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When she caught Gilbert with his mouth against
the Blessed Virgin's nipple she knew he was the one for
her, but how do you tell your closest friend for the last ten
years that you love him? That you're attracted to weirdoes?
Misty was a weirdo, too.
On the same afternoon she realized that Gilbert
was the man for her, the principal of Lemonridge Elementary School, where they both worked, stopped her in
the hallway to attempt to seduce her. His usual method
was to lecture her, a sixth grade teacher, about something
inane like not asking a parent what planet their child was
from—it was an isolated incident that she'd been kidding
about, but the parent hadn't gotten it. Usually her bubbliness was understood and cherished by her peers, students,
and their parents, but not everyone got it. Gilbert, also a
sixth grade teacher, joked that the principal was secretly
wowed by her lack of teaching skills. Her wild classroom
with emphasis on group projects rather than his preferred
lecture/test pedagogy secretly attracted him. Obviously,
the principal enjoyed correcting her, and in return she
never tried any of his suggestions. Luckily, Gilbert flew
under the principal's radar and was well respected by everyone at the school. To Misty's astonishment and jealousy, his students always did their group projects quietly. He
was just that sort of guy.
That afternoon the principal chose to lecture her
on pencil sharpeners.
"Miss Week," he said, "Children must be closely
monitored with pencil sharpeners. Inevitably, they will
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put them in their mouths and slice their tongues off, both
purposefully and accidentally. But these students must
have pencils, every second of the day. Those pencils have
to be sharpened. They can't write with their hands. Are
you following me?"
"I'm enrapt," she said. She was used to him
explaining everything in circles that never connected and
with a layer of condescension on top.
Over his shoulder, she saw Gilbert walk into the
chapel, which had been strictly off limits to everyone at
Lemonridge, students and faculty, for several decades.
It hadn't been used since the school was bought out and
stripped of its religious affiliations for a more secular,
strict administration to help the surrounding lower class
neighborhood. The chapel was the black hole in what
had been for two decades one of the state's most high
performing, well-accredited schools, but there was a
superstition handed down from one administrator to the
next that dismantling the chapel was needless and perhaps
sacrilegious.
Behind him the hallway was very long, the length
of the entire school, and made of dark sandy bricks,
large enough to conjure ideas that something strange
had hauled them into place. The hallway went up a small
incline, and Gilbert looked so small that he walked across
the principal's right shoulder.
"Teachers in my school, Miss Week, must carry pencil sharpeners on their key chains, at all times. I
should cover this at the next faculty meeting. You have a
key to your door, and you have a pencil sharpener. You
must realize, you're responsible for the wellbeing of everybody in that room. When you are teaching, you teach.
You don't let kids out of your classroom so they can run
across the hallway to use another teacher's pencil sharpener." He adjusted his pants while he spoke.
"It's out in the hallway, sir." She kept her arms
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folded across her chest. "Why would there be a sharpener
in the hallway attached to the wall, with a wastebasket
underneath if kids aren't supposed to use it?"
One of her sixth graders had needed to walk off
some restlessness before focusing on her next pre-Algebra
problem. Calculating the area of a triangle was difficult
for some of her students, and Rosey was Misty's slowest
learner. She sent the child to sharpen her pencil and drop
a letter into Gilbert's mailbox. They'd been exchanging
notes that way for years and thought it was scandalously
childish for two teachers to do, but the notes had always been funny and nothing more. But now she was
determined to see if Gilbert felt the same way about her.
She drew a picture of a big pair of lips, wrote "smooch,
smooch" underneath with just her name, and sealed it
with tape. Rosey was supposed to drop it in his mailbox.
He'd sent her a song about kissing algebra equations the
week before—so he'd love it. But Gilbert was a dork, and
though their conversations often turned to affectionate
innuendos, they never became anything more.
The principal caught Rosey in the hallway, and
just the sight of him was enough to make her rush back
to the classroom in tears. Misty assumed that the note
had already been delivered.
"In the future," she said to the principal, "I would
appreciate it if you'd check with me to see if one of my
students needs to be disciplined."
"You are so opinionated, which is why I value
you so much, Misty." He held Gilbert's folded up note. It
never made it to Gilbert. "I feel the same way, my love."
The lips inside the note made a sour pucker.
"You're kidding?" Misty felt it was a sign that Gilbert wasn't supposed to see the note. Surely it would have
ruined their friendship if the note had gotten to him, but
how could she know? Her face betrayed that it was not
for the principal, thankfully only her name was on it.
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"The note that Rosey had was meant for someone else. Teachers are worse than kids, aren't they? I'm so
sorry.
"Of course," he tucked it inside his coat. His
faced turned a deep burgundy that complimented his
tweed cap and brown jacket. "I will cherish this always. I
expect you will take that coaching position I need filled
for girls' soccer."
Misty nodded. She prayed he'd forget the note
and that his pride wasn't too wounded.
After the principal made his way down the hall,
she snuck into the chapel to see what Gilbert was up to in
the off-limits section of the school.
Picking up a cloth from behind an organ with
pipes that nearly wheezed underneath layers of dust,
Gilbert made a slow pan across the chapel. Almost as if
in a trance, he didn't see Misty walk in. The chapel was
very dark, more of the school's ancient brown bricks that
always felt cool to the touch even when standing in the
back of a three story tall room for several hundred people.
The bricks stayed cool despite warm air pouring through
old radiators underneath the windows. She wondered
why no one had turned those off to save electricity. Everything seemed so forgotten that it created its own secrets.
She waved, but he didn't see her. He'd never said
anything to her about the chapel, and previously the
doors were padlocked with a heavy chain around the
spiraling iron handles. Misty doubted that the principal
knew anything about him being there, and she wondered
where Gilbert got the key. Without meaning to spy on
him, perhaps to surprise him a little, she sat down in the
last pew, brushing off dust from the seat and then her
hands. Both she and Gilbert wore the same shade of blue
that day. His blue shirt and gray pants matched her blue
dress and gray tights.
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He unfolded a thin lace cloth and threw it over
the shoulders of the life-size Virgin Mary statue at the
front corner of the chapel. The softness of the lace made
her seem so lifelike that Misty thought he should offer
the lady a chair. The wear and tear on the statue's face
made her features and hair even more lifelike and living,
so close to coming alive with movement and breath. The
chapel was wide and round, and Misty wasn't more than
thirty feet from the two of them, so she saw details of the
statue's slightly crooked smile and deep, realistic crevices
between her fingers, palms up in front of her abdomen.
He adjusted the lace around her shoulders, her blue robe
showing through the open spaces, and cupped her breasts
in his hands. Misty watched as he slowly brushed each of
his fingers, one-by-one, over where her nipples would be,
and then his lips.
Misty looked away. She didn't know if she should
be shocked or respectful of such a private moment. She
wondered about nipples, statue nipples. How lifelike were
a statue's nipples? And a religious figure? Were there rules
about the anatomy of statues? They couldn't be soft. They
didn't yield when squeezed. There was nothing there but
the smooth blue wood of her robe.
A painter, she thought, started with the bone
structure and built from there. Were nipples a part of a
statue's underlying essence? Some statues in other religions are considered "awoken" when they have their
eyes painted in. Perhaps Mary had nipples underneath
her white wooden shift—what in the world was Gilbert
thinking?
After the caresses, he shook out a string of white
Christmas lights and plugged them in a socket near the
feet of the statue, giving the room a sacred glow. He
straightened out the lights and threw them into the air
like a fisherman with a net. They spread out, reflecting
and multiplying in the white rubbed marble of the floor

