
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

I’M NOT PHIL 
And I wouldn’t be lying 

if I told you I had no name. Not 
anymore. I can relate to loss of 
identity because it happened to me 
young, when I was 12, a mere 
child living in Smalltown, Middle 
America.  My prick-of-a-cousin is 
to blame.   

He wore it out. My 
name, that is. He spent hours loaf-
ing around my house that spring 
because we had just gotten cable 
television. During these prolonged 
visits, he would repeat my name 
like some sort of droning mantra, 
the vocalization for some hidden 
eighth chakra in an attempt to rob 
me of peace and enlightenment.   

“Hey, 
Phil…Phil…Phil…Phil…” 

I would turn to him from 
whatever it was that I was trying 
to accomplish at the time and say, 
“That’s my name. Don’t wear it 
out.” 
 This played out ad nau-
seam. 
 But then one day the jerk 
went too far. My warnings had 
fallen on ears that refused to hear 
and a brain that, to this day, re-

fuses to learn from its mistakes. 
What did he care? It wasn’t his 
name or identity at stake. It had 
been evident from birth that I was 
destined for greatness.  The only 
things my prick-of-a-cousin had 
been destined to do were shovel 
shit or shoot a horse.  

On the infamous occa-
sion, I was sitting on the den floor 
assuming a Midwestern Lotus 
Position, munching from a bag of 
Doritos, sucking on a bottle of 
Mountain Dew, watching Trans-
formers.  It was then that his repe-
tition of my name suddenly lost all 
meaning. The word simply died. 
What had been the vessel of my 
being and reference point for hu-
man experience had become a 
meaningless, silly combination of 
simple, invented vocalizations. 
You could practically see his eyes 
bulge from his fat face when he’d 
realized just what he’d done. 
 He sat behind me on the 
chair.  I turned slowly to face him, 
saying with the most ice I could 
muster, “Didn’t I tell you that was 
going to happen? 

I leaped with intent to 
kill. He saw it coming and, in the 
way of all weasels, tried to squirm 
from the chair and away from my 
silent wrath.  I was quicker. I 
grabbed him by the shirt, halted 
his serpentine downward slide and 
pressed his girth deep into the seat 
cushions. I then punched him 
hard in the chest. Shocked from 

the pain and my anger, he clawed 
his way free and ran up the stairs 
shrieking to my mother. Within 
five minutes she was driving him 
home. 
 That was more than 17 
years ago.  My prick-of-a-cousin is 
now a fitness consultant in L.A, 
pulling down $180,000 a year.  
And I live in my mother’s garage, 
unemployed.  No one can help me 
reclaim my individuality: not par-
ents, not doctors, not therapists 
and certainly not my prick-of-a-
cousin. 
 I’m not Phil. 
 How can I reinvent my-
self when I never really had a 
chance to be who I once was? 
 How can I possibly be 
Todd? 
 Or Rich? 
 Leonard? 
 Crispin? 
 Or 
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“MOON FLOWERS” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                    She kept a small green-
house in the tiny backyard.  It was 
bigger than his mother’s utility shed but 
smaller than Ms. St. Louise’s single car 
garage.  On their second night together, a 
month after he’d stepped into her private 
life, she invited him out to see her flow-
ers.  The security system on the green-
house was complicated, two keypad locks 
with alphanumeric codes.  Sensors lit-
tered the entire shell of the structure.  
Black tarps covered all four sides, only 
the angled plains of the roof were exposed 
to the sky.  It was the night of the full 
moon. 
 She took him into the green-
house by the hand, leading him like a 
timid pet.  He couldn’t understand what 
she was showing him.  The room glowed 

with a soft light, moonbeams trapped in 
a glass jar.  The air was moist and 
warm, smelled like earthworms. 
 “Do you like them?” she 
asked. 
 “What are they?” 
 Ms. St. Louise moved down 
the center aisle, between the tiny lights on 
the wooden tables.  She stopped, pon-
dered, selected one of the terra cotta pots 
and brought it back to him.  It was a 
tulip that burned heatlessly, biochemi-
cally like a firefly.  Ms. St. Louise’s face 
hovered above it, delicately underlit.  “I 
call them moon flowers,” she said.  “I 
raise them myself.  It’s my hobby.” 
 Ben ran his fingers down the 
thick petals.  They were cool, soft the 
way his art teacher’s skin was soft.  He 
sniffed his fingertips and inhaled a subtle 
but lingering perfume. 
 She smiled.  “They only glow 
like this at night, growing brighter with 
the waxing of the moon.  They look 
different during the daylight.” 
 “How?” 
 “They’re like carved lapis.” 
 “What’s that?” 
 “A semi-precious stone.  It 
doesn’t matter.  You can only come in 
here with me to see them at night.” 
 She set the pot down on the 
edge of the table, destroying the symmetry 
of the front row of moon flowers.  She 
pulled his shirt off and unfastened his 
jeans, gently pulled him to the greenhouse 
floor with her.  As she kissed his neck 
he knew he loved her.  He loved her 
because she’d taught him how to draw in 
perspective.  He looked everywhere for 

vanishing points and foreshortening and 
converging lines.  His world had become 
3-D; she’d shown him how to find him-
self on the grid.  She’d given him the 
keys to defining his world in both reality 
and in graven image. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SLEEPING HANDSOME 
On the weekends my 

boyfriend Ron sleeps. 
We go out on Friday 

nights and he drinks too much 
because it’s important for a 
man like him to drink too 
much with his friends.  I, his 
very own Cheryl Ann Barlowe, 
watch him.  I am an invisible 
observer in the same barroom.  
It gives me chills to see him 
pour back bottle after bottle of 
beer and shot after shot of te-
quila, as if he’s trying to con-
sume the very waters of the 
earth in my presence.  And the 
way he sucks on a lemon 
wedge after a shot of Jose 
Cuervo, well…you girls know 
what I mean. 

On Friday nights, my 
Ron is a prince ascending the 
throne and becoming king of 
our universe before my very 
eyes.  He swears and makes 
lewd jokes with his buddies 
and shows me occasional 
rough affections; an arm 

around the waist here, a sloppy 
French kiss there, an occa-
sional sharp smack on the rear.  
It’s all so wonderful to experi-
ence. 

When we arrive at my 
apartment in the wee hours of 
the morning, Ron throws him-
self to our mutual bed and 
sleeps.  Sometimes I’m re-
quired to help him to the bed 
from a prone position on the 
bathroom floor.  It’s all part of 
this war he fights with himself, 
this need to show his masculin-
ity to the world, and it touches 
my heart deeply when he re-
veals his vulnerabilities to me 
in our private moments.  
Sometimes his vulnerabilities 
miss the toilet, splatter on the 
floor and bathtub, occasionally 
the walls; but I’m there and will 
take care of everything because 
he’s mine.  And he needs me.   

I clean his chin and 
neck with damp towels and 
remove his T-shirt and jeans.  
My Ron lies naked across our 
bed and spirals into a deep re-
pose that is so complete one 
might mistake him for dead 
were he not snoring.  It’s like 
he’s on drugs. 

In the late hours of a 
Saturday morning, I will awake 

from the edge of our bed and 
he will still be asleep.  He will 
remain sleeping throughout the 
day and into the night.  Occa-
sionally he will stir to pee, 
sometimes making it to the 
bathroom—sometimes not. 

My Ron will sleep 
throughout Saturday night into 
the early minutes of Sunday 
and beyond.  And I will watch 
him: watch his gorgeous face 
slack with peace, watch his 
strong arms and legs change 
configurations across my bed 
as if he’s sending me obscure 
signals from the world of 
dreams.  His broad, hairy chest 
will rise and fall as the tides; his 
rich black hair will swirl and 
twist in the pillow in tantalizing 
patterns.  His sleeping body is 
living art, my eyes the paint-
brush and my heart the hand 
that wields it. 

Sometimes as I ob-
serve my sleeping Ron, the 
phone will ring.  It will be my 
father.  My father speaks and 
he says terrible things about my 
Ron, calls him “bum” and 
“drunk” and “goddamn loser,” 
as if he would just as soon rid 
my world of meaning as he 
would an annoying fly or his 
own recurring hemorrhoids.  



 

 

My father is the monster who 
would destroy my prince as he 
sleeps unknowing, vulnerable, 
within a cocoon of his own 
alcoholic sweat and a cloud of 
stale tobacco smoke. 

My father will say 
these terrible things and ad-
monish me to leave, but I say I 
will not do that.  My father will 
never understand what I’ve had 
to endure to secure my Ron’s 
affections.  He will never know 
the wedge—small as it is—that 
I’ve had to meticulously force 
between him and his friends to 
make a small place for myself.  
He will never know how many 
other girls I’ve had to repel 
with prejudice, some of them 
my very own girlfriends since 
childhood.  My father will 
never know the lengths to 
which I must go to bring my 
Ron back from moments of 
seduction and temptation by 
the evils of a world that means 
harm to the strong, handsome 
things that dwell here.  He will 
never, ever know of the long 
nights I’ve spent scraping to-
gether money to post bail 
against a cold, unfeeling sys-
tem. 

Come Sunday after-
noon, I will reach the limita-

tions of my wanting.  I will 
stand over my Ron.  I will de-
sire to run my fingers over his 
hard chest and shoulders, to 
tickle the hairs of his stomach.  
I will be greedy for that part of 
him, will want to take him in 
my mouth and then mount him 
and ride him to the ends of the 
earth.  And in my desire I fan-
tasize that this time his seed 
will take purchase within me, 
begin its miraculous growth 
and thus seal our union com-
pletely. 

But I dare not disturb 
his immaculate slumber.  He 
will need all his energy come 
Monday when he will again 
arise by my nibbling at his ear.  
When he will again seek out 
work, but only after a pot of 
coffee and a pack of cigarettes.  
And maybe a beer or two. 

He is my man and I 
am his woman.  He is my Ron 
and I am his Cheryl Ann.  I 
must be all things to him: 
friend, mother, nurse, protec-
tor, confidant, lover.  In return 
he gives me the greatest gift of 
all: his corporeal presence in 
my apartment and my bed.  I 
will never leave him nor will I 
be negligent in my weekend 
vigil over him.  I’ve worked too 

hard to secure him; I’ve come 
too far.  I’ve melded myself too 
much into his personality for 
me to allow any separation. 

