WHERE IS THE YELLOW RIVER? Locating 
the site of release became the highest priority for Salame-
watchers. He never slipped away from their surveillance—
he never even tried—and there simply was no new well-
spring, no Second Columbia or Neo-Mississippi, certainly 
no American Huang He steeping the watersheds of this or 
any other continent. 

Some of the more spiritually-minded amongst the pop-
ulace came to believe that Salame’s micturition took place 
on another plane of being, in the form of a pure (i.e. wa-
tery, clear, and blue) substance that facilitated transporta-
tion to the divine. Adherents of this new ferryboat-cult 
could soon be found in all fifty states. Another sect, a gag-
gle of Arizonans, preached that Salame was storing up his 

titanic beverage for a future day when he would saunter 
across the continent (In how many steps? Two? Three?) 
and replenish the decimated Colorado from his all-power-
ful bladder. The Hoover Dam would be swamped to col-
lapse, the water table blessed for a thousand years, the Sea 
of Cortez transformed into a great and fecund delta, and, 
in the best judgment-day tradition, no Californian permit-
ted a single drop. In confrontations with the press, Salame 
always seemed the most amused, in the judgment of this 
writer, when asked to ponder other people’s intense in-
terest in his elimination. I don’t like to think about it too 
much, myself, he would say with a tight grin on his face.

Nor could anybody re-create his feat. The poor, wan-
nabe copy-cats who were deluded enough to try—at the 
Potomac itself, at the Nile, at the Cooum—were lucky if 
they escaped dysentery with their lives.

During the height of the media frenzy—that is to say, 
when the river began to disappear from under the eyes of 
Congress, K Street, and the Post—many average Americans 
got it into their heads that Salame’s big drink was some 
kind of protest against the government. Why else pick 
the Potomac, a river without any symbolic connection to 
the American imagination other than our collective civic 
delusion? Such was the logic of these counter-protesters 
who met the anti-Salame demonstrators with picket signs 
of their own, explicitly filtering Salame’s senseless, un-
quenchable, rapacious slurp through muddled ideas about 
income tax and individual liberty.  Oblivious to all political 
viewpoints, Salame rolled right on past Washington, slurf-
ing his long slurf upstream, past all those who cheered or 
jeered him. He didn’t have time for them. 

Frankly, he had a lot left to drink.
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But of course, the whole world doesn’t revolve around 
such a regrettable scoundrel as Joseph Salame. He en-
grossed himself in taking his rubber eraser to a line that 
only he had the eyes to see as aberrant—a task which de-
manded perfect devotion but promised the filling of all his 
life’s hollowness. Yet, his removal of an entire ecosystem 
unleashed a chain of events that grew exceedingly com-
plex in a microscopic stretch of time. The trees that lined 
the riverbanks died and crashed in every direction—the 
forests grew thinner and browner for dozens of miles—
the bald eagles, deer, and squirrels that once thrived in the 
locality were driven away north and south, as if belatedly 
repelled by the Mason-Dixon line. 

Neither did people just sit there gawping at the new 
emptiness, the fresh scar across the land. Once the shock 
wore off, many began to develop motivations and inspira-
tions of their own. Some eyed the new land like slices of 
cake, with the same settler-mindset that had once carved a 
country ex nihilo from the world of the Native Americans. 
These modern Pilgrims swooped into the canyon with its 
rich silt soil and shaded coziness. Thus were new settle-
ments founded, new societies forged in the loamy wake 
of Salame’s super-hydration. To these hard-scrabble vil-
lagers, Salame was only a silent, pre-creative figure, upon 
whom no more thought was to be squandered than upon 
a boulder or a mild earthquake. As soon as the first dwell-
ings were raised, Salame was already beyond examination 
or remembrance. 