10

around Mary. After he finished tweaking the lighting, he
readjusted the folded square of lacey fabric around her
shoulders, caressing her breasts in both hands, his arm
around her back, and his chin on her shoulder.
Misty was so jealous, she almost peed the pew.
She snuck out of the chapel and left him alone with his
statue.
After school the next day, Misty waited until nearly five o'clock for him to unlock the doors of the chapel
and go inside again. After playing the chapel scene in
her head over and over again the previous night, she had
assumed he did the same ritual every afternoon, and she
was right. She snuck into the back pew and watched as he
threw the string of lights into the air and adjusted them.
He must uncover her and turn the lights off in the mornings. Misty could only guess how long he'd been doing
this.
Carefully placing the folds of lace exactly where
he wanted them, he covered her with the shawl. Then he
caressed and kissed the nipple-area again, pressed against
her for a moment, not enough to be overwrought, and
then the ritual was finished.
Misty snuck out and took her position next to the
door of her classroom, waiting for him. She listened to
the clicks of the padlock as he shut Mary in for the night.
When he came around the corner, Gilbert saw
her bending over with her mouth against the knob of her
classroom door.
Misty acted so surprised that he caught her—it
was a stellar performance, even better than when she
chewed out a kid for punching a bully when she really
wanted to tell him, "Great job, kid!" She couldn't stand
the bully either, and he got punched on her favorite day
of the year when she taught her favorite poem by Shel
Silverstein, and she couldn't care less if the bully bled to
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death or that she had to chew out a sweet kid for breaking
a school rule even though the punch was justified.
"Misty, are you licking that door handle?"
She looked at him hard.
"I'm fascinated by old key holes. Did you know
there used to be eight-inch long keys for these doors before they replaced all of them? That just fascinates me—
how the little notches fit in the right place, and all the
history here, just forgotten. They just left the old locks on
all the doors and put new ones at the top. Left alone in
the dark."
His face was beautiful to her even in the most
ordinary of moments, but the way it showed his shock
and guilt made her want to cry. He knew she'd seen him
with the statue. Her plan was that transparent. His face
mirrored her own guilt about the things she felt weird
about. How she couldn't look at anything, even her
students without thinking about germs. As a child, she'd
had obsessive thoughts about the tiny things around her
she couldn't see. Any tangible surface had to have many
tiny particles covering it. People were covered in layers
of things she couldn't see. Mostly she focused on germs,
watching them in her imagination move like tiny bumper
cars packed so tight onto the surface of everything, trying
to knock each other off, having little crashes and sharpening each other down to the point where only two are left,
a little like a love story. But there were lots of invisible
things that scared her. Licking the doorknob had been
really difficult, but she'd learn to see the humor in her
imagination rather than let it control her. Her first year of
teaching had changed lots of things.
Gilbert's face revealed his guilt from caressing
the statue's wooden breasts for its pleasure as much as
his own—he wanted Mary to reciprocate and enjoy his
touch, it was that intimate. Blind devotion is never just
for the giver. She thought she'd heard the crack of wooden
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toes curling all the way from inside the chapel. The statue
was angry with her for making a pass at Gilbert. Her
jealousy made the Mary a living enemy, something like
her, but not.
"Did you lick that?" he asked.
"Why would I do such a thing?"
"Are you asking me why you'd lick a doorknob?"
"It feels good," she said. "Wanna try?"
Wanna try?
"There's probably salmonella and excrement on
that door handle."
"I think I'm attracted to being uncomfortable,"
she said. "I've been trying to tell you I like you."
"I like you, too. My grandmother used to do the
same thing, sorta. She'd go out and garden when I was little. My mom had just died when I went to live with her.
I was eleven, and she wouldn't wash her hands that good.
She'd sit in the living room after the sun went down and
chew on the dirt underneath her fingernails. Door handles aren't so strange, I guess."
He gave a little wave and backed down the hallway, then turned and left for the evening. She'd never felt
so alone.
The next afternoon, immediately after the kids left
for the day, the principal was in her room, one foot in the
seat of a mini-chair, elbow on knee.
"Miss Week, have you thought about the mistakes
you've made lately?"
"All I seem to do is think about mistakes."
"I've decided this is more of a problem than I
initially thought. There's no room for being overly tolerant in a school. 'Smooch, smooch,' in your little note.
If anyone found that, besides me, you'd be in handcuffs.
Who knows who you wrote that to? I couldn't protect
you. You'd be a pedophile just for having thoughts about
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smooching in a place where children are cared for."
She knew the principal was a simple man, but this was
starting to creep her out. He had a way of confusing both
students and teachers into the right thing, no matter what
they refused to do or accept. Sometimes he could talk
the most belligerent child into becoming a delight in one
long, one-sided conversation in his office with the door
shut. Not every problem kid, but some. No one, especially Misty, could understand it.
"I'm not interested," she said.
"I'm not asking. We're gonna get through this.
You keep your nose clean, and I'll take care of it, but
I'm taking you out to dinner this weekend. No refusals
accepted."
"I'm busy this weekend." She followed him out
the door. He went the direction of the front office whistling, and she went towards the chapel.
Once again she sat on the back pew of the chapel, hunched down so that only the top of her head came
above the back of the pew in front of her. She got more
nervous and jealous as she watched Gilbert. She was going to have to quit her job. She'd have to make it through
the school year, putting off but not angering the principal
in order to transfer. And it wasn't even Christmas break
yet. Gilbert plugged in the cord to the lights and tossed
them like oversized rice into the air, each one of the
hundred little lights catching in the air, twinkling so clear
around Mary. They were sharpened pinpoints in the dark
chapel.
After he wrapped the shawl around her shoulders, cupped her breasts, then leaned down to press his
lips against the place where a nipple would be, if a Virgin
Mary statue could have nipples, the principal walked in.
He barreled past Misty without seeing her and headed
straight toward Gilbert.
"Mr. Hunt, were you licking that statue? What
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a surprise to find the door unlocked and you exploring.
What is that thing doing here?"
"No one ever used this room. I found her in back
of the old organ pipes with a bunch of trash. It hasn't
bothered anyone."
"Miss Week seems to think you have feelings for
her, but it appears to me you're already involved. I might
be needing your help with her. I had a fetish once, when I
was younger, crinolines. I got hold of a ballerina skirt that
one of my sister's friends left at our house. No one ever
knew I had it, but you've been caught, Mr. Hunt. I never
got caught."
"I'm a good teacher," was all Gilbert said.
"Probably the best at Lemonridge," the principal
walked down the center aisle. "It's time to get out of here
for the day, and you must help me out with Miss Week.
She and I should get to know each other, don't you think?
You two are close friends."
"Of course, I'll tell her you're great. I'm sorry you
saw that. Just help clear things out for the renovation, and
I'll get her cleared out tomorrow."
He betrayed Misty, but the flash of hurt left her as
quickly as it came. She heard such loss in his voice, but it
was just a statue.
"No, Mr. Hunt. I'll have someone remove it immediately. We don't want anyone knowing what's wrong
with you, and that thing is evidence."
The principal wrapped his arms around the
statue's chest, "Doesn't budge." He walked around to the
front of her and placed both his hands on the breasts,
grumbled a little in Gilbert's direction, and tried with the
weight of his whole body to push her over, but she didn't
budge. "We'll just have to chop her up to get her out of
here. I'll go get the janitor; no actually, I believe I'd like to
do it myself. What a hoot to have pieces of Mary in my