This makes it all the 
more difficult come Sunday 
night, when I really need to go 
to the store for bread and 
shampoo. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WEEKEND EXCURSION 
A young man approaches me 

on the boardwalk.  He smiles and 
says, “Hi, remember me?  I’m 
your cousin.” 

But I don’t recognize this 
person.  I warily take his hand give 
the shake only one pump before 
letting go.  

“Beautiful day today,” he 
says, snorting in a lungful of briny 
air.   

“Yeah, it’s fine I guess.”  I 
watch him out of the corner of my 
eye. 

There’s a minute of silence 
before he says, “Say, there’s an 
ancient city that I’d like to see.  I 
read about it in the paper—it’s like 
a historic site.  It’s only a half hour 
from here and it’s open today.  
You want to go?” 

“Not really.” 
“Aw, come on.  It’ll be fun.” 
“No thanks.” 
He snags my upper arm.  

The grip is tight; so is his smile.  
“Come on, I insist.  I’ll pay.” 

We drive away from the 
coast in his dented blue Festiva.  I 

continue to watch him from the 
corner of my eye.  He whistles 
atonally for the first five minutes, 
which spurs me to make conversa-
tion.  Anything but that damn 
whistling.  “My mother has two 
sisters and a brother,” I say.  “And 
my dad has a brother.  Whose son 
are you?” 

He waves his hand dismiss-
ively.  “Yeah, one of them.” 

I sit back in my seat and say 
nothing for the rest of the trip. 

We arrive at the historical 
site and enter through the turn-
stiles under the GRAND OPEN-
ING banner.  My cousin fumbles 
with his pockets.  “Oh, shit.  I 
forgot my wallet.  Can I pay you 
back?” 

I slam the 40-dollar admis-
sion fee down on the ticket booth.  
My cousin takes a visitor brochure 
from a display and we walk out 
into a vast sandy expanse.  Cyclo-
pean stone structures spread out 
their enormous bases and disap-
pear into the cloudless blue sky. 

My cousin reads the bro-
chure as we walk among the edi-
fices, occasionally filling me in on 
his new nuggets of information.  
“Says here that this city was lo-
cated on Mars.” 

“The planet Mars?” I say. 
“Yeah, that one.  Says it was 

discovered by the first privately 
funded expedition to the red 
planet.  It was transferred back 
here to earth brick-by-brick and 

meticulously reconstructed over a 
period of twenty years and at an 
expense in excess of 3.6 billion 
dollars.  It appears here just as it 
did on its home world.” 

Every time my cousin reads 
something from the brochure, he 
touches me on the spot on my 
arm where he grabbed me on the 
boardwalk.  Each time he makes 
contact, I feel more and more 
peculiar. 

“Says here that they call the 
place ‘Cydonia,’ but no one knows 
what it’s really called.  No one has 
successfully deciphered the ideo-
grams on the pyramids.”  He 
touches my arm.  I begin to pour 
sweat. 

We walk into the shadow of 
a six-sided pyramid.  As far as I 
can tell, we’re the only visitors 
here today; I haven’t seen a single 
person aside from my cousin and 
me.  My sweating is becoming a 
problem, as I’ve soaked through 
my shirt.  Though the air in the 
shade is still hot, a chill overcomes 
me. 

My cousin touches me and 
says, “Says here that NASA still 
denies this city’s existence.” 

My stomach begins to twist 
in knots.  I say, “Oh, good god…” 
but the word god trails out ragged 
and sounds like “gaaaauugh.” 

His fingers dance over my 
bruised biceps.  “Says here that 
they are unable to determine how 
old the city is because none of 



 

 

their dating methods have been 
conclusive, but they give it a wild 
guess of between 50 million and 
half a million years.” 

His fingers touch my arm 
again.  I vomit into the sand.  My 
shoes are wet.  

“Says here that the founda-
tion stones for this pyramid weigh 
over 60 tons apiece.  What do you 
think of that?” 

“I think I’m dying,” I man-
age to squeak. 

My cousin flips over the last 
page of the visitor brochure, scans 
the text and says, “Ah!  Okay, 
right here it says, ‘some people 
experience severe physical side 
effects on their first visit to the 
ancient city.’ ” 

I want to die now.  I crum-
ple to the ground, gripping my 
roiling gut.  I have no more per-
spiration to sweat out.  I shake 
uncontrollably, my teeth chatter.  I 
want to talk but all I can do is 
moan. 

He continues to read the 
text.  “ ‘These feeling of distress 
can be reversed by descending 
into the center of the six-sided 
pyramid, designated on the map as 
‘Pyramid C.’ ”  

The side of my face is 
pressed in the searing grit, and I 
watch my cousin walk around the 
side of the pyramid.  He stops just 
before he disappears around a 
corner and yells back, “Hey, the 
entrance is right here!”  I watch 

him run back to me.  He grips my 
arm—the same place he snagged it 
on the boardwalk—and I heave 
yellow mucous down the side of 
my face. 

He says, “It looks real dark 
in there, man.  You can go in 
alone.”  

My cousin’s drags my limp 
carcass through the sand.  I see 
the dark, rectangular aperture in 
the face of the edifice.  He hoists 
me to my knees.  “There you go, 
Cuz,” he says.  Then he shoves me 
forward into the blackness. 

It’s cool and quite in the 
shaft, and I crawl along the nar-
row pathway.  It’s all hard stone 
and gritty sand.  I can feel the 
downward angle.  A breeze wafts 
up from deep in the shaft.  I crawl 
for what seems forever until I 
decide I can finally find my feet.  
The nausea is waning and the fe-
ver chill abating.  I stumble on 
weak legs down farther into the 
bowels of the ancient city. 

Far away down the shaft I 
see a faint, green glow.  There is 
only the noise of the breeze and 
my heart pounding in my ears.  
The wind grows stronger as the 
green luminescence grows 
brighter.  Something about the 
light bothers me.  It’s like it’s alive.  
I can feel sadness and loneliness 
emanating from it the closer I 
approach. 

Now the shaft is filled with 
green light.  The wind is so strong 

I can barely struggle against it.  A 
high-pitched scream fills the nar-
row shaft suddenly and everything 
fades to black.  I slump to my 
knees again.  I pass out. 

I come to in a bed in an un-
familiar room.  My cousin smiles 
down at me.  “Wow!  You were 
out for two hours!  I was worried 
about you.”  His face hovering 
over mine causes my gorge to rise. 

I sit up in the bed.  “What 
the hell happened to me?” 

My cousin looks up at the 
ceiling with an innocent look, tap-
ping his fingers on his knee.  “I 
have no idea.” 

There’s a silence between us 
as I shake my head in disbelief.  
He finally looks me in the eye, 
leans forward on hands that strad-
dle me on the bed.  Our faces are 
inches apart when he says, “I’m 
going to level with you.  You were 
actually out for two days.  And I’m 
not your cousin.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE FORCE THAT SETS 
THESE IN MOTION 

PART I 
               I’m the one who’s 
supposed to kill Bernardi.  I know 
this one thing, always have.  that’s 
the point.  As for everything else, 
I’m drawing a blank and, oddly 
enough, this inspires in my a sense 
of deja vu.  I’ve been through it all 
before.  How many times is im-
possible to gauge. 
 I know who I am, I feel 
comfortable in this skin, but I 
can’t remember my name.  I get a 
sinking feeling and a curious 

thought runs through my head: 
This is getting old, all these setbacks. 
 Lapses of time, memory, 
life.  The confusion and disorien-
tation are overpowering, and I 
must go though a ritual I’ve most 
likely performed in the past.  I 
close my eyes and say aloud 
 This is what I know: I must 
kill Bernardi.  Bernardi has a protector.  
I am in a prison. 
 Focus.  It’s a wonder I 
can stay sane under these condi-
tions.  I open my eyes and check 
myself over.  I wear a stained T-
shirt, pants with muddy knees and 
no shoes.  The cell I inhabit is 
actually a small wooden shack—
like a child’s playhouse—with 
faded, peeling green wallpaper.  
The warped floorboards creak 
beneath my shifting weight.  On a 
knit rug to my left is an empty 
porcelain plate and a sauce pan 
filled with rusty amber water.  On 
the wall to my right is a window 
with no glass.  It is covered over 
in chicken wire.  There is a crude 
shackle around my left ankle, a 
length of chain extending out 
through the barred door and 
spiked to the ground roughly five 
feet away.  
 I pry at the shackle with 
my soiled fingers.  Strong.  I test 
the chain’s links.  No give.  But 
when I go over to the door, I no-
tice that the wire holding it in the 
frame twists and breaks easily.   

 Suddenly, a memory.  
Someone will be coming soon.  
Coming... or returning?  The 
jailer?  An executioner? 
 The slightest push and 
the barred door falls into the grass 
outside.  It’s more an idea of a jail 
cell, and sometimes that’s enough.  
This time it’s not. 
 I step over the door, 
toward the spike fixing my shackle 
to the ground.  I begin to dig 
around it, pull at it, work it side-
to-side.  But it won’t budge.  It’s 
buried deep. 
  

*                *                 * 
 
 I sit in the cool grass, 
calm myself.  Survey.  Rolling 
green hills, husks of dead trees 
close by.  In the distance, a copse 
of live trees flanking a creek.  
Hoof imprints texture the soft 
earth and petrified puddles of 
manure spot the field like organic 
land mines.  Signs of cattle, but 
not an animal to be seen.  Beside 
the shack sits a scarred rocking 
chair.  The sun is a deep orange, 
almost ember red, sinking to the 
horizon.  Evening cool wafts over 
me. 
 A figure is approaching 
(returning?).  I’m not frightened, 
but expectant.  There is a funda-
mental reason for this, but it 
eludes me.  This person (jailer? 
executioner?) must know what I 



 

 

have to do.  There is no other 
reason for me to be imprisoned. 
 I wait.  The figure is now 
discernible in the near distance.  A 
large old woman in a cornflower 
blue dress.  A crocheted shawl 
sags off her shoulders and she 
hobbles slowly toward me on an 
aluminum cane. 
 I can now make out the 
details of her face.  She smiles at 
me with a grin that reveals her 
partial bridge.  The smile is warm.  
No malice emanates from her. 
 Am I being rescued? 
 —How the world has 
changed, boy, she laughs through 
the grunts marking her progress.  
She finally settles herself into the 
rocking chair.  I notice for the first 
time that she carries a canteen.  
She rests it in her lap with her 
cane.   
 She glances over at me. 
 —Nice to see you up 
and kicking. 
 —This is a poor excuse 
for a jail, I say. 
 —I’d have to agree. 
 —How do you expect to 
keep people in, old woman? 
 —Can’t answer that, boy.  
Not my jail.  I thought it was 
yours. 
 —Mine... 
 —Yep.  You left yourself 
an easy way out.  That’d be the 
kind of jail I’d build for myself. 