Developing the canyon was a controversial practice. 
Those who chose to remain “on dry land” libeled, mocked, 
spat on, militated against those who forged their calami-
tous new beginning down in the ex-riverbed. What the 

settlers found down there only exacerbated the tensions. 
Not just sunken Spanish galleons and shards of indigenous 
pottery—although these items did garner much needed 
capital as museum acquisitions—but secrets united by 
their need to stay buried: epic poems composed by dino-
saurs, Joseph Smith’s rough drafts on lead, woolly mam-
moth algebra, concrete bunkers of extraterrestrials, burial 
mounds of fly-fishermen killed as a simulacra of human 
sacrifice. 

The rest of the country could not remain the same as 
before, either. Even Americans not at all materially affect-
ed by Salame’s guzzling rampage began to reconsider their 
own thirst. It became a virtue to give up drinking as much 
as possible, out of symbolic solidarity with everything 
that Salame’s enterprise offended inside of them. Tea 
and alcohol were foregone. Water was merely nipped at. 
Dairy farms sold all their cows for beef. Cotton-mouthed 
men and women the nation over pricked themselves with 
home IV kits once per day to have done with drinking 
altogether. Others were less literal. They bought fewer 
consumer products, used less gasoline, even drained their 
loved ones’ emotional resources less vampirically.  

This was all so much meaningless noise to our Joseph. 
In the time that others spent talking, Salame became a 
craftsman, a statesman, a dean, a senior executive of his 
singular life task. Even when he got depressed—when he 
started seeing a therapist and would talk for hours with 
her about how he sometimes regretted his watery com-
mitment, how he missed his family, how he realized that 
drinking the Potomac did not make him happy—he did 
not stop. Around when he got to the mountainous pan-
handle of Maryland, the stock to the state’s oddly Uzi-like 
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shape, he lost himself in a spiritual quest of great depth. 
He lived the life of an ascetic, wandering the mists and 
dales of the Appalachians, traversing the minefields of 
his soul, uprooting his conception of the self, and refash-
ioning his understanding of the cosmos and mankind. He 
meditated on the vanity of worldly pursuits and the ir-
reality of all material and consciousness. He renounced 
his short-sightedness and his arrogance and his smallness 
and his meanness. But still during all that time, he did not 
stop drinking. He drank like an engineer. He drank like a 
madman. He drank like a criminal. He drank like a leader. 
He drank like a schlub, like a hired hand, like an artist. But 
always he drank and drank.

Between the day that Salame sucked dry the source of 
the South Branch in Highland, Virginia and the final victo-
ry, the end of all things, when he descended upon Fairfax 
Stone Historical Monument Park to scuff out of existence 
the very inchoate tip of the North Branch, the first depart-
ments of Salameic Studies were inaugurated in liberal arts 
schools and technical colleges the world over. To this day, 
scientists and critics study him as a phenomenon, a plague 
or a gift that came once to the eastern seaboard and whose 
libational heirs could emerge anywhere, anytime again. 
Salame himself, however, is on the record as stating that 
he did not believe that he was some new type of person. 
He was always quite forceful about this. His statement on 
the matter was very clear, if people would only take the 
trouble to parse the record: I am not different from the 
rest, not fundamentally. 

What shall we make of this?
When he finished, on that cold, lonely evening up in 

Fairfax Stone, there was nobody crowded around him. 

Nobody astonished. Nobody angry. Nobody inspired. The 
Potomac had vanished from memory by this time, the for-
mer river having had no effect on anybody’s life for years, 
and so it happened that the actual completion of his proj-
ect was of no public interest. Salame wiped his mouth with 
his sleeve and looked around. He felt a chill. There was no 
liquid anywhere. It is generally accepted that he said: I’m 
glad I did it, but I’m never doing something like that again. 

But I cannot bring myself to endorse the consensus 
view. Not fully. I believe in reality he said something more 
like: I knew from the beginning I should have stopped. 

And truly, beyond the limits of knowledge or desire, I 
believe he could not have stopped. 