next bonfire. I'll go home and get my chainsaw, pop right
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back in, and take care of it myself." The principal's face
looked like a minister delivering souls into the Kingdom
without the help of Mary or anyone else.
"There's no need," Gilbert said. "It's a bit of history. I'd really like to get rid of it for you. Take one more
thing off your already full plate, sir."
The principal shook his head as he left. "We'll
have a new auditorium in a few weeks. I'm so glad you
brought this to my attention. Superstition be damned."
The next afternoon the chapel was empty. Gilbert
had called for a sub sometime after lunch, and the principal was a few feet outside the door of Misty's classroom
every time she stepped out of it, hovering.
That morning, she gave notice that she wouldn't
be returning to Lemonridge next year, and the principal
said everyone would miss her. She went into the chapel
alone that afternoon. The padlock was gone, and the
lights were on overhead, bright lights like a warehouse.
The smell of sawdust hung in the air.
She found a broom and dustpan and swept up
the floor where Mary had been, just a few handfuls of her
left. While she was cleaning up, Gilbert walked in and sat
on the front pew.
"I thought you were gone for the day," Misty said.
"I'm sorry about your Mary."
"You think I'm crazy. I appreciate the door handle
thing, though."
"I'd love to know about your attraction to her."
"I've thought a lot about it, and I just don't know.
I was alone when my mom died. She was sick all my life
and kept me too close to her, too isolated from friends. I
didn't go to real school until I was twelve, after she died.
She had cancer. Gran said that Mary was my mom now,
she'd take my pleasure and my pain."
"You just can't handle a real woman, huh? Or
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something like that."
"Something like this." He draped Mary's lace
across her shoulders and arranging it over her breasts,
brushed the back of his hand across her nipples. They
pressed against each other, and the two soon-to-be
ex-teachers squeezed each other so tight they sharpened.
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Brett Puryear
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She was stark white naked, running through the
woods. A burst of bright light caught her, the moonlight
swollen for one perfect second. She turned, looked over
her left shoulder, her eyes playfully afraid, the side of her
tit pointing to the ground, her thin belly stooped in an
upside-down U. I growled and chased her ecstatically
through moon-dappled trees, the leaves crunching beneath my Timberland boots, my body loose and slippery
from the Evan Williams green label. We crested the top
of a hill and on the way down I could see the lake, the
shining black plain, rearing up vastly out of nothing on
the not-too-distant horizon past the valley at the bottom
of the hill, bigger than life.
The Patterson house lay on the slope facing the
lake. There were still small fuzzy balls of light in the windows. You better try and be quiet, dandelion. The Patterson's dock was very long like a pier on The Gulf, the end
sticking in the great white moon. Her naked ass ran up
the dock and dove off the edge. I sprinted and my chest
hurt from breathing and I shook my pants off while running. Sharp and hot, I ran down the dock. I dove off the
edge. I caught her dog-paddling around and shrieking. I
pulled her in, squeezed her in my arms and wore her out.
Slow motion ecstasy, my hips like a jelly-fish. I am the
Jelly King. I am the dancing King of The Lake.
Milly is my blond-haired sugar queen. I was taking poetry classes; I would tell her that her nipples were
dandelions, lips a honeysuckle bloom. I tasted her honey
all the time. I wore smart clothes, patches on the elbows
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of a thrift-store blazer, crazed pillow hair, and square
black glasses. I walked on down where the sidewalk ran
along the Old Confederate Cemetery on the outskirts
of the University of Chattanooga during Fall, when you
could smell the leaves change as you passed under the
orange and gold trees in the afternoon, smell the dry air,
the burned-smelling leaves, deadening for Fall. My head
clean and sharp and feather-light, her honey on the tip of
my tongue the whole time. I wore a modest layer of beer
fat, all over my body.
That night in the lake my hips screamed, I felt
something so sharp and ecstatic inside her. I had Elvis
Presley hound-dog hips. I was good.
Goddamn it, Bill, she kept on and on. Goddamn
it, Bill. Oh Bill, oh baby.
We both attended the Episcopal Church On
the Lake. The priest was Trussel's daddy. Trussel went to
school with Milly at Sewanee. He was older and had good
brains like Milly. I was in the middle of my renaissance,
a sophomore undergrad at Chattanooga, but my renaissance came late in the game. I never could have gone to
Sewanee. In high school I was a degenerate, I was pre-renaissance Bill. Perhaps because I chased all the wrong
women and had them. I would spend myself and bolt in a
drunken haze, laugh about it with my friends, all of that.
It's Ok to be cruel when you're young and wild. It's Ok to
be cruel when she's not the one.
Milly was Trussel's girl.
Trussel is a tall, thin, smart-looking snoot with
a mop of curly brown hair and a hard, Jewish-looking
face. Wireframed glasses, a graduate student in Theology.
My mom and dad, Father Trussell and Mrs. Trussell, and
Milly's parents, Shane and Loo Dion, were all friends and
cooked out with the other church families. So as kids we
were all pretty close. We hung out in the church group
together with the other old and young children.
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Milly would tell me "you're crazy, you're crazy"—while
playing hide and seek in the dark on Trussell's big property. She'd laugh, tell me to leave her alone. And her and
Little Jim Trussell would run off and do something sensible and I just wanted to keep playing hide and seek so I
could get Milly alone in the dark. The night of the Fourth
of July cookout, when I was thirteen, I saw them together
in Trussell's swimming pool, not doing anything wild. No
tongues lashing or anything. But I was mad, or rather, I
wanted to be mad. Mad and strong, but I only felt low.
They never saw me, I snuck off and walked into
the field and daydreamed scenarios of hide and seek, Milly hiding with me, Jim Trussell saying something mean to
her, and I defending her like the champion I am.
I am the prince. The Casanova King. I am Elvis
Presley's ghost redefined.
We got older. Trussell became taller and smarter
and more Jewish-looking and we didn't play hide and seek
anymore. The older kids from church went to high school
or college and disappeared. They stopped telling me ghost
stories around the fire like I'd always asked them to. We
all stopped playing hide and seek, getting in a circle and
saying bubble-gum, bubble-gum, in-a-dish, how many
pie-ces do you wish. You're it.
I resent the whimsy of childhood and its death.
I spent my whole high school career trying to
ignore her. I made plenty of friends and I didn't go to The
Church on The Lake as often. Mom and Dad didn't seem
to care. For a time they were aggrieved by my post-adolescent incontinence, but they quit expecting me to do right
and caring as much. Mom did cry sometimes, and if dad
got drunk, sometimes he would stand up and call me a
cock-sucker, and the like. But my renaissance did come.
True clearness of head, reformation, real smarts.
I kept her body—a fine nude pearl—on my mind
all the time, all over that campus, I chewed it like bub-
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-ble-gum. I tasted honey all the time. I can taste it right
now, I can smell dry leaves, honey, and clean wind walking along the Confederate Cemetery in my smart, crazed
clothing and the sidewalk fades into the night, the stars
spraying across the swelling purple sky, reflected in the
shimmering black plain up ahead. Walking along, the
sidewalk fades into the Patterson's pier-like dock. I'm
diving. I'm thrashing around the water.
I'm still thrashing around here, deep-water thrashing. Davey Jones's locker in the deep green Chickamauga.
I asked Dad every now and then and he sat there
with the cigar smoke pluming from his swollen lips and
rising and the ice rattling in the tumbler and the smell
of Wild Turkey and him sitting there squint-eyed in
the chair by the fireplace, in an attitude of a most distinguished inertia, mom's footsteps stomping around
upstairs like a reeling muffled percussion —oh yeah oh
yeah they're, you know, on again off again, on again, you
know. They're real nice kids. Real nice kids. That Jewface is lucky, she's a damn good lookin' girl. One day
you'll give anything to be this age again. I know you hear
it from everyone all the time but its true. Shoot, that