 She pulls her shawl over 
the flab of her upper arms, begins 
to rock gently.   
 —But I’m still chained 
here, I say. 
 —Don’t have to be.  It’s 
your choice. 
 I stare at the old woman.  
She looks away from me, toward 
the setting sun, chin held high as if 
watching the world down the 
bridge of her plump nose. 
 —You’re not real, I say. 
 —As real as I’ve got to 
be, she retorts with a phlegmatic 
chuckle. 
 Her deeply tanned face 
wrinkles in complex ways, 
matches the ancient wood of her 
rocking chair. 
 —How..., I begin.  But I 
have no thought to finish. 
 —The world, how it is 
changing, she says to the horizon. 
 —I want off this chain. 
 —Don’t blame you one 
bit. 
 —Stop... messing with 
me.  I want off now. 
 She turns to look at me. 
 —You thirsty, boy? 
 We’re playing a game (?) 
and I don’t know the rules.  I fol-
low her lead. 
 —Yes, I’m thirsty.  Not 
sure how long it’s been since I’ve 
had a drink. 
 The old woman un-
screws the canteen’s cap and 
drinks from it.  Smacks her lips.  

Wipes the dribbles from her chin.  
I wait for an offer that isn’t forth-
coming. 
 I trudge back into the 
shack, dragging my lead behind 
me.  I take the pan of rusty water, 
come back outside.  I tip it to my 
lips. 
 The water is acidic and 
leaves the taste of metal in my 
mouth.  My throat clenches, and I 
double over in the grass, trying 
with all that I am not to vomit. 
 I hear the old woman 
laughing.  I look at her through 
burning watery eyes.  I see her 
motioning for me to approach. 
 She dips her hand into 
the pan, and for a moment, the 
water is clear.  She brings a palm-
ful to her mouth and sips it.  She 
sighs through a another wide grin. 
 —That’s pure heaven! 
 I look in the pan.  The 
water is again rusty. 
 —There’s something 
about you, boy..., she says.  Water 
saves, but it saves you in a differ-
ent way.  Only the man who 
builds his own jail can hold the 
key. 
 I crawl back from the 
rocking chair and sit on the grass 
with my pan of rancid water. 
 —Think about it for a 
while, she says. 
 There is silence, but my 
mind is overloading.  The bounda-
ries are separating and I no longer 
care if this is real or a dream.  



 

 

They mean the same thing to me.  
I’m lonely.  I venture a question. 
 —What’s your story? 
 She looks at me with a 
knitted brow. 
 —You don’t know, boy? 
 —No memories... I have 
no memories, woman.  Vague 
impressions, mostly.  I had to have 
been born, stands to reason.  Had 
a life.  Maybe a few. 
 What possesses me to 
express this final detail? 
 She leans on the rocker’s 
arm, toward me. 
 —Feels like you’re meet-
ing yourself for the first time? 
 —More like running into 
a friend you haven’t seen for years, 
and they’re recapping the high-
lights of their experience, but you 
can’t seem to match images with 
what’s spoken.  It’s too abstract.  
Like a code.  Like another’s inside 
joke. 
 —So, you’re friends with 
yourself, then? 
 —No.  I have a task. 
 —Boy, we all have tasks.  
That’s no big thing.  Just some 
people never find out what they’re 
for. 
 —Before they die? 
 —That’s old thinking, 
Boy.  Everything’s changed. 
 —You keep saying that. 
 —It’s true. 
 More silence. 
 The early evening sky is 
lit with a quiet fire. 

 Then it happens: A film 
clicks in my head, a memory fills 
it.  I gasp with the pain as colors 
explode, voices chitter  and warble 
in staccato rhythms, and emotions 
lap in waves against the walls of 
my physicality.  For a brief mo-
ment, I’m human, and with it 
comes the remembrances and 
sensations of that state of perpet-
ual pain, and I think 
 How amazing that we crea-
tures can exists in this agony of aware-
ness for so long we seldom notice it for 
what it is: Ice and fire.  The mind’s 
needling.  The sting of contact.  The 
raking of microscopic particles over the 
tongue, throat, and lungs.  The jolt and 
madness of firing neurons.  Automatic 
and spontaneous expenditures of raw, 
refined energy.  Slaves to a bloody sponge 
that will not sleep until the final sleep. 
 The moment subsides.  I 
force speech. 
 —I remember a child... a 
little boy.  He’s by a stream, look-
ing at me with green eyes, and 
there’s wonder in those eyes.  I 
feel a woman—an impression—
but it’s just the boy and me by the 
stream.  He grabs my hand.  I feel 
close to him.  Tears run down my 
face... 
 —That your memory, 
the old woman asks. 
 —What? 
 —Could be false.  
You’ve got to watch for that. 
 —False... or another life.  
I think I’ve had many lives. 

 —Well, if it ain’t the 
original EveryMan. 
 —When you can’t trust 
your own mind, who do you be-
lieve? 
 —The task at hand. 
 —Who’s giving the or-
ders?  God? 
 —Forget God, boy.  He 
let the dog off its leash.  That’s old 
thinking. 
 —The world has 
changed. 
 —You got it now. 
 I consider my distorted 
reflection in the sauce pan’s amber 
fluid.  Memory afterglow sparks a 
base instinct.  I’m inspired. 
 I pour the water on my 
shackle.  Smoke, acidic hiss.  The 
metal dissolves into rolling beads 
of mercury. 
 I’m free. 
 The old woman nods 
and smiles. 
 I stand and walk away, 
toward the lush trees.  The trees 
by the creek.... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

“SETTLING” 
 
 

a 
 
 

fragment 
 
 
 
            “Did you just settle for me?” 
she asks apropos of nothing and out of 
the blue. 
 Though she is more beautiful 
than I am handsome, she is the insecure 
one in our coupling.  And when my 
entire body responds to her impromptu 
interrogation with a silent, screaming 
“Yes!” I can’t blame her. 
 My instincts say yes, because 
I still think of the other—the one I 
always considered my one great love.  
The tiny firecracker with butterscotch 
hair and a taste for the hard stuff and 
useless education... 
 
(gap of unknown length) 
 
 ...And then my mind’s truth 
clicks in.  It’s not her you don’t want to 

give up, it says.  It’s youth.  She was 
your youth and you are not a young man 
anymore. 
 I have settled, but not in the 
way my wife means it.  I have settled 
with her, not for her.  This could never 
have happened with the tiny firecracker 
with butterscotch hair.  Only with the 
woman who sits beside me, the one who 
is more beautiful than I am handsome, 
the woman who eagerly awaits my reas-
surance. 
 This is the woman who I even 
dared imagine spending the rest of my life 
with.  With her, I have a house, not a 
low-rent walk up.  Before, I wandered 
the dark corners aimlessly, now I have a 
vision and can hear callings when they 
are uttered.  She and I showed each other 
right and wrong again, after a long dark 
absence of such ideas.  We learned to-
gether that the fighting and arguing will 
always happen, but it doesn’t signal any 
kind of ending.  We created a daughter 
and two sons together, created a family 
where our individual families had been 
absent.    Together, we have tempered the 
self-destructiveness and have chosen to 
build something better than what stood 
before.  With my wife, I no longer drink 
heavily or do drugs.  With her, I’m fit 
and feel alive.  And, where the unbear-
able anticipation of reuniting once held 
sway with the other, there is now with 
my wife a constant knowledge that I am 
not alone, even when I cannot see or 
touch her. 
 The “Yes!” is just youth not 
wanting to die.  I tell my youth to calm 
down, relax, collect yourself and think it 

over.  You want to stay, and I don’t 
particularly want you to go.  Without 
you, I wouldn’t now be here.  But you 
have your place.  You are no longer a 
first concern.  I have something better 
now that keeps getting better all the time.  
You, on the other hand, became only 
more disappointing, more unmanageable 
and obsolete to the days coursing by.   
 In the quiet hours when I am 
alone, I tell my youth, we will reminisce.  
We’ll share old stories over a beer—but 
just one—and you’ll drop that old 
yearning ache into my heart again, but it 
won’t feel as anguishing as it did the last 
time.  And each time we meet, the pain 
will lessen by percentages.  Because youth 
is not as attractive as what I have now.  
Youth is for my children to experience, 
not for me.  If I claimed it for myself, 
then there would be nothing of it for 
those who need it.  They would have to 
take on what I would reject.  But they 
won’t have to do that—because I know 
right from wrong. 
 My wife continues to sit, 
waiting for my answer.  She hits me on 
the shoulder like she’s wont to do when I 
pause too long.  She knows I’m carefully 
selecting my response, and this is not 
what she wants.  She wants the visceral 
reaction.  The immediate bellow of un-
civilized emotion. 
 “Well?” she says.  “Aren’t 
you going to answer me?” 
 “Maybe you and I should get 
out of the house for awhile, just the two 
of us.” is my response. 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