As for where he is now, there are only questions. No-
body remembers what he looks like. He might have stayed 
where he was; he might have left. He might have killed 
himself, or he might have died trying. Perhaps he became 
something new, or maybe he was only just beginning. 
Those in the Canyon of the Potomac care not, because 
they live in their ditch, attending to their runes and idols, 
and they will not risk their necks searching for a man who 
does not know what to do with himself anymore.
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J E N N I F E R  R O N S M A N 

Typhoid Mary Bakes a 
Batch of Brownies

The chocolate bleeds across the saucepan. A fat vein of 
butter, a dark freckle of vanilla. Flour, like her own skin, 
unspoiled and pale. The knife through the wandering yolk, 
a newly-born yellow river. The sugar, quickly swallowed. 
And last, the meaty spoils of the walnut tree, buried im-
mediately by the turn of the spoon. 

She heaves the batter into the baking dish. It will slum-
ber in the belly of the oven and emerge something else. 
She licks her lips and considers the silent, delicious trans-
formation.

On North Brother Island, she dreamed of this. The sat-
isfying crack of the eggshells and the productive scrape of 
the whisk. The rush of heat from an open oven door. The 
sharp sting of oil on a hot pan. Not the throaty call of the 
herons and the putrid stench of death.

Go, they said. There is just one thing you cannot do. 
This, she knows, is the one thing she can and must do. 
The sickness marches with her name; she is the disease 

walking.  The cartoons place her at the oven, and from her 
skillet rises a cloud of sinister skulls. It is not the truth she 
believes. 

Upstairs, they are moaning. Swollen abdomens, slip-
pery foreheads, dirty dishwater eyes. 

Time is up. 
She pulls the brownies from the oven. From the over-

turned pan they are born onto a serving plate. She peels 
the paraffin paper from the bottom and cuts the warm 
flesh into perfect strips. Shapely pieces, says the recipe, as 
if these brownies had hips and breasts. 

Deep in her own chest, she feels the rotting mold of 
doubt.

She will leave in the morning. 

Overleaf: Michael Hower, “Green Line.” 
Photograph, 2018.
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M I C H A E L  H O W E R

Green Line
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C AT H Y  U L R I C H

The Empty Above

They tell you that your sister has died, and you are ly-
ing in the bottom half of the bunkbed and looking up at 
the empty space above you and thinking I know, I know, I 
know�

Your sister was born twelve minutes before you were. 
She has always existed in this world before you. You feel 
the minutes stretching out between you, the hours, the 
days. You feel yourself growing older, older, older than she 
ever will.

You have five older half-sisters. They are all beauti-
ful with long black hair. They do the dances at the pow-
wows perfectly. The beads shimmer on the dresses made 
by their aunties. They smoke clove cigarettes, they ride in 
rumble-engine cars with white boys, they walk with deli-
cate deer-foot steps.

They sleep side by side by side on your bedroom floor 
when they come to stay after your sister dies, worn blan-
kets from the storage chest tucked over their shoulders. In 
sleep, their breath goes soft like the morning train when it 
has blown its last warning and gone off around the corner.

You lie in your bed and listen to your five older sisters 
breathe.

Above you, there is nothing.

While your older sisters stay with you, your mother 
makes fry bread like she does for special occasions. Your 
older sisters are not her daughters; they belong to your fa-
ther and his first wife, who died and left them in the care 
of nimble-fingered aunties, we love you like our very own�

She tells them all they’re good girls, good, good girls; she 
strokes her fingers through your long hair when you help 
her in the kitchen. She shows you how to knead the fry 
bread, how to dig your fingers into the dough.

Like this, she says, like this, and everyone tells her she is 
so strong, how she doesn’t cry.

While your mother makes dinner at night, your older 
sisters teach you how to do makeup. They show you eye-
liner and shadow, lipstick and blush. They show you your 
reflection with handheld mirrors.