Jew-face has him a good-looking girl, gonna make Father
Trussell renounce everything. Give her a few more years
to grow, Father'll throw that purple sash on the ground
and become eighteen again.
The Church on The Lake is an outdoor service
right on the Chickamauga, looking out off the bank and
into a bowl-shaped, blue-green slue. The early morning
dew settles and fog drifts around the service like the
shapeless specter of forgotten sermons. She came home
from her first year at Sewanee, in her smart, hippie-esque
clothing, more supernaturally beautiful than before. She
came into the service with Shane and Loo Dion and right
there in front of God my pelvis became a pulsing white
heat, a real post-pubescent catastrophe. I thought of the
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most graphic, carnal scenarios in my mind while Father
Trussell read The Nicene Creed.
Growing up, women were fifty-fifty on my appearance and personality. But whatever suave and cool I
had, Milly had found it that day. When I saw Jim Trussell
after the service we stood by the bank and he told me:
"She's different now, Bill. She's different, you don't want
to be around her, she's completely Godless now. She has
no religion; she's gone completely wild in her age. She's
undergone some terrible renaissance, just God-awful."
I walked to my car and Milly approached me; she
wanted to hang out with me.
I picked her up that night, and we rode around in
my old, boxy BMW. She pulled a joint out of her purse
and we blew on down the road to Harry's on Main and
drank Evan Williams, took B-52 shots, and talked about
our renaissances. She talked about all kinds of philosophy
I'd pretended to know about—Montaigne and Hume, a
little Nietzsche. She drank me under the table. She flirted
with the bartender. I didn't care, she was with me. We
were back in the car after dark and we kissed as soon as
the doors slammed shut, kissed hard, tongues lashing, all
of that.
From that moment on my mind was a John Keats
poem; all the truth and beauty in the world—my soul
contained.
We rode out and smoked another joint and "Let's
go swimming," she said. "Where where," I said. We
parked on the outskirts of the Patterson property, our
bodies drunk and wild, making love with our tongues,
covering each other with our hands.
"I've been wanting you for a while," she said.
"You're crazy."
"Let's get in the water."
"Going through all these photos brings back so many
amazing memories," said Lu, who appears asleep on a
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"I want you."
"Throw me into the lake and fuck me."
That night, we thrashed around. Eternal ecstasy,
the realized dream. I am in dreamland right now. I am in
dreamland.
Old Tom Patterson came out on his porch with
a twelve gauge shot-gun. We ran up on the bank and
sprinted, naked and laughing, the lightning-fast whimsical ecstatic nonchalance.
The old bastard ratted us out and that's how The
Father found out, how Jim Trussell found out. All of a
sudden Jim wasn't repulsed by her alleged Godlessness.
He became irate, couldn't believe anyone else could have
her. So I avoided the shit out of Jim Trussell. I didn't go to
church the next week. I knew Shane and Loo Dion had
told Father Trussell, asked for his guidance, and I knew
Jim would hear it from his daddy. The church cookout
was the weekend after and , on the advice of my father, I
suspended my cowardice for just that one night. I would
go and I would face Jim if I had to. It didn't matter what
happened, I had Milly's love, told her about her dandelions, her honey-suckle bloom. She reveled in the humor of
it, I reveled in it all.
We shot fireworks that night. Big bursts of light,
big neon weeping willows, rained down on Trussell's big
prairie. We ate grilled hamburgers, hot dogs, baked beans,
and corn-on-the-cob. Everyone drank well and loosened
their joints and lost control of the volume of their voices (I mentioned to you we're Episcopalian). There were
enough people there. I didn't have to actively avoid Jim
Trussell. I could mingle under the pretense of being just
another partygoer.
Jim Trussell and Shane Dion sat and drank heavily together, speaking to each other across a patio table by
the pool, bent low in an attitude of haughty confidentiality. Trussell awarded me intermittent glances of pure and
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undiluted hatred.
I yanked another beer out of a galvanized tub
filled with ice. I wondered where Milly went. I turned
around and Jim Trussell stood behind me.
"You're irate," I said. The eyes were aflame, his
face pulsed with blood-colored rage.
"You're no good," he said.
"Jim, come on. Lets let bygones be bygones, as
they say."
"You're like your father, you're no good anymore."
"My father?"
"He's a drunk."
"You're drunk, Jim."
"Your morality is rotting like your father."
"This isn't about my dad."
"You're Goddamned right it isn't."
"Jim, please. Shut up. Just do that for me, buddy."
He lost it. He didn't even punch me, he heaved
himself onto me, and we fell on the wet, dewy grass, and
rolled around dumbly, like two sad coyotes. But I simply
braced myself. I tightened myself into a ball while he
rolled around with me and pummeled me.
I let him have me. Just get it out of your system,
you sorry Jew-looking, Jesus-freak bastard.
Shane Dion stood and watched. He looked very
pleased. He cheered Jim on: Get him, Jimmy, Get him!
He is filth! Rape his little ass! Hiyah! Then I was struck in
the head by a particularly large corn-on-the cob. Apparently Shane Dion had been carried by some toxic drunken elation. But I respect the man, sire Dion. His seed
created the angel of my soul.
And I stayed in my ball; I couldn't bear the
thought of sustaining this ambush by retaliating; it was
a liberating recession toward the fetal stage, a learned
lessness that kept me sane and balanced. I let Jim wear
himself out.
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But then I broke free. I ran toward the house.
A flush of rage filled my body like hot water
rising. I let myself be defeated and I needed Milly, I
needed her love. I hurried into the Trussell's home. All the
ladies were in the kitchen, Mrs. Trussell holding court in
there, and they all awarded me a unanimous glance. I was
covered in wet grass and grass stains, my face pink and
swollen, defeated. They had no time to inquire. I had to
find Milly.
I looked all over the house, I hurried up the stairs.
Blurred, drunk with rage, drunk with drunkenness.
I opened Father Trussell's bedroom door.
Milly on top of The Father, heaving and wailing.
He lay in the middle of his bed, stark naked with his
hands folded behind his head, grinning brightly like he'd
truly been touched by the divine. Milly faced away from
him, mounting The Father backwards, holier than thou,
her perfect white tits bouncing up and down victoriously.
A raspy wail carried through the room and flew into my
chest like sheet metal tearing. His sash lay draped over an
easy-chair in the corner of the room, crinkled and curving
like a purple-gold snake.
Milly looked me in the eye, but she kept bouncing, and I wept right there in the doorway. I was pathetic,
yet I knew how holy she was. Her white-hot form glistened crystalline, deified.
I bolted—inconspicuously, I'd thought—with my
head held down. I drove home and never told anyone.
And the ecstasy was gone for a while.
Jim Trussell left Sewanee. He'd rather be around
me than her, so he transferred to The University of Chattanooga. However, it did make sense. We were alike, he
and I. She had defeated us both.
At the Church on The Lake, Father Trussell gave
his sermon and I glanced at Jim across the congregation,
sitting on our little wooden benches, the silver fog drift-
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-ing around us, the bowl-shaped lake behind the alter,
still and green-black in the pale morning gloom.
Jim and I were kindred at last and there was a
kinship there with The Father too, although Jim still
didn't know and he probably never will. Father Trussell
was defeated as well, torn apart by wild love, an irrevocable purple sash looped around his neck. Milly had played
us all; we are pawns in her game; we are unable to reach
God.
But now my mind swims in memory, in ecstasy as
I walk along the Old Confederate Cemetery by the college. I glance at the old faded lichen-grown tombstones.
Other souls like ours, perhaps. These fallen men, their
souls haunt the edge of the university, they float into the
trees, gold and orange, burning autumn, winter fading inward. Jim Trussell walks down the sidewalk on the opposite side of the road in the opposite direction. He passes
me, we glance at one another. We purse our lips and nod.
I am in dreamland now. This sidewalk leads to
darkness, the stars, the Patterson's pier-like dock. The
tombstones turn into trees. A pale naked Goddess scurries