THE  

MADNESS  
OF 

KENT GEORGE 
          We called him Uncle 
Kent though he was only re-
motely related to those of us in 
the Bainwright family.  He was 
more of a distant cousin, but 
sometime in the recent past 
he’d been a great uncle to 
someone, and since Second 
Cousin Twice Removed Kent 
didn’t roll off the tongue, eve-
ryone was content to call him 
Uncle Kent.  He, in his way, 
had seemed to like it as well. 
 But it was about six 
months before the Bainwright 
family reunion that people 
started to notice a change in 
Uncle Kent, some unsettling 
shift in his personality.  Of 
course, this year’s reunion was 
organized by none other than 
Yours Truly.  I’d assembled the 
list of siblings, cousins, aunts, 
uncles, grandparents and corre-
sponding spouses and placed 
all the calls.  I even sent out 
some truly charming reminders 

to everyone—eggshell white 
cards with blue ribbons en-
twined in a bouquet of raised 
tiger lilies—and  complete with 
a map to the city park that my 
son had downloaded from the 
Internet.  The rumors about 
Uncle Kent’s deteriorating 
condition reached my ears as I 
plowed my way through the 
phone list.   As is usual with 
rumors, most of the details of 
exactly what was wrong were 
inconsistent and seemed to 
grow in severity by leaps and 
bounds the further down I 
reached into the Bainwright 
family.  I’ve never been one for 
rumors; it’s true that I’m gen-
erally known as the family’s 
peacemaker and am only com-
fortable dealing with folks face 
to face, where they can share 
their side of the story.  My 
husband Perry says it’s some-
thing to do with a personal 
abundance of empathy on my 
part.  It’s helped our marriage 
get through some rough times 
and has saved a few of my sib-
lings from years of silence and 
hurt feelings.  I feel blessed to 
have such a gift with which to 
mend our familial wounds. 
 So when the day of the 
reunion did arrive, I resolved 

to sit and talk with Uncle Kent 
and “get a read on him,” as 
they say.  Trying as hard as 
possible to disregard the tales 
creeping through the grape-
vine, I called Uncle Kent him-
self to invite him to the reun-
ion.  It didn’t take long to real-
ize the worst to be true.  He 
didn’t even sound himself over 
the telephone line.  I, as had 
the rest of the relatives, became 
very concerned.  I told him I 
wanted to spend some time 
together, just the two of us, to 
catch up since it had been most 
of a year since I’d last seen 
him.  He said that he would 
appreciate that, that of course 
he would attend.  But I could 
tell from his tone that he might 
not have really meant it.  I de-
cided not to jump to conclu-
sions, though, and gave him 
the benefit of the doubt.  Still, 
our brief conversation had 
bothered me.  My instructions 
to the others on how to deal 
with his decline was simply 
this:  Just act like everything’s 
normal.   
 We couldn’t have 
asked for a nicer day, either.  
Early summer can go many 
ways, but this time it went 
every way right.  The sun 



 

 

warmed the grass and your face 
and a cool breeze kept down 
the perspiration.  The rain of a 
week back had dried enough so 
the ground wasn’t muddy and 
the humidity was low.  There 
wasn’t a cloud in the sky.  And 
mother had made the park 
something to behold.  She’d 
come out six hours early and 
had scrubbed all the grills and 
picnic tables until they were 
like new.  She’d even washed 
the Styrofoam plates—twice.  
All of the napkins were folded 
into beautiful swans and glued 
to the plates with a single daub 
of glue from my hot glue gun.  
Each swan napkin was exactly 
the same—she’d used a ruler to 
make sure of that.  She’d even 
groomed the grass of the entire 
park with a clever device she’d 
made from a meticulously-
sanded broom handle and 
three hairbrushes.  Simply 
breathtaking. 
 I wore my new yellow 
sundress even though, being a 
43-year-old mother of two, it 
didn’t seem quite appropriate 
to do so.  I know it’s a bit 
gauzy and the spaghetti straps 
are quite revealing, but I’d 
fallen in love with it at the 
store, and I think my body’s 

held up quite well, all things 
considered.  Besides, Perry said 
if I wanted it I would have it, 
and he’s always been skilled at 
providing the things we need 
and want—including many 
items for which we'd never 
expressed a desire. 

My mind was made up 
to wear the dress when he said 
to me, “Rochelle, you are my 
shining sun.”  Perry’s such a 
romantic. 
 Amazingly, all Bain-
wrights were in attendance: 36 
adults and handfuls of blos-
soming children.  Everyone 
seemed to be having a good 
time when Uncle Kent’s new 
silver convertible pulled up to 
the curb.  I could sense a grow-
ing tension in the air among 
the gathered family members, 
but it appeared that everyone 
would follow my advice and act 
as if everything was normal.   
 Uncle Kent had never 
been capable of owning a car 
before (much less driving one), 
and this was the most convinc-
ing indication that something 
was truly the matter.  I watched 
from the lemonade cooler as 
he crossed the street and made 
his way across the park.  His 
skin was clear and tan, free of 

even the lightest stubble.  He 
ran a comb through his wind-
blown gray hair, revealing a 
neat part I’d never known was 
even there.  He wore a green, 
pressed gingham shirt and tan, 
pleated trousers.  He smiled as 
he passed members of the fam-
ily, though I intuited that it was 
forced as his movements be-
trayed a latent fear.   
 Instead of approaching 
him right away, I decided to fill 
lemonade cups and observe for 
awhile.  I watched Uncle Kent 
smile and nod to my sister 
Jenna and my aunt Silvia.  He 
then made his way to the table 
we’d set up with roast beef 
sandwiches, relish tray and a 
giant bowl of fruit salad.  I 
continued to study, imagining 
myself the Bainwright version 
of Margaret Mead or Jane 
Goodall, as he took one of the 
Styrofoam plates mother had 
prepared.  Uncle Kent admired 
the swan briefly and then 
pulled it gently from its adhe-
sive moorings.  He stuck the 
napkin in his shirt pocket and 
began filling his plate, starting 
first with two sandwiches then 
loading on some Spanish ol-
ives, carrot sticks and deviled 
eggs.  He topped his medley 



 

 

off with three slices of fresh 
pineapple and a few chunks of 
cantaloupe.  I covered my 
mouth and nose in an attempt 
to hold back tears.  It was 
much worse than any one of us 
could have imagined.  Still, I 
stayed put and continued to 
observe. 
 Uncle Kent made his 
way to an empty picnic table 
and ate his meal in silence.  He 
spoke to no one and no one 
approached him.  He paused a 
moment, got up and went over 
to another table where he 
grabbed a handful of potato 
chips.  He returned to his plate, 
dropped the chips beside his 
remaining sandwich and re-
sumed eating.  I couldn’t stand 
anymore, so I grabbed a cup of 
lemonade to take to him, as 
I’ve found it good to have a 
pretense before addressing 
delicate matters such as these. 
 Half way to his table, I 
was struck hard in the hip by 
little Tyler and was knocked 
from my feet.  Tyler, his pro-
tective helmet securely in place, 
tumbled down onto me and 
the cup of lemonade flew from 
my hand into the grass.  I 
struggled to sit up, but Tyler 
wrestled and wriggled over me 

relentlessly.  At six years of age, 
he was stronger than he 
looked, and it soon became 
apparent that he wasn’t going 
to let me up without a struggle.  
I placed my hand on the center 
of his helmet and shoved him 
away, but not before he’d man-
aged to entangle the tie of one 
of my dress straps in his fist.  
He yanked back, shrieked his 
familiar cry, and my strap came 
untied.  Luckily, I managed to 
cover myself before half my 
top fell away, as I knew Cousin 
Ival was nearby, and the sight 
of naked flesh would cause him 
to hamper my advance on Un-
cle Kent even further.  Little 
Tyler leapt finally to his feet 
and torn away, crushing the 
Dixie cup that had held the 
lemonade meant for Uncle 
Kent. 
 Quickly as possible, I 
tied my strap and returned to 
the lemonade cooler to fetch 
another cup.  By the time I’d 
managed to right myself and 
head back to the picnic table, 
Uncle Kent was gone.  I spot-
ted him strolling toward a gar-
bage can, his empty plate in 
hand.  I changed direction to 
follow, quickened my pace. 

 But I didn’t get far 
before mother stopped me.  
Familiar tears of distress ran 
down her face and left trails in 
her makeup.  She chewed at 
nails already bitten to the 
quick.   
 “They’re tramping 
down all the grass,” she 
whined, rubbing my arm three 
times with her left hand then 
tapping her forehead on my 
shoulder.  “I’m ready to clear 
all these people out and brush 
the landscaping again—it’s all 
wrong now.  And my plates!  
They’ve ruined the plates!  
Look at all the mess on those 
plates, Rochelle!  Now I have 
to get them out of the trash 
cans and wash them all again.  I 
don’t know what the hell I’m 
going to do about the nap-
kins…I mean, they absolutely 
have to be folded correctly.  Darn, 
darn, darn it all…”  Mom 
tugged at her hair firmly, loos-
ening another clump from an 
already bare patch of scalp. 

I patted her raw, 
scoured hand consolingly.  She 
drew it away from me and held 
it at arm's length from her 
body.  “Now I have to go wash 
again…”  Mom ran off, taking 



 

 

care not to step on anyone’s 
shadow. 
 I looked over the park 
for a sign of Uncle Kent, and 
spotted him endeavoring con-
versation with my grand-
mother, the last of the great 
Bainwright matriarchs.  I hus-
tled to Grandma’s sealed, port-
able enclosure as quickly as I 
could while holding a full cup.  
Despite the cool breeze, I was 
beginning to perspire.  Luke-
warm lemonade sloshed onto 
my fingers and the back of my 
hand. 

As I approached, I 
could hear Uncle Kent at-
tempting to speak with 
Grandma through the small slit 
window in her enclosure’s 
door.  Her plywood box was 
just big enough for her to sit in, 
and had remained strapped to 
its hand truck incase there was 
need for quick removal to safer 
quarters. 

“Say, Brenda,” I heard 
Uncle Kent say to Grandma’s 
slot, “Why don’t you come on 
out and give me a hug?  It’s 
been ages since I’ve seen you.” 
 From her window, I 
heard Grandma’s shrill retort.  
“What’s the matter with you, 
Kent?  You want me to suffo-

cate and die in all that polluted 
air?  I’m not coming out there 
just to have something fall on 
my head or to get hit some out-
of-control automobile!” 

At least that’s what I 
think she said.  It’s hard to 
make out anything coming 
from that box of hers. 

Grandmother Bain-
wright snapped her window 
shut, and with that I knew the 
day was taking a turn for the 
worse.  Cousin Ival slunk up to 
Uncle Kent, dropped his trou-
sers and exposed himself.  
Kent stepped back at the sight 
of Ival’s distorted genitals, 
shielding his eyes with his hand 
and saying, “Sweet Jesus, Ival, 
put that thing away already!  
There’s woman and children 
present!”  It didn’t take an ex-
pert to gauge Uncle Kent’s re-
action as simply abnormal.  He 
was a sick man, no two ways 
about it. 

After much struggle, I 
finally managed to get within 
ten feet of my ailing relation.  I 
reached out with the lemonade 
to offer him a drink and a 
friendly ear, but my husband 
Perry was there and—quick as 
a flash—swiped the cup from 
my hand.  Perry continued to 

walk past, tucking the lemon-
ade under his arm.  I reached 
over, grabbed my husband and 
asked him to please give back 
the lemonade. 