They say: you’re so pretty, they say: you’re going to be so 
pretty�

Your five older sisters show you the steps for all the 
dances. They promise to bead you a dress for the next 
powwow. They give you Black Velvet sips from bottles 
tucked in the bottoms of their suitcases.

It will numb it, they say, and they are thinking of their 
mother, open-mouthed on the couch when they got up 
that morning, how they went round and round her like cir-
cling aunts, how the oldest called your father (just theirs 
then, their father) still on his overnight shift, how they 
sat holding hands on the kitchen floor till someone came. 
They tip Black Velvet into your bird mouth: It will numb 
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the pain.

They take you outside at night, lie down beside the 
house like they did when they were kids, say look up, look 
up, and the sky is star-filled and lovely, and a plane goes 
overhead all white and red flashing lights, and the roar 
trails after; everything follows after.

AV R A  M A R G A R I T I

Bodies of Water

Bodie says he wants to live in a shanty by the sea when 
he’s a grown-up. Or a lighthouse. He hasn’t decided which 
one yet, but it’s important, he says, the decision. A com-
ing of age. We will be there for it, we assure him. We can’t 
wait to hear his final verdict.

He looks sad, just then. I could be a captain, but I get 
seasick.

We get seasick, too. We say this borderline desperate to 
catalogue some similarities between us. If it’s any consola-
tion.

It isn’t. He’s going to visit the koi people now but not to 
worry, he’ll be home for dinner.

Our neighbors with the koi pond in their back garden 
love Bodie. We’re not sure whether he loves the elderly 
couple or their fish pond, but there’s some love involved 
on his part as well.

Later at night we are awoken by his screaming. We rush 
to the kitchen to find him sleepwalking again. Up on the 
stepstool, elbow-deep in lemony suds as he tries to scrub 
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clean dishes that aren’t there.

Why did you wash them? He cries, he flails.

We say we’re sorry. We forgot he’s sad when he has no 
dishes to wash in his sleep. Once he’s tucked into bed we 
promise many, many dishes the next day, we’ll have guests 
over, remember? He hums and clicks his tongue, and we 
click back, an echolocation that leads safely to dreamland.

The next day the aunties come to visit. We’ve been 
postponing the date for a while, saying he wasn’t ready to 
meet them. Bodie sits on the floor watching TV while the 
aunties bustle about in the kitchen.

I know you said… But him? one asks.

Don’t let him hear you, we say, as stern as we can man-
age under an auntie’s cool stare. He already thinks he has 
to earn his keep.

Another asks, What’s with the suit?

We explain it’s a vintage sailor’s outfit, complete with 
polished silver buttons and a white neckerchief. Like Don-
ald Duck. He was mocked for it back at the children’s 
home, but Bodie is very proud of his suit. Keeps it in im-
maculate condition all on his own, but occasionally allows 
us to wash and press it for him.

Bodie flaps his arms in the living room. He must have 
seen an ad he likes.

The aunties’ eyes bulge. Ichthyic--Bodie taught us that 
word.

We extend plastic smiles that strain our cheeks. More 
sponge cake?

After the aunties have gone we walk to the edge of town 
to replenish our food supplies. There’s a supermarket 
close by but we’re banned for life. The managers aren’t in-
clined to forgive Bodie for freeing the imprisoned lobsters 
from their tank. He doesn’t mind the walk, jumping over 
puddles of rainwater, measuring their depth and width. 
On our way back we buy ice creams from a beach vendor. 
Bodie scours the sand with hands and eyes. He collects 
seashells but only the broken ones. Those that can cut. We 
don’t say anything but we watch, we’re learning.

At home, we put the food in the pantry and he arranges 
his seashells in their glass jewelry box. He handles them 
with surplus care, lifts them to the light like puzzle pieces-
-jigsaw, jagged--only he knows how to fit together.

Look, he says. Look, it’s us.

And we look, and we touch the sharp edges made softer 
by the whorls of his fingertips.
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