among them, spectral and elusive. I am the dream master,
I am Elvis Presley's ghost: the King of Love. I am the wild
beast in the lake, in the midst of the great renaissance.
She is the Dreamland Goddess, the wraith of love's sharp
undertow. The cup of salvation.
Yes, melancholy will come again, in quick warm
gusts, they'll come. I think I love Milly; I've loved her all
my life.
But I am elated now. I am dancing upon the lake
behind the woods. The Skeleton Dance, until the rooster
crows.
I give her all my love; I will never love again.
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A Few Things that
Keep Me Up at Night
Rick Mitchell
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I can see the lines of his face on mine, cutting
deeply into my dry, clear skin; like water, they trickle
down places of least resistance, where the flesh erodes
like red Tennessee clay, washing away with the rest of the
mud, creating lines like canyons carving the flat, smooth
Midwest. A sight so many people mistake for beauty. The
cliffs these wrinkles create darken as they approach the
bone, like leather tanned light brown from the sun, the
cracks holding the last flecks of pigment had when nerves
and blood vessels fed life to the surface.
His eyes, like mine, are green as stained glass, set
deep into the skull, a little closer to the soul than they
should be, glistening with the emotions closest to the
heart, moistened with anger, sadness, and bitterness. I
have learned to hide these, window shoppers disappointed over and over again, the objects on display hardly a
reflection of what we have in stock; what we can order for
you; what we can give to you.
My hands too are like his, skin ripping at the
knuckles from service—to work, family, and friends. The
pores have widened, the first of what will soon become
craters like the moon, wordless testimony of the sacrifices
made for the people we are indebted to. They show our
values and the costs of keeping them. They are unavoidable. They are necessary.
His voice is filled with grit and phlegm, deep
and muddled, measured and flat, rising in tides with his
emotions, should you be foolish enough to encourage
him. He smoked like I smoke. When he was younger, he
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was younger, he sounded a lot like me. More treble than
bass, clearer, but just as steady and consistent. So many
times, I catch myself speaking, the sounds coming from
lips chapped with whiskey, cigarettes, and weed, the
words borrowed from a man who knew so much more
than me; who knew so much less than me.
At twenty-three, my body aches with the coming
rain, the lingering memory of bones broken more times
than I can remember, sliding below the skin, pressing
against all that I am, making it difficult to sit up, to turn
my head, to catch my breath. Underfed and poorly kept,
I have separated myself from myself; the flesh becoming
something like a tool for the mind, always pushed beyond its limits, always stretched and pulled, twisted until
the ligaments snap under the pressure. If only this body
wasn't so flimsy, didn't require so much, I could do anything; I could be anyone; I could be someone else; I could
be less like him.
So many nights, he sleeps and dreams of flying
and I—I lay awake, lucid dreaming, pieces of a memory
haunting me, a memory not my own, one more thing
I inherited from him; a story of a boy who dreamt of
flying, who raised pigeons, who fed them by hand from
birth, nursed them to health with milk and water and
bird feed, protecting them until they were ready to take
flight. He built a coop from plywood and chicken wire,
sawdust and paper clippings littered the floor for nesting
and warmth. Like a good shepherd, he tended his flock,
knowing each member by sight and naming them accordingly, watching them fly every day after school, their gift
of birth his only reward. How beautiful they must have
been, circling the sky, diving and weaving, encircling the
yard in zig-zag patterns, flirting and courting, taking only
one mate for life, death to either one the end of intimacy
forever.
I can see my grandfather, coming to him in a
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drunken haze, his eyes hardened by grim purpose, his
swagger loose, his shoulders raised, ready for confrontation, a shotgun in one hand, a box of shells in the
other; I can hear his voice now, speaking to my father in
harsh, even tones, making an offer more like a demand; a
proposition not to be refused for the guilt it would bring,
"Robert Hugh," he said, "Neighbor's been complainin'
bout those damn birds. Says if we don't do somethin'
bout them lightin' on his roof, shittin' everywhere, he's
gun do somethin' hisself. I told 'era I'd take care of it." he
slapped down the box of shells, propped one leg on his
work bench, laid the shotgun across it and slipped shell
after shell in the loading port, "If you won't do it," he
worked the pump, chambering a round, "I will. You do it
`n this shotgun a mine's yers. It's been in yer family a long
time. What's it gun be?" He held the gun out at arm's
length, his face chiseled from stone. Kill what you love, or
watch it happen. Choose.
He earned his father's approval. He put a bullet
between the eyes of every bird he raised, one by one as
they flew in for the night, standing in the doorway of the
home he built for them, killing every mated pair, every
adolescent, every squab old enough to fly. When none
were left, he went inside and finished off the chicks. He
shot until the box was empty; the barrel was hot; his
shoulder bruised; his face soaked.
"Now it's yours, son." He said to me with a nod.
"Take care of it; it'll take care of you. It's been in our
family nearly seventy years, never had a part replaced on
it. Not a one. One thing you can be sure of—you pull the
trigger, it'll shoot."
I wonder how long it's been in my hands; how
often I've pulled the trigger, killing one pigeon, two pigeons, a mated pair; how long I've smelled spent powder
and pocketed emptied shell casings; how wide the pattern
spread, blanketing everything in front of me in a hail of
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pepper-sized BBs, a puff of feathers all that remains of
dreams dreamt night after night, only to bury them once
again in the morning. How much I will have to sacrifice
before I too have my father's approval? All in the name of
honor, success, and pride—pull the trigger again, watch
as they fall from the sky.
I see him in my nightmares, hands stained red
with killing, so young—so much like me, holding his
father's gun; his father's mistakes—mistakes he inherited;
he emulated; he embodied, all for his family name; all to
become the man his father thought all men should be,
for better—and worse, and I see lines just beginning to
cut into his dry, clear skin; like water, they trickle down
places of least resistance, where the flesh erodes like red
Tennessee clay. He resembles his father so much in this
moment. A sight so many people mistake for beauty.
Burning in those stained glass eyes of his is a
hunger closer to the heart than love, happiness, peace, or
contentment; a devourer, he consumes what he must to
have respect. Respect from his father; his hero; his family,
to whom he always felt a great debt. He would eat his
happiness, his passions, his dreams, his hopes; he would
feed on them, hollow them out for respect—for duty—
for family.
And every morning, when I wake up, I feel the
weight of starvation, crushing the marrow of my bones,
grinding my flesh to dust, spreading me thin across my
own life, and I eat. I eat and I am unsatisfied. I search
the shelves of cabinets, empty the contents of my fridge,
tear apart containers, bags, boxes, cans, and still—I am
unsatisfied. I go to the bar and I drink. I suck the last bit
of whiskey from the cubes. I drink until my wallet is flat
and my cigarette pack is weightless. I wander the city at
night, looking for something that will relieve this manic
tension I feel in my blood. I digest the people I meet; the
friends I make; the women I love. I devour my heart; my
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heart; my happiness; my dreams. I hollow them out for
success—for duty—for my father; my family, to whom I
owe a debt I can't repay, and I wonder if all men live this
way; if it's something in my blood; if I've made a mistake.
I can't help but feel I've not had a choice; that
my father didn't have a choice; that his father didn't have
a choice, and I worry one day I will be a father and my
children won't have a choice either—that I will fail them
as my father failed me. I wonder if we all must kill what
we love—if there is something distinctly human in it.
How could anyone know for sure? It seems the older I
get, the less answers I find, the more questions I have.
There is only one thing I can count on without a doubt:
You pull the trigger, it'll shoot.