“What lemonade?” 
was his response, feigning ig-
norance.  He then bent close to 
my ear.  “Hey, dear, I’ve got 
something for you.”  He pulled 
a huge, faux-pearl costume ear-
ring from his pocket.  “I got 
this from your sister Joan—
right off her ear.  And,” he 
fished in his other pocket and 
freed a bite size Milky Way bar, 
a Star Wars action figure and 
three Popsicle sticks, “I took 
these from some of the kids.”  
I reached out to take Perry’s 
acquisitions.  He smiled and 
said, “There’s a lot more where 
this came from, dear.  I noticed 
Randal’s got a new watch.  It’s 
just a cheap plastic digital 
thing, but I’m going to get it.  
Just you watch.”  My husband 
went off on his never-ending 
search. 

I’d lost sight of Uncle 
Kent, again.  I now had no idea 
where I might find him…this 
is, until I heard the sudden 
commotion.  
 “DO YOU SEE 
WHAT YOU DID?  YOU 



 

 

STOMPED ON SQUIRREL’S 
ANTHILL!”  It was gruff re-
buke that resonated across the 
park and out through the entire 
neighborhood. 

It had to be my 
brother Donald.  A quick sur-
vey of the grounds and my 
suspicion was confirmed.  A 
clearing had opened in the 
middle of the assembled Bain-
wrights, and I could see that 
Donald had Uncle Kent by the 
throat, his other arm drawn 
back and threatening to strike.  
Uncle Kent stood frozen, his 
eyes locked on the impending 
fist.  It was clear that Ugly 
Barnabus was on display right 
now, and would beat Uncle 
Kent bloody if the situation 
wasn’t diffused tactfully. 

The incident was easy 
to piece together. Uncle Kent 
had stepped on a colony of 
ants that Squirrel had been ad-
miring.  Squirrel was a three-
year-old mute girl that had an 
intense love of all insects.  Ugly 
Barnabus was Squirrel’s protec-
tor; if anyone happened to 
threatened Squirrel’s personal 
space, Ugly Barnabus came to 
her rescue.  The results often 
left the offender with a broken 

limb or at the very least a split 
lip. 

“Donald,” Squirrel, 
Ugly Barnabus, and Vulva Vul-
garian (who hadn’t appeared 
today, and rarely showed her 
face during the daytime) were 
the reasons why my baby 
brother was so special to me: 
he was, as father had always 
said, four siblings for the price 
of one. 
 Uncle Kent attempted 
to talk his way out of Ugly 
Barnabus’ wrath.  He struggled 
for breath as he croaked, 
“I’m…sorry…  I 
didn’t…see…the anthill…  
Take it easy,…Donald…” 
 “How ‘bout if I stomp 
all over your head, huh?  How 
‘bout I come over and trounce 
all over your home and see how 
it feels?  You made Squirrel cry, 
and no one makes little Squirrel 
cry, ya hear?  Now you get 
yours, Uncle Kent…” 
 Quietly, slowly, I ap-
proached Donald from the side 
and spoke softly into his ear.  I 
assured my brother that I 
would sing “Itsy Bitsy Spider” 
with Squirrel later, if he would 
let Uncle Kent go.  Barnabus 
considered it for a moment, 
consulting with Squirrel while 

still holding Uncle Kent’s 
windpipe in the cage of his 
rigid fingers.  Eventually his 
grip eased and he said, much 
calmer now, “Yeah, she’d like 
that.  Squirrel wants you to sing 
the song.  She won’t cry any-
more if you sing her the song, 
got it?”  I smiled and reminded 
Ugly Barnabus that I always 
kept my promises. 
 He released Uncle 
Kent, whose purple lips now 
gasped for air.  He staggered 
away from my brother and to-
ward the street. 
 I followed, urging him 
not to leave.  He waved me 
back, struggling to make words 
through his bruised throat.  
“Back off, Rochelle,” he 
growled, “I’m going home.” 
 The subtext of Uncle 
Kent’s words hurt me deeply.  
It was clear he was not just 
leaving the reunion, but by im-
plication leaving our lives en-
tirely.  But I knew that what he 
most needed was not the isola-
tion he now sought.  No, Uncle 
Kent needed family at his side 
in this, his greatest time of 
need.  I was disappointed that 
none of the other Bainwrights 
had joined me during this test 
of our familial bonds, but I for 



 

 

one would not shun Uncle 
Kent.  What he needed most 
was humanity and empathy—
not rejection of and by our kin.  
Because we are family.  And 
without family, a person has 
nothing to which to cling. 
 I would not give up 
while there was still a fleeting 
chance, so I followed him as he 
struggled to his new converti-
ble.  I watched him as he 
walked away.  He’d filled out, 
was no longer skinny and pale.  
He hadn’t exhibited a single 
burst of sudden weeping.  He 
hadn’t accused anyone of try-
ing to kill him or implant his 
brain with tracking devices.  
Our poor Uncle Kent was no 
longer a danger to himself or 
others. 

I was sure that my 
niece Margot's rumor was true:  
Uncle Kent was on some kind 
of drug.  Maybe even a few.  I 
suspected neuroleptics like 
Haldol or Prolixin, along with 
the countless possible other 
pharmaceuticals used to com-
bat the myriad side effects.  I 
could no longer fight the up-
welling of emotion and my 
tears flowed freely.  
 Uncle Kent had made 
it to the door of his car.  I fol-

lowed only to the edge of the 
street, where I stopped.  A gulf 
had separated us, and the 
physical one was the least pain-
ful but no less difficult to bear. 

Uncle Kent turned to 
me and said, “For the first time 
in my life, sweetie, I’ve got it 
together!  Look, I’ve got a car!  
My own place to live!  I’ve 
started a business and I’m 
thinking next I’ll get married!  
It’s a miracle, and my eyes are 
open and seeing clear!  This 
family needs help, Rochelle.  I’ve 
tried to put a good face on it.  
I’ve tried to act like everything 
was normal.  But I can no 
longer stand being a part of 
this bullshit!” 

I begged him please 
not to curse.  As much as I felt 
for him, I couldn't stand the 
intentional use of swear 
words—the coarseness and 
vulgarity adversely affected my 
empathy with his personal 
plight.  It was my singular gift, 
and I didn't want it to fail at 
such a crucial juncture. 
 He got into his car, 
fired up the engine and ex-
claimed, "I'm on top of the 
world, and you're the frickin' 
Addams Family!" 

As I stood alone on 
the curb, I knew there may be 
hope for him after all, slight as 
it was.  He was now exhibiting 
delusions of grandeur, and for a 
brief instant I caught a glimpse 
of the Uncle Kent we'd always 
cherished.  There were cracks 
in this alien veneer after all. 
 He held his head high, 
gave me a sharp karate-chop 
wave and pulled away from the 
curb.  There was no way to tell 
how long he would last out 
there, on his own and in such a 
bad way.  I knew I’d failed in 
my secret mission to mend this 
broken link in the Bainwright 
chain.  Still, I would never give 
up on him returning to us, and 
thus getting a second chance to 
coax him back into our loving 
fold.  Anyone foolish enough 
to experiment with them even-
tually fell off their meds.  And 
when he fell, I vowed to be 
there to catch him and cushion 
the impact. 

As his car receded 
down the street, I called out to 
him, “Good luck—bastard—
Uncle Kent!  I’ll pray for—
cocksucker—you every day!  Just 
know the family is—jerk-off—
always here for you!” 

 



 

 

 
 

 
 

WHAT TREES HAVE DONE 
 
 

1. 
 

Who I Am 
I am Dennis.  I lived on 

what would have been a farm but 
for the fact that there was nothing 
there.  No cows, hogs or chickens 
in the barn, stalls or coops.  No 
crops in the field beyond the 
north fence.  A skunk resided in a 
flaw in my home’s foundation, a 
pest that had never been destroyed 
or otherwise gotten rid of.  I lived 
in the house with my uncle 
Wendell.   
 I do not remember if 
Wendell was the brother of my 
father or the brother of my 
mother—both passed—or if the 
appellation of uncle was bestowed 
upon him as a statement of his 
power over the house and my life. 

Wendell invented per-
sonal items to be sold at the mar-
ketplace down the winding dirt 
road into town.  Wendell has in-
vented many interesting devices to 
improve lives. 

At the marketplace 
Wendell often traded his inven-
tions for the inventions of others, 
which is why when we returned 
home and pooled our resources 

we had very little for food and 
other items that would improve 
our lives.  Aside from the newly-
acquired inventions, that is.  Up to 
this point, very few of his acquisi-
tions had been edible, and of 
those, very few actually could be 
kept down without inducing vom-
iting and diarrhea or temporary, 
yet dramatic, motor-function de-
cay. 
 
 

What I Made 
 I built homemade chess 
sets.  I created the chessboards as 
well as the chessmen.  Some sets 
took months to finish while others 
took merely hours.  Each were 
signed and numbered and ap-
peared as conversation pieces in 
many homes—both poor and 
fecund alike—throughout the 
surrounding counties. 
 Wendell played chess 
and tested every new chess set I 
created for flaws or awkward play.  
Our living room was filled with 
chess sets—on the floor, on the 
bookshelves, atop the radio cabi-
net, on TV trays, on windowsills 
and even the coffee table I built 
before I took up making chess 
sets.  At any given time, Wendell 
maintained anywhere from ten to 
seventeen concurrent games in 
varying stages of engagement. 

He critiqued my boards 
and pieces as the games pro-
gressed, sometimes complaining, 

“This one is too loud,” or “The 
pieces are decomposing,” or 
“These pawns smell as if they in-
tend to kill me.”  Wendell’s feed-
back was crucial to the successful 
creation of an endearing, hand-
made heirloom chess set. 
 When games were com-
pleted, I listed his comments on 
the slate board under columns of 
Pros and Cons.  If a game was 
found lacking, Wendell and I took 
it to the smokehouse which we’d 
converted to a kill shelter (to 
dampen the silent noise) to put 
them to a swift end.  Each assem-
blage was different, no two alike 
or made completely with the same 
materials.  Therefore, different 
methods of destruction were re-
quired.  We tried to do the job as 
swiftly and painlessly as possible.  
At our disposal were various gar-
rotes, spikes, hammers, bludgeons, 
knives and a shotgun.  Occasion-
ally (though thankfully rarely) we 
would misjudge a chess set and 
silent screams were emitted, caus-
ing nose and ear bleeds in Wendell 
and myself.  We were only human, 
after all.  Neither the surrounding 
homesteads nor the skunk in my 
home’s foundation had been af-
fected by these shrill expulsions, 
though, since the silent screams 
cannot pass through cured wood, 
of which the kill shelter was made. 
     After a successful kill, the chess 
set was ground into its most basic 
components and was used appro-



 

 

priately around the home.  Never 
was any portion of a dead chess 
set recycled for use in another.   
     Those chess sets that survived 
Wendell’s play criteria were treated 
as viable product and were thus 
wrapped in newspaper and depos-
ited into cardboard boxes to be 
loaded onto the cart bound for the 
marketplace.  I sold these at my 
table in the marketplace, setting up 
two or three on the table as a way 
of drawing people’s interest and 
showing off my handiwork.  They 
sold very well. 
 