of•

On Mana
Gaby Dixon
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"She's scared of you because you're white." My
newly found friend is a toothy eleven-year-old native
named Evelyn. She doesn't try to sugar coat why her twoyear-old sister squirms from my arms, apparently my skin
tone evokes fear in the poor girl. Evelyn is dark unlike the
Indo- Fijians that now occupy the mainland. Her glossy
skin is as brown as a coffee bean and I am white like a
new cotton pillowcase in comparison. During the 1800's,
British colonial rulers benefited from Fiji's sugar cane
fields by importing hundreds of slaves from India. Generations later Native Fijians still inhabit the small outer islands where I now find myself, crouched next to a crying
native, my sweaty shirt clinging to my frighteningly white
skin.
The small island of Mana is part of the Mamanuca island group, twelve miles off the mainland of
Viti Levu with a population of about sixty. I have been
stuck on the island for seven days due to a hurricane, or
a cyclone, which seems to be the term the Fijians prefer,
and Cyclone Tomas has been inching closer and closer
to us for days from the northern capital of Suva. Bosko,
the friendly, chain smoking, Fiji Bitter drinking local,
who has provided several backpackers and I our beds in
his make-shift hostel, says the storms that move slowest
are always the worst. Since no new food shipments are
able to come to the island by boat, we've been surviving
off what the Fiji people call topoi, boiled balls of flour to
create a sort of bread substance with a gooey outside. The
charismatic forty-something native has been attempting
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to calm our nerves all week. First, he attempted to impress us with his spear fishing skills, trudging through the
shallows with his skinny bare legs, piercing the small inedible but colorful fish. Many jellyfish and other small sea
creatures have washed ashore in the froth battered water,
leaving one long running ring around the entire edge of
the island. Since the water has become too rough and the
wind sends the sand into the air, stinging any inch of our
uncovered skin, we make our way inside one of the small
concrete huts only thirty feet from the water. We watch
from inside as Bosko makes one of the younger local men
shimmy up about a twenty-five- foot limbless coconut
tree in order to knock down several of the large dark nuts
that make the palms sag.
When Bosko returns, he is cradling an assortment
of knives and saws in his arms. He grins, showing off
his few remaining teeth, "We're going to make coconut
jewelry." I sit back and look at the five backpackers and
the several Fijians in the room. "I'm glad everyone is here
so you can catch me if I fly away," Bosko says in his thick
accent. We all release a much-needed laugh and several
more natives join us as they finish reinforcing the roofs
with bags of sand and boarding up the windows. Bosko
and his friends are not entertaining us because they're
afraid of getting bad reviews on travel blogs or brochures.
On this windy evening we're simply people, people teaming against Mother Nature, and we're all in it together. In
this moment, the people of Mana have made me feel like
we' re all equals. We know nothing of what each other
has seen or experienced to make us into the people we've
grown to be. They don't know that when I was seven,
I pitched a fit in the middle of Wal-Mart because my
mother refused to buy me the newest line of Fisher Price
dollhouse accessories. Since no boats have been able to
come and go from Mana, Evelyn's family, Bosko, and several others have been generous enough to fix us the topoi
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and keep us company. Before I am off to bed, I peek out
of the open doorway and look through the windblown
trees at the dark, ominous sky that seems to be taunting
even the locals. The blackness reminds me of the dark
water cup my art teacher used to rest her brush in at the
front of the class. Bosko says they've lost their homes in
storms before. Will it happen again, I ask myself as I lay
down on my cot and shut my eyes to the sound of the
rotted door knocking against the threshold.
Throughout the night I wake up several times
from the sound of debris hitting the corrugated tin roof.
As the morning arrives, I open and close my eyes until I
can make sense of my surroundings. As I lift my head, I
notice another backpacker ruffling through her pack. I
turn over in my sweaty shirt and open my eyes again to
see a naked brown blur. Evelyn enters and quickly scoops
up her unclothed little sister, grinning at me. It seems that
we've made it another night. At this moment, I'm glad
that no one can read what I am thinking. Because for a
small second, I actually feel disappointment. Disappointment that I have not experienced something life altering,
something exhilarating. I feel shame as I strap my sandals
on my calloused, dirt- dusted feet where the sun and
straps have worked together to provide me with a crisply
defined tan line. As I make my way to the pavilion where
we usually eat breakfast, I notice bits of debris buried in
the sand. "We kept the alcohol safe!" Bosko shouts excitedly.
With the weather much calmer than the previous
day, Bosko has decided to take several backpackers and
me on a small hike to the other side of the island. There's
a rumor that someone's roof on the other side of the
island had been blown off during the night. We start by
trekking up a small sloped trail surrounded by coconut
trees. Fallen coconuts and brown palms cover the sandy
dirt. The sun in the cloudless sky is beating down on the
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back of my neck but the small breeze provides momentary relief from the thick heat that makes me feel as if
I'm swimming through an atmosphere of warm Jell-O.
We pass the small water tower that provides Mana with
its meager portion of fresh water. There is something
noticeably different about the atmosphere in Fiji. Besides
the blindingly bright, cloudless sky, there're no mosquitos
to pester me. I feel a breeze and look up from my sweaty
feet to see a vast, open beautiful white beach set against
the endless postcard water of the Pacific. The glare from
the white sand is strong and I hear the rustle of everyone's
feet and the water breaking on the shore.
Several backpackers move forward and to the left
from the opening of the trail. They point out a structure
further along the beach and I squint to try to distinguish
the blurred mass. I move slowly through the sand with
my heavy legs in tow and get close enough to the structure to see that it is different than any other on the island.
It almost looks like an old crumbled temple made of tan,
aged stone. Vines climb the rectangular stones and two
glassless window openings sit on either side of the double
wooden doors. The left door is ajar but the large diamond
shaped design that is created when the two doors are shut
is still visible.
I look back and see Bosko standing back with
his arms crossed, taking in our reactions to what we see.
I take a step from the grassy ground to the stone steps.
"What is this, exactly?" one of my fellow backpackers
asks. As we near the structure it becomes clear that this is
not some ancient Fijian temple. The structure is actually
made from cheap, temporary material. I tap my finger
against the "stone." It's hard plastic. "This," Bosko starts,
"is the set of Survivor 2006." Evelyn and several of her
friends from the village walk straight past us into the
structure. We follow behind. There're rusted nails sticking out of fallen boards and the sun streams in from the
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collapsed ceiling revealing old pipes that once ran water
to a small decorative fountain. I can picture the voting
ceremonies on the television. My sandals crunch over
broken glass. Bosko appears inside moments later. "We
shouldn't be in here, it's dangerous," he says. I don't recall
seeing him this serious. Bosko explains that the "Hollywood people" came with boats and cranes to build the
structure then left it here to rot and there had been no
useful materials for the villagers. It seems they didn't
want to spend the money to have the materials removed.
Although the structure is a dream playground for any
kid, it's dangerous. If Evelyn steps on a rusty nail, the
closest hospital is at least two days away by boat. I watch
the children clamber over a railing and hear my stomach
churn. There had been no breakfast. We step back outside
into the relentless sun and the sound of the pounding
waves. "So was the show real? Did the contestants really
survive off the land?" I ask as he hands me part of a coconut he has cut with a machete. I look down at my $60
dollar sandals and begin to eat the white innards of the
coconut. "All bullshit," he says. "They stayed at the resort
on the other side of here. Owned by Japanese." He lifts
his skinny arm and points beyond the rustling trees to a
white roof top, barely visible in the distance. Bosko turns
his glistening back to me and begins to walk away. "Just
acting."

s

I Think About My
Life in Fragments
MarieliGroppe
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I.
I know that in the beginning I spit out my sweet potatoes. And at night my father would sing me a song called
Eternity. Dreams that never end. My sister named her
Barbie Cytoplasm and I put Vaseline in its hair. I lifted
my dress on Christmas Eve because I wanted to feel the
cold. I stamped pennies at museums and hid them in
the space between the carpet and the wall. I left notes to
the people who moved into our first house saying which
parts of the house you could hear from different places
in the attic. I had the same nightmare every time I read
The Jungle Book. In it, I barely escape a kidnapper hiding
in the fountain in an orange-walled mall. I was too shy
to tell my second grade teacher what happened when I
read it. So every time she chose The Jungle Book for our
after-lunch story, I spent each night reading as many
different books as I could before I fell asleep. Flashlights
were hidden from me. Instead, I read in the dark by the
tiny glow of my light-up watch. When I was given big
round glasses from the strain, my sister asked me, "Isn't it
great that now you can see the top branches on those trees
like I can?" I said it was.
II.
Close after the beginning, I thought I saw an angel while
roller-skating around soccer field sidewalks. I sat down
on the grass, used a towel as a blanket, and looked at the
eyes of a cloud with a very defined face. I looked at her
and wished my hair were straight. I wanted a clubhouse
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in my backyard but had to sit in a tree instead. It grew
out of the trunk of a larger one. I carved words into it but
things grew over it. Its leaves looked like twinkling lights
at nighttime during the fall. I missed them in the summer. I had a bag packed to run away but didn't want to
go by myself. I asked my neighbor to come with me but
she said no. I hid in my grandfather's backyard sucking
on sour candy for a few hours until my parents called
the police. My thumb was cut on a can of ravioli and the
scar changed my fingerprint. I held my pencil to my ring
finger instead of my index finger. Most of the feathers in
my pillow have been lost but I still sleep with it on top
of another one. For my thirteenth birthday I got thirteen
packets of note cards.
III.
At the start of high school my confidence was rosy but
translucent. I was sure I could stop a bee from stinging
me by staying quiet. But then, while walking home, I
walked into the stinger of a bee that was hovering in front
of the corner of my eye. David Clay Gully was the first
person I met in my homeroom class. He had textured
curly brown hair and a nervous disposition. He told
me, "I hope we get to see a fight today." I didn't understand. He was the first person I met who enjoyed seeing
violence. I met more. It took me a while to get used to
it. A girl in my art class wanted to fight me because she
thought I was someone else. She found out my school
schedule and waited for me. She reached her hand into a
can full of red paint and threw it at me. Then she threw a
chair. I told her I was so sorry and then asked her who she
was. Her name was Carly.
Our mascot was The Devil and the local churches never
sponsored our teams. I met someone who liked to run
with me. We would jog through wood trails and make up
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songs about the dragonflies we saw. Many of our conversations rhymed. I hated going to craft stores because of
the smell of fake flowers. So did he.
I finally decided to look up the definition of "eternity".
Timeless. It makes no sense. I wanted to love so badly. I
had too much time. I was a good secret keeper. My mother served me so much pasta that anything else lost its
flavor. I snuck into model homes at night. The doors were
always kept unlocked and the refrigerators were always
full of plastic oranges.
I started babysitting a six-year-old boy named Thompson
who lived down the street. He liked snakes and pillow
fights. The first three times went ok. The fourth time he
pushed me off the couch faster than I could block him
with my pillow and he put his tiny hands through the
gaps in my cotton shorts. I didn't call his parents back
after they left a message asking for my help. The following
Saturday his father told my mother I was rude.
I sat on the bathroom floor and water-colored spirals
using my spilled bath water. My neighbor was building
an airplane in his garage and would yell at me. You're
going to have to run faster than that to catch up with
your sister. I learned how to develop film and saved all of
the notes I found on the ground. Unchecked boxes and
poems about being underwater. I ate lunch outside and
when it was cold we brought blankets and wished it were
ok to wear ski masks. When I eat ice, I don't get brain
freezes, I get nose freezes. A few minutes after my grandfather died, the batteries in my grandmother's hearing
aids stopped working. I walked my dogs around the same
loop every day each summer.
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IV.
I'm probably still not quite to the middle but I'm in a
different place. Everything is steeper. Every time there's
been a meteor shower it's been cloudy. Angels want me to
save something for later.
V.
I think about my life in fragments. I don't really do
much in correct form, except for my words. The other
day someone asked me what my life was like now and I
told him there have been three dead plants in my room
for weeks and I still haven't thrown them out. My mother used to press flowers in phone books but never did
anything with them after that. The last time I went home
I found them stacked in the back of our pantry. I think
their color is the closest thing to eternal I'll ever see.
Shrunk, purplish, and stuck between words.

A

Rough Gloves
Case Duckworth
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I lost my hands & knit replacement ones
from spiders' threads, stronger than steel but soft
as lambs' wool. Catching as they do on nails
and your collarbone, you don't seem to like
their rough warm presence on your cheek or thigh.
I've asked you if you minded, you've said no
(your face a table laid with burnt meat, bread
so stale it could break a hand). Remember
your senile mother's face above that table?
I'd say she got the meaning of that look.
You'd rather not be touched by these rough gloves,
the only way I have to knit a love
against whatever winters we may enter
like a silkworm in a spider's blackened maw.
seen through fog—are either completely black, flashes
of pure white light, or blurred beyond recognition. In
addition, the immense gallery features countless images of
subjects blinking or looking in the wrong direction.

Yesterday I Spoke
with an Illiterate
Astronomer
Jaya Todai
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Yesterday I spoke to the illiterate astronomer. We drank
coffee in his living room surrounded by rumors on his
shelves. I picked up the dictionary, his coffee table centerpiece, and told him that these were the confessions of
angels and explained how they use arithmetic to tally our
mortal sums and that this book is how they keep score.
He asked me why I bothered to read those things; they
were gifts he didn't care for but hadn't the time to give
away or to burn. He said he wasn't interested in angels,
and, placing down his mug, gestured toward the darkening window, where his brassy telescope tilted above the
treetops. I peered into the lens and couldn't see anything
but a shimmering cast into the blackness, like a dry spell
hovering over a town, but brighter, hungrier.

The Tranquility Tank
Halley Corapi
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I wanted to float the way my parents did in the eighties,
who had wanted to float the way they read John Lennon did
in the last years of his life, when they were only
twenty-two and younger than I think I've ever been.
My mother longed to be new again. My father
wanted to escape from the strain of his mother's
fear, the pressure on his own father's heart
and lungs, hospital visits and flowers left to fade
in the gray light through blinded windows.
It was the weightlessness he craved, he tells me.
He tells me to go to the tank. He says
I can always go back. He still floats himself
from time to time—it's in the wet corners of his eyes
when he sits in front of the television, the vacant
look he gives the window when I ask him
about love. Sometimes I'll lie on the rough carpet
in the attic nook they saved for me, turn off the light
and breathe to the rhythm of a calm heartbeat.
I do not know and I will see what I saw in the tank—
tunnels, long stretches of asphalt and a dim light
somewhere. Hung from a newborn sweep of sky,
I see everyone who's ever been inside
of me, I feel them all again, I see trees.
A twitch of an eye and I'm floating on glass,
body suspended by cracked mirrors and shattered
windowpanes, broken bottles, their ink-scribbled
messages smudged by five hundred pounds of Epsom salt
and my throat expands and I drink—drink the rainfall,
the Great Lakes, streams winding through pines
down the mountain, the clean steady currents
and I go down, down into the dampened rooms
where I drown a little girl, and every drop
will coalesce to form a wave—now full to bursting,
the excess trickling from one glassy eye.
There is no returning to the womb. There is
There is no going back
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no being born again. There is no going back
to an origin or place when its core is defined
by the unformed me who I will never be again.
We can't swallow the source of our trembling.
The morning light that creeps along the clock
is louder now. I watch my mother shoveling
and packing dark moist soil into the burgundy wax bowl
her sister made for her to carry the things she'd grown.
These are the notes I could never cross out—
the scrape of her trowel and the patter of rain,
the first and last words in every book beneath
my bed, the muted voices in every dream
I wake to then forget but still remember
what it taught. At night, the clean tide shudders
at the thought of my impure white body floating
in its inviolate deep. The rain turns to downpour.
My mother stays. She stays out there
by the coral chrysanthemums, gray shirt soaked
in the time it takes her to snip a dead stem,
time for a daughter to look away because it hurts
to see her sometimes, the way she is now,
planting and nurturing what has no way
to thank her, no will to grow. I ask
if she ever goes back to the tank in her mind,
in her dreams, in the moment my father speaks
to her as if he had never learned anything about her,
or at night when he's hooked up to his breathing machine
and the sound of his harsh exhalations keep her alert
and afraid. She looks away as she shakes
her head. These days she prefers to garden in the rain
when the sun is still out, prefers to be drenched
in the light while her husband and daughter float in the dark

•

I Hate this Poem
Abigail Fletcher
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It is loud and self-aware and fat.
It's a littered Walmart parking lot,
two negative pregnancy tests
in a gas station bathroom,
my itchy reopened stretchmarks,
her painful abortion in Atlanta,
and the lactation that came later.
It's an ache for what should have been,
a picture of the loneliness that's left,
without a single simile to soften the blow.

The Day My Dog Bit
the Neighbor's Kid
Rick Mitchell
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My father gave me a shotgun
The same way his father gave him;
He took me out to watch the pigeons
Be released, saying, "Aren't they
Beautiful? I've named them all.
That one there is Paula, the other
Stacey; Ralphey and Titus."
For a while, neither of us said much,
Just sat together, watching the birds.
I remembered when my father told me
He always dreamt of flying; how he had
Raised birds as a boy. I watched as he
Laid an old 12-gauge across his lap, the
Grip worn to the metal from use—
"Dad?" I asked, but he didn't hear me.
I watched as he nervously fingered the trigger.
He cleared his throat; mine closed up—
"Your grandpa was a good man. A hard man,
But a good one—I didn't understand,
Either. I don't expect you to."
He worked the pump with a sudden jerk.
I tried to swallow, failed, tried again—
"What if I can't?"
His shoulders fell; he took a deep breath,
"You know how long this gun's been
In our family? At least two generations—
Maybe more. My father chose me
To carry it after him—and you
Will carry it after me."
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He handed the shotgun to me, watching
As I held it awkwardly, one hand on the stock,
The other gripping at the barrel. I tried
To hold it to my shoulder.
"It gets easier," he said.
"You'll grow into it."
I couldn't help but wonder, what if
I don't—what if I never do?
"I'll tie him up," he said, his voice thick
With smoke, "you put him down."