Uncle Wendell’s Play Criteria 
Holistic: 
 1.1.) Do the accumulated 
objects work as a simple time dis-
solving machine? 
 2.1.) Could the accumu-
lated objects conceivably be util-
ized for other purposes (such as 
listening devices, potency en-
hancement instruments or life-
death crossover facilitators)? 
 3.1.) Is there a unified 
theme in the construction that 
could provide necessary insight 
into the essential nature of the 
materials used to construct the 
objects? 
 4.1.) Could a thinking 
creature get lost in there? 
 
Specific: 
 1.2.) Does the chess-
board conform to known physical 

laws of inanimate, non-moving 
matter? 
 2.2.) Is the color scheme 
of the chessboard in direct har-
mony with conventional cone-
and-rod eye function? 
 3.2.) Do the chessmen 
speak words?  Shout?  Cry?  
Laugh? or otherwise emote? 
 4.2.) Do the chess pieces 
disintegrate when not under con-
stant surveillance? 
 5.2.) Do the chess pieces 
grow, change shape or conform to 
the hand when touched? 
 6.2.) When examining 
the fine detail work of the pieces 
and board, do I immediately un-
derstand that the person who cre-
ated this set means me harm? 
 
 

What I Learned From Chess 
I, Dennis, had learned 

nothing.  I had never played chess.  
I was not a hero, just an artisan. 
 Only Wendell had ever 
played in our living room, carrying 
on ten to seventeen simultaneous 
games against himself on any 
given day. 
 
 

What A Chess Set Is 
 A series of objects used 
in tandem to absorb time and 
stimulate complex, strenuous mo-
tionlessness. 
 A board, consisting of 
eight rows of eight squares, total-

ing an area of 64 squares, alter-
nately pigmented dark and light. 
 A product of my voca-
tion. 
 Two sets of sixteen chess 
pieces.  One set is pigmented dark 
and plays defense.  One set is 
pigmented light and always sets 
the play into accelerated mo-
tionlessness.  (This is sometimes 
confused with slowness.) 
 Eight Pawns:  Children 
thrown to the wolves.  Orphaned 
and left in the care of an uncle. 
 Two Knights:  In no way 
resembling the horse heads tradi-
tionally used to represent them.  
They have only peripheral vision 
and love and hate indiscriminately. 
 Two Bishops:  Blotters.  
Consumers.  Oafish and over-
dressed.  Contrary. 
 Two Rooks:  All give and 
no take.  Sad. 
 One Queen:  Breathless.  
Annoyed.  Dominant.  Paranoid 
and passive-aggressive.  Pliable 
and transparent. 
 One King:  Tunnel vi-
sioned.  Televised.  Mocked and 
humiliated.  When he falls, uni-
verses end.  God’s autopsy. 
 A Ouija board controlled 
by the living.  A parlor trick pos-
ing as an heirloom and/or conver-
sation piece. 
 A simple machine with a 
complex function utilizing human 
thought as a substitute for an out-
side power source. 



 

 

 The tangible and specific 
venue for a game an uncle may 
refuse to teach a nephew. 
 
 
What I Used To Build My Chess Sets 

 Boards were usually cut 
with a saw and sanded.  The 
checkerboard patterns were either 
etched or painted.  The pieces 
were either carved or, in specific 
instances, poured into latex molds 
using a silicon release agent for 
easy removal. 
 Materials:  Plaster, glass, 
polyurethane resin, slate, canvas, 
stone, concrete, India ink, spray 
paint, permanent markers, Plexi-
glas, stain, acrylic pigments, lac-
quer, tin, aluminum, steel, brass, 
Sterling silver, cotton cloth, fiber-
glass, leather, bone (found animal), 
ceramic tiles, Formica, but mostly 
wood.  Wood to carve the pieces.  
Wood to construct the boards. 
 Wood is a flesh that is 
dead but does not give off the 
stench of decay.  Its screams are 
silent.  Silent screaming and un-
scented decay are defined as 
“character.”  And if there’s one 
thing a homemade chess set must 
have in spades, it is character. 

Wood is a flesh that cannot be 
eaten.  It can be chewed, and do-
ing this allowed me to glean a 
deeper understanding of its nature.  
I liked to have a mouthful of pulp 
as I carved a chess set from wood.  
It taught me the secret forms, the 

curves and planes hidden inside an 
unworried block. 

Wood is a dead flesh that 
may acquire a new life, and often 
does.  Wood is the skeleton of the 
worlds we build.  Wood is solid, 
malleable and porous like living 
bone.  Wood is everything waiting 
to be born.  Wood can be easily 
stained in dark pigments, then 
lacquered, producing a very earthy 
and therefore real chess set.  
Cured wood stanches the silent 
screams of dying chess sets.  
Pulped wood makes excellent 
paper, like the newspapers and 
cardboard boxes in which I trans-
ported my chess sets. 
 And as I have come to 
understand, wood is the flesh of a 
thinking and breathing thing.  
Wood is control. 
 
 

What I Found At the Marketplace 
 I would rarely see my 
uncle Wendell from my table at 
the marketplace.  He wandered, 
pulling his cart of inventions, 
looking for other inventions wor-
thy of trade.  He never traded his 
inventions for garden fresh vege-
tables, cured meats, eggs, bread, 
hand-dipped homemade choco-
lates, clothing or baking soda-
based hygiene supplies.  These 
things were only obtained by the 
exchange of the money I earned 
from selling my chess sets. 

 When Wendell would 
meet me at the end of the day, he 
would bring with him the new life-
improving inventions he had got-
ten.  There was the hair restora-
tion cap.  There was a longevity 
potion derived from rattlesnake 
venom, the Jacobsen Family Se-
cret mixture of herbs and grain 
alcohol.  There was the True 
Breath salve, to be swabbed at the 
back of the throat.  There was the 
cold boiler.  There was the tele-
scoping cane pistol for the lame 
person’s self-defense.  There were 
bromides, elixirs, contraptions, 
traps, tinctures, technology wands, 
devices and artificial life quality 
enhancers. 
 There was also at that 
time the silent noise reader.  
Wendell said, “This will come in 
handy when testing the chess sets 
under the play criteria.”  My inter-
est was piqued and he demon-
strated the reader for me.  He 
placed the device on my table, 
twisting knobs on the device’s 
loose gray husk.  He slid a bale of 
paper into the open front aper-
ture, feeding one end around a 
cylindrical spindle.  He poured a 
jar of sludgy black ink into a res-
ervoir connected to a thin, hollow 
metal tube that hovered just above 
the paper.  A flexible hose 
emerged from the back of the 
reader, the end affixed with a rusty 
tin funnel.  Wendell held the tin 
funnel to one of my chess sets as 



 

 

he adjusted the volume control 
beside the speaker’s grille. 
 For a while there was 
only a faint static, white noise.  
Soon, however, a far-off wailing 
could be heard.  And as Wendell 
passed the funnel over the chess 
set, a more defined set of chirps, 
chitters, warbles and moans crack-
led from the speaker.  A clear, 
tinny pattern of whines emoted 
from the speaker, ascending and 
descending the scale unpredictably 
in an inhuman song. 
 The hollow metal tube of 
the reader was set into motion, 
wiggling over the paper as it rolled 
over the spindle and fed out of the 
machine.  Occasional streaks of 
ink troubled the clean, white sur-
face of the paper. 
 When Wendell turned 
his reader off, he showed me the 
marks on the paper.  The marks 
mimicked familiar letters, cluster-
ing together occasionally to re-
semble words.  Were they words 
written by a human hand, they 
would have read “where is the 
light” and “i cannot feel.” 
 I had heard my first 
chess set speak.  
 The man who invented 
the silent noise reader was packing 
his own cart for the day.  I spoke 
with him about the reader.  Trade 
secrets were gold in the market-
place, and he was not forthcom-
ing.  On his cart of wares I spot-
ted a truly wonderful device, a 

device I wanted to have for my 
very own. 

He told me what the device 
was and the nature of its function.  
I wanted it even more as his ex-
planation sunk in, and so I gave 
him all of my day’s earnings as he 
gave me the device in exchange.  I 
slung my new object over my 
shoulder and walked away.  It was 
the alpha and omega of inventions 
from the marketplace.  It was to 
accelerate my motionlessness into 
a new beginning, complete an old 
ending. 
 Wendell was very angry 
when he saw me with the new 
device because he understood that 
I’d spent the money that was to 
purchase our food rations.  He 
brusquely confiscated my new 
invention as punishment and 
packed it with his things on the 
cart.  He made me carry my un-
sold chess sets in my arms all the 
way back up the winding road to 
the homestead.  My chess sets 
were not built to be light, and the 
walk home proved to be arduous 
and painful. 
 
 
 
 

What My New Device 
 Was and What It Did 

 It was an apparatus to be 
worn.  Bulky canvas coveralls that 
zipped in the front up to the neck.  
Stiff rubber gloves that reached 

the elbows.  Thick-soled rubber 
boots that ended in waist-cinched 
trousers.  A stocking for the head 
with an open face.  A facsimile of 
a backpack carved in wood with 
nylon shoulder straps, to be worn 
on the back.  A dull, bowl-shaped 
hat with a chin cup, for the crown 
of the head.  A refurbished an-
tique gas mask for the face with a 
long, flexible plastic tube extend-
ing from below the goggles.  The 
flexible tube was designed to be 
attached to the trunk of a tree. 
 Moving parts: human 
body. 
 Power source: thought 
and breath. 
 It was a device for com-
municating with living wood. 
 