'

Lip from Lip
Jared Sullivan
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Tap the roof of the car as you drive through,
disappearing into the earth, slipping through the ridge.
Say aloud- Protect us.
Protect our little sisters from old virgin men,
our terrible mothers, moving under thin nightgowns,
the former soft serve queens, from the black horses
waiting at the gate.
Protect our fathers, now blind, skinned red and raw,
from falling off the deck into the river, silver and heavy in
the moonlight.
Protect the corndogs and tater tots she burns in the oven,
the TV dramas and summers spent drunk by the lake.
Protect hiding in the restroom between features,
planting hairs on our cheeseburgers to get them free.
Protect ice-cream cones that tap dance on the table,
singing us songs about Ferris wheels, old rodeos, and
mockingbirds.
Protect pounding down boil-makers on the patio while
she's babysitting,
baseball games in the spring, the used bookstores she
hates,
and the records I stole from my father, what he calls
western swing.
Protect her burned out Cadillac parked in the drive,
the heart attack she swears she'll have,
eating bacon and eggs in the afternoon,
Please, protect all the bacon and eggs.
Protect the nights we yell at each other in the kitchen
until our throats split and our curses sing like swallows.
Protect the apples I steal just to give her, apologizing, and
the way she cries,
sitting on the edge of the couch, her soft hands against
her soft cheeks.
Protect God Only Knows even though I'm tired of it,
the way she still sings along when we drive,
how I wait on the back porch for her to come home,
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sipping down bourbon and alka-seltzer
until I'm drunk and hot and my chest pools open.
And please crush the rest, pull it wing from wing, lip
from lip,
like the lightning-bugs she presses into her forearm
when I'm out alone and trying to sleep.

A Soldier Marks
His Calendar
Sarah Hall
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He got a letter
once, from his brother with
one semester finished at
that little medical college
up in New Hampshire. It
talked at length, after
requisite pleasantries, about
the cadaver lab every student
takes, usually before
they are ready. It mentioned
the terror you feel at
first incision, the nausea.
It talked of how, three weeks later,
it feels so natural to eat
lunch next to your own
special corpse, the care
taken to ensure no fluids
from your gloves stain your
double-decker sandwich.
His eyes break from the page
only to squint blankly
at the sun. Three weeks.
It is scorching here in the desert
but somehow his sweat is cold
and all he can smell
is formaldehyde.

Abdicate
Caitlin Rice
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I threw my body into the river, near
The broken stones of the Charles Bridge.
The ducks made a maze
Around the ripples that I suggested,
And my hair danced with the
Knotted plaid strap of my sundress.
I choose where my bones lie,
Said the sparrow to the Clock Tower.

Car Keys
KaTosha O'Daniel

69

Gone again.

Word Vomit
Selina Angotti
2011
Plaster, steel, wood,
refrigerator magnets
18"X30"
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Dream Sequence I
J.c. Elise Clark
2011
Digital photography
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The Unknown 5
Ashley Hamilton
2012
Mixed media on board
32"X40"
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Suitcase
Chelsea Couch
2012
Fabric on stretcher
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Long Pool
Chase Long
2011
Film photography
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Apostles Study
Grant Wood
2012
Guache on paper
11"X15"
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Map
Jan Burleson
2011
Burlap, gutter mesh, screen,
copper wire and nails, oil paint
on drywall compound on hoard
30"X30"
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Interview with
Warren St. John
Riley Draper
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Warren St. John is the author of the National Bestsellers
Rammer Jammer Yellow Hammer: A Road Trip into the
Heart of Fan Mania, and Outcast United. Rammer Jammer
Yellow Hammer was named one of Sports Illustrated's best
books of the year in 2004, and ranked number one on
The Chronicle of Higher Education's list of the best books
ever written about collegiate athletics. St. John is a journalist for The New York Times and has written articles for
The New Yorker, The New York Observer, Slate, and Wired.
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How would you encourage student writers to develop
and recognize their own voice and style in their work?
I think you just have to write. It's the same with music
and it's the same with a style of playing soccer. The only
way to kind of figure out who you are is to go do what
you love as much as possible. Take as many writing classes
as you can, write for the school paper, freelance for local
websites or local papers and just do it as much as possible,
because there's no substitute for hands-on experience.
Get feedback from those who know what they're doing,
whether it's your friends or colleagues just listen to what
people have to say about your work and learn from it.
When it comes down to it you have to put the hours in,
the time in the chair as they say.
What do you think is the best way to evaluate criticism?
Criticism is never fun, but it's always better coming from
someone you don't feel threatened by. I always solicit
reads from friends, family members, my wife, and editors
at The New York Times. I try to collate everyone's comments and if everyone is saying that scene in chapter four
didn't make any sense, it's hard to convince yourself that
it does. But other times, as you grow more confident and
more aware of your craft, someone might say, "I don't
really like that scene" and you just have to respond kindly
with, "Well, I do."
What was it like when you first arrived at Columbia University? How did you progress as a writer in that setting?
When I first arrived as an undergraduate as Columbia
I had read everything by Faulkner, and I had this grand
idea of what a southern writer was supposed to sound
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like. After reading my first story my teacher, Raymond
Kennedy, said, "This is the most pretentious piece of crap
I've read in twenty years of teaching fiction." The worst
part was I knew he was right. I felt like I had totally been
found out. I had been caught as the fraud I had suspected
I was myself. And so the experience was really valuable
but deeply painful. Kennedy taught me not be a fake, to
be who I really was—whatever that may be, and write
from there.
How often do you write? Is there a method you follow,
and if so, how does this process help you write better
and more effectively?
I'm working on a new book now, so I've been writing every day. I always write first thing in the morning. I don't
check my email. I try to limit any distractions because
they can really take over your mind. I've learned over time
that when I get up early and get stuff done, that's when
I'm most productive, that's when it's off to the races so
to speak. I'll exercise while I'm at lunch, and get to the
editing process in the afternoon. I know I'll do multiple
drafts, so I'm not hung up on making every single paragraph perfect or even good for that matter.
How important is it for young writers to stay in an
academic setting?
I don't think it's important. It's certainly not bad, but
what you're looking for is experience, and if the way you
get that experience is for working at a local paper or writing your own blog, great. You should be doing that. But if
you're at a university with great teachers and great writers,
by all means, take advantage of it. It's what you're paying
for, but don't be completely reliant on it. At some point
you have to do it yourself anyways.
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You write a good deal about the happenings in the
south. What do you find most unique and special
about culture here. How, in your opinion, does southern culture separate itself from other regions of the
United States?
The south is going through changes now that New York
City experienced a hundred years ago. Southerners are
pretty good at telling it how it is. As a reporter you like
talking to southerners because you're talking to people
that really lay it on the line for you. And then I just feel
this personal connection to the south, and I want to
chronicle things that are happening here. I feel that it's
my home.
I've always been interested in travel writing. When
you wrote Rammer Jammer Yellow Hammer, what was
your method of observation for following around the
Alabama Crimson Tide? Did you take notes along the
way, or put your words to paper after the experience?
I took notes along the way. But the problem with Rammer Jammer was I didn't know what my story was. When
I go to cover a football game, I know what I'm covering.
I know what to look for. But with Rammer Jammer I was
just trying to understand the world. I really didn't know
how I was going to tell that story. Everyday I chased
leads down, trying to find a crazy character. I was really
just desperately trying to collect information. And I tell
myself that I'll just have to sort it out when I get done.
When I got home, I was like holy crap what have I got.
And then backed up and was like what did I just see back
there?
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