 

What an Uncle Is 
 The brother of your fa-
ther or mother.  A man of no rela-
tion adopting a title of assumed 
superiority and/or false control.  
It is said some are fun and care-
free.  Many, though, are serious 
and detached and constantly busy 
inventing products to improve 
lives. 
 A man who moves into 
your family home and plays chess 
in your living room and eats your 
food and shaves in your sink and 
defecates in your toilet.  A man 
who audibly screams, mostly in his 
sleep.  A man who has made of-
fers to reinvent a nephew with the 



 

 

technology of his own body in the 
kill shelter, surrounded by various 
weapons of iron and wood, offers 
that cannot be refused without 
threat of pain. 
 An uncle is a person who 
decides whether chess sets live or 
die, whether chess itself lives or 
dies.  A man who has every con-
ceivable variation of the chess 
apparatus at his fingertips, created 
by caring hands, in every possible 
combination of every available 
material, yet prefers to play on a 
drug store-purchased set made 
from factory injection-molded 
plastic and foldable laminated 
cardboard (which amounts to 
nothing but checkers reaching for 
the sky, clad in a nauseating, in-
sulting disguise). 
 An uncle is a man who 
forces you to carry heavy materials 
long distances.  A man who takes 
things that belong to you and re-
fuses to give them back.  A man 
who ignores you as you watch him 
enjoy your possessions. 
 
 

What an Uncle Says 
 “You have no business 
with such things.” 
 “What will we eat?” 
 “It is confirmed.  Your 
chess sets hate me and wish me 
dead.” 
 “Build a better chess 
set.” 

Uncle Wendell and My Apparatus 

 My object fit Uncle 
Wendell’s tall, wiry frame poorly, 
but this did not hinder him from 
experimenting with its capabilities.  
“I will go down to the creek and 
talk to the trees,” he said, his voice 
muffled by the mask.  “I will find 
one with a respectful disposition, 
then you will chop it down and 
carve a proper chess game.” 
 For the remainder of the 
day, I worked in my shop.  In clay, 
I sculpted a new pawn in the like-
ness of my uncle Wendell.  I set it 
on the shelf to dry until morning, 
when I would sand its contours 
smooth and begin creating the 
mold.  These pawns would be 
large, and thus I began to sketch 
out and do the math for an ap-
propriate sized board. 
 The pieces would be cast 
in plaster and then hand-painted.  
The pawns would stand at 6” tall.  
The king would be an even foot.  
The board would be constructed 
from squares of stained oak.  It 
would measure 34” long by 34” 
wide and 1 1/2” thick.  A surface 
area of 1,156”.  A total volume of 
1,734 cubic inches.  In complete 
opposition to Play Criteria 4.1. 
 I left the workshop 
shortly after moonrise and mar-
veled at how quickly time had 
passed.  In the living room the 
silent noise reader continued to 
spit out reams of blank paper (the 
ink reservoir now long empty) as 
the speaker rasped out a sym-

phony of bellows and weeping.  
Uncle Wendell, upon returning 
from the marketplace, had set up 
the reader in the midst of the 
chess sets in the living room.  He 
had tied the receiving funnel to a 
rickety music stand and pointed it 
at the ceiling, where the noiseless 
voices of my chess sets echoed.  
In such close proximity to so 
much nonsound, the speaker had 
blown immediately.  The newly 
acquired rasp of the speaker made 
the silent noise of the chess sets 
sound almost human.  From the 
kitchen, one could imagine a con-
gregation of dying old people 
holding council in there. 
 Uncle Wendell was not 
in the house.  I stepped outside to 
see where he had gone. 
 The homestead was 
bathed in moonlight, so no artifi-
cial illumination was needed after 
my eyes had become accustomed 
to the dimness.  Wendell’s shed, 
where he built his inventions, was 
silent and dark.  I passed the row 
of empty farrowing stalls and was 
greeted only by crickets.  I fol-
lowed the dirt path until it ended 
at the expanse of clover leading to 
the copse of trees where I har-
vested the wood for my home-
made conversation pieces.  There, 
seated at the foot of an old oak, 
was my apparatus, stuffed with the 
body of my uncle Wendell.  He sat 
there, the plastic face tube of my 
apparatus attached to the bark, 



 

 

motionless, as if in deep medita-
tion.   
 The muscles of my fin-
gers and toes became restless, my 
head clouded with dark urges.  My 
understanding of everything, of 
wood, of chess, was there at the 
foot of the oak tree.  Every piece 
of me screamed silently to be 
there, to be in my object, to be in 
communion with the foundation 
of the earth. 
 Wendell’s head turned 
suddenly, the moonshone lenses 
of the mask spotting me at the 
edge of the clover field.  I ran 
back to the house. 
 Uncle Wendell did not 
come home that night. 
 
 

How I Slept In My Empty House 
 Fretful. 
 Reluctant. 
 Thin. 
 Cold and hot. 
 Angry. 
 Sad. 
 Alone. 
 Hearing dying voices 
from the downstairs living room. 
 
 

How to Build 
THE LOST CHESSBOARD 

 In the early light of 
morning after a night of tossing 
and turning in your bed.  In your 
workshop with the open windows 
welcoming a cool breeze.  With 

planks of 1 1/2” thick oak that 
you’ve planed and sanded by hand 
from trees you’ve harvested your-
self.  Using a right-angled ruler to 
measure out 4” x 4” squares which 
you cut on your table saw with an 
even hand and a fine-toothed 
blade.  By cutting 68 perfect 
squares (four extra in case of mis-
takes).  With a top-quality staining 
product, to be applied to half the 
squares in three coats with a 
sponge brush for even distribution 
(the other squares to be left their 
natural hue).  With a fine grit 
sanding block to clean the edges 
of splinters.  By drilling a single 
hole into each of the four sides of 
each square big enough to ac-
commodate a small wooden dowel 
pin to secure the squares into a 
familiar checkerboard pattern with 
a high-grade epoxy that holds fast 
yet allows for expansion and con-
traction of the wood. 
 By remembering to stop 
and eat a warm meal for the first 
time in two days. 
 By going to the kitchen 
and finding your uncle already 
sitting at the table, staring into the 
near distance, your apparatus on 
but for the head and face gear, 
which sits in a heap on the floor 
beside his feet. 
 
 

What Uncle Wendell 
Came Back To Say 

 “I’m going back to the 
trees shortly, and I won’t be back 
for a long time.” 
 “They speak very 
slowly.” 
 “They know how to play 
chess.” 
 
 
What I Noticed About Uncle Wendell 

 His face was red and his 
cheeks and eyes had sunken into 
his skull.  What hair he had left 
was now gone, revealing a flaking 
scalp.  When he pulled off the 
rubber gloves, I could see that his 
fingernails were black and split, 
bloody at the cuticles.  He ap-
peared dry, sapped of all moisture.  
The new hue to his skin seemed 
artificial, less flushed than dyed 
with some fashion of natural pig-
ment.  He wouldn’t look at my 
eyes when he spoke, as if he were 
in the kitchen by himself talking to 
a ghost or imaginary friend.   
 I stood in the entryway 
as he spoke.  I longed for my ob-
ject to be back in my possession 
once again.  Staring at the head 
and face gear on the floor, I had 
the very real feeling I might never 
see the apparatus again; that Uncle 
Wendell would leave for the trees 
and never return, would disappear 
into the cool dampness beneath 
those canopies and just dissolve 
from existence like other relatives 
I’d known; that when he dis-
solved, my property would dis-



 

 

solve with him, taking its secrets 
and promises with him. 
 “Have you found a 
proper tree, as you said you 
would?” I asked.   
 He did not answer, but 
got up from the table and shuffled 
on stiff legs to the sink.  He 
dipped his head beneath the spigot 
and drank for a long time, perhaps 
in an attempt to return to his body 
what had been drawn out.  He 
paused for a moment after drink-
ing, a look of discomfort twisting 
his face, then regurgitated the wa-
ter onto the floor.  It splashed 
onto my apparatus’ boots and on 
the linoleum, still as clear as it had 
been before it had entered his 
body.  He shook his head sharply, 
belched, then gathered up the 
head and face gear of my object 
and went back out.  Back to the 
trees for the last time. 
 As the contorting shape 
of my possession receded from 
the screen door, I managed a short 
whine beneath my breath:  “It’s 
mine...” 
 
 

How to Build 
THE LOST CHESS PAWNS 

 Step 1: 
 Sand the flaws in the 
image of your uncle smooth with 
fine grain sandpaper. 
 Step 2: 
 Examine carefully for 
skewing or improper balance.  

Make necessary adjustments with 
the tools at your disposal.  A wide 
variety of sandpapers, sponge 
sanding blocks and chisels are 
recommended. 
 Step 3: 
 Remove excess dust with 
a horsehair paintbrush, taking 
special care in the detail areas and 
in crevices or indentations. 
 Step 4: 
 Coat the finished proto-
type with a fine mist of silicone 
release agent. 
 Step 5: 
 When dry, apply layers of 
liquid latex.  This is the creation of 
a flexible mold.  The first three 
layers are painted on lightly for 
quick drying.  Be mindful of cov-
erage, especially in detail areas.  
The subsequent seven layers can 
be applied as thickly as desired. 
 Step 6: 
 Try not to dwell on your 
recent unbearable losses.  Building 
a chess set under these circum-
stances is not an endeavor unto 
itself; it is an act of distraction.  
The longer the object is gone, the 
more you long for it.  Because it’s 
yours.  You know it’s yours.  But 
worst, and most confusing and 
saddening, he knows it’s yours. 
 Step 7: 
 Try not to refer to Step 6 
repeatedly throughout the day.  
You will fail at this, and you will 
find it impossible to move to Step 
8, which may just be Step 6 again, 

anyway.  In this case, skip ahead to 
Step 9. 
 Step 8: 
 —- 
 Step 9: 
 At this point you can 
either:  
 a.) Kill yourself. 
 b.) Kill your uncle. 
 c.) Spit out the chewed 
pulp, eat some crackers and go to 
sleep. 
 
 

What I Did When Not Sleeping 
 That weekend I packed 
Wendell’s cart with chess sets and 
went to my table at the market-
place.  Sales were moderate, but I 
made enough to purchase essen-
tials.  Available to me were fine 
candies and chocolates, cakes and 
oven-warm fruit pies.  These were 
things I was never permitted to 
buy when Wendell was with me, 
but now he wasn’t.  It didn’t mat-
ter.  I wanted none of those things 
now. 
 I packed the cart and 
went home early.  I had already 
decided I wouldn’t return the next 
day. 
 At the homestead, be-
tween mundane chores and frac-
tured hours in my workshop, I 
ventured down to the copse of 
trees hoping to catch even the 
faintest glimpses of Uncle 
Wendell, which I did.  No matter 
the time of day, he sat with his 



 

 

legs crossed beneath him, mo-
tionless.  Not one flinch or ad-
justment of position could be de-
tected.  He was frozen in a state 
not of accelerated motionlessness, 
but true stillness.  It was as if he’d 
been locked into one moment of 
time and preserved.  He would 
stay like that, swathed in the appa-
ratus, communing with the trees 
that could teach me chess, for the 
remainder of the week. 
 Wendell’s cluttersome 
array of bartered acquisitions 
stood out in mocking relief 
throughout my house.  Most of 
the inventions he had traded for 
were useless or had been useful 
for only a short time and were 
now simply acting as space con-
sumption devices. 
 Actually, one invention 
was designed to be just that.  Un-
cle Wendell thought the idea 
whimsical enough to trade up for 
the only invention he’d built that 
was of any real practical use: The 
Manna Hearth.  He’d managed to 
create a mechanism by which 
large, flaky loaves of a bread-like 
substance would appear on the 
kitchen counter overnight.  The 
white, yeasty hunks were invigo-
rating and filling, causing no ill 
aftereffects.  A truly wonderful, 
life-improving product.  And he’d 
traded it for a purposely useless 
rusted dome of iron and ductwork 
that took up a quarter of what 
used to be the dining room. 

 There were things called 
“tibits,” or character coins.  These 
were thoughts, sold for pennies 
and widely available in the mar-
ketplace.  Usually they were shal-
low, circular copper containers 
with a hinged lid, resembling flat, 
featureless lockets containing 
handwritten scraps of insight or 
knowledge which could in turn be 
attached to a special copper neck-
lace and worn at the throat. 

In this fashion, the bromides, 
catch phrases or beliefs could be 
integrated into a person’s overall 
character, thus theoretically en-
hancing the owner’s personality.  
Since the talismans and necklace 
were made from copper, the 
owner could go out into the world 
without the apparatus, the telltale 
green ring left behind on the 
skin—a shadow or stain to remind 
one of their new dimensions of 
humanity. 

Many of Wendell’s tibits had 
proven useless or had remained 
unintegrated into his self, while 
others with shreds of truth were 
left open and discarded about the 
house. 
  “A penny saved is a 
penny earned.” 
 “We do not war with 
nature: we are defined by it.” 
 “Though I walk through 
the valley of the shadow of Death, 
I shall fear no Evil.” 
   “FBI: Female Body In-
spector.” 

 “I’m with Stupid.” 
 Even the silent noise 
reader had ultimately proven itself 
to be a letdown.  Being simply a 
receiver, and not a communicator, 
it was too novel a device to per-
form the constant upkeep.  A new 
speaker would be required, the 
first of probably many.  The ink, 
paper and batteries needed to be 
replenished frequently and were 
too expensive to be practical. 
 My house was filled with 
wide misses, high concept tinker-
ing and unfinished games.  It was 
filled with longings for purpose.  
Non-brilliance.  Waste.  Choking 
mediocrity.  Dead objects with no 
function. 
 The object that was me, 
Dennis, could not be excluded 
from this failing of a new Play 
Criteria. 
 

Pouring THE LOST 
CHESS PAWNS 

 Plaster, as a medium for 
creating oft-handled objects like 
chess pieces, is inappropriate.  
Things cast in plaster are purely 
ornamental.  Plaster is dense, yet 
brittle.  It breaks easily at the 
slightest drop or mild impact.  It is 
like flesh, but it is not like wood. 
 Two parts plaster of 
Paris to one part water creates a 
quick-setting but workable solu-
tion.  Invert the mold you’ve made 
in the image of your uncle.  Look 
inside him.  Fill him with moisture 



 

 

until full.  Watch as the moisture 
magically vaporizes before your 
eyes, as his image becomes solid 
inside your object, as he becomes 
dry, as his color passes from ce-
ment gray to porcelain white. 
 Peel away the flexible 
mold.  Examine your uncle’s im-
age: it looks like stone.  Flick it 
with your finger: it clinks like 
glass.  Snap the head off easily 
between your fingers.  Smash the 
body against the wall of your 
workshop.  Grind it into powder 
once again beneath your shoe. 
 Go to the kill shelter 
where the weapons are stored and 
arm yourself for war.  To take 
back what has been stolen. 
 Walk with quiet purpose 
to the trees, where your apparatus 
has been secreted away from you.  
Walk without trembling.  Walk 
without silently weeping or mut-
tering under your breath.  Carry 
the hatchet firmly in your fist, but 
keep your wrist loose. 
 Take back what has been 
stolen. 
 Take back your home. 
 Take back chess. 
 Take back wood. 
 Take it back. 
 

What Happened To Uncle Wendell 
 I touched his shoulder, 
and he fell sideways to the grass.  
The face tube of my apparatus 
wrenched free of the oak and 
danced briefly in the air before 

following him down.  Uncle 
Wendell stayed there and wouldn’t 
move unaided again. 
 I had not lifted or 
dropped the hatchet on him; had 
not even brought it to the trees 
with me.  I had pitched it into the 
empty farrowing stalls, having lost 
my will or courage. 
 I could not kill my uncle 
Wendell.  I had not been out into 
the world, but I knew of grisly 
business and could not transpose 
myself into that place nor keep my 
heart that dark for long.  I know 
what it is to lose something.  
Someone.  More than one. 
 Here was another one, 
turned to wood, become lignified, 
formed in the image of a man who 
may or may not have been my 
relation.  Wendell was now a con-
toured mass of dead flesh that did 
not ooze putrefying fluids or stink 
of rot.  I could not mourn his 
passing any more than those of 
my inadequate chess sets in the kill 
shelter. 
 My possession, my ob-
ject, my apparatus, on the other 
hand, was intact and undamaged.  
It fit me well enough. 
 

Completing THE LOST 
CHESSBOARD 

 Wearing your device for 
talking with trees, cut four strips 
of oak at these dimensions:  34” 
long by 1” wide by 1 1/2” thick.  
These will act as a border frame 

around your completed checker-
board pattern.  Bevel the ends at a 
45-degree angle.  Sand away splin-
ters and smooth the surfaces.  
Stain dark.  Drill eight holes to 
match the previously drilled holes 
in the checkerboard.  Fit together 
with dowels and epoxy and be 
mindful that all corners are flush.  
Clamp it together until dry.  Finish 
with three light coats of a high-
quality water-resistant finish.  Glue 
a 33 1/2” x 33 1/2” patch of 
green or black or brown or bur-
gundy felt to the bottom.  Sign 
and number it. 
 Your chessboard is com-
plete.  Maybe it is THE LOST 
CHESSBOARD, or maybe just 
the last.   
 Go to your living room 
and collect the pieces of your un-
cle’s favorite store-bought chess 
set.  Take them with you when 
you go to talk to the trees. 
 
 

2. 
The Things That Trees Have Done 

 Being inside the appara-
tus is like being in a small room 
and viewing the world outside 
through a smudged window.  
Things happen—objects move 
and sounds are created—but all 
you are aware of is your own 
breathing.  It is not hot or cold in 
the apparatus.  It is not as hard to 
move about in your environment 
in the apparatus as it would be a 



 

 

small room, but almost.  The loose 
skin is bulky, the wooden back-
pack oppressive on the shoulders 
and the boots clunky and foreign. 
 The apparatus separates 
one completely from the world.  
Your only connection to the out-
side is a long, flexible tube 
through which you inhale and 
exhale, revealing the suit to be a 
teacher.  The lesson you take away 
is that the air you breathe is the 
only thing that matters; it is the 
only reason the planet allows you 
to exist.  The apparatus teaches 
you that you are you and that eve-
rything else is not.  A familiar dirt 
path, an expanse of clover, a copse 
of trees: they are an unexplored, 
alien world.  You are the pioneer, 
traversing the distances, breathing 
in and out the sounds of this place 
you’ve never quite seen before. 

At a cluster of trees, you 
inhale many crowded whispers.  
Taste them on your tongue.  Smell 
them in your nostrils.  The voices 
pass down your windpipe and 
accumulate in your lungs.  They 
burst forth into the blood, racing 
to every extremity, every organ, 
every cell.  And it is there that you 
finally understand what they are 
saying, because it is to the blood 
that a tree talks, through the very 
oxygen they release to us, the very 
oxygen we cannot live without on 
this hostile plane. 
 Trees give us instruction, 
direction and protection.  Most 

importantly, they give orders to 
the blood of the breather.  In this 
way the apparatus teaches you that 
you have no true will of your own.  
That the trees have a subtle do-
minion over the mobile living.  
That wood is control. 
 You learn that there is 
only one way to speak with the 
ones who control you, and that is 
through breath.  You have what 
they need, a poisonous gas on 
which they thrive, and through 
this language of exhalation you 
can pose your most pressing ques-
tion. 
 I asked the grove before 
me, “Who will teach me to play 
chess?” 
 The whole congregation 
exhaled at once, their whispers 
swirling through me, eager and 
possessive.  Some suggested old 
ideas to maintain the status quo, 
while others had fresh and radical 
agendas they wanted to play out 
through this new medium who 
had been, up to this point, a boy 
named Dennis.  Many were simply 
pleased by the communication for 
reasons I did not yet understand.  
They uttered their approval of me, 
saying, “He is the one.” 
 Even Uncle Wendell 
spoke to my lungs, sad and terri-
fied and lost from deep in the soil, 
while his earthly carcass remained 
a discarded mannequin at the feet 
of the controllers.  Soon his whis-
pers faded, vanished, dissolved 

and assimilated into the trees 
themselves.  His former body, 
though, rested in the grass, left 
victim to the brutality of time and 
weather.  His skin was unfinished, 
uncured; a fresh stump for ants 
and termites and burrowing larvae.  
In the end, Wendell had been cor-
rect in his assumption:  Wood had 
meant to harm him.  His final 
silent scream reached me as a thin, 
high-altitude breeze: “where is the 
light?” 

The distant crowd noises of 
the trees continued to ascend the 
face tube of my object, all now 
sending commands to my blood, 
pulling me in ten directions at 
once.  The abundance of oxygen I 
was being fed was too pure and it 
began to make me lightheaded.  I 
lurched forward swooning, reach-
ing for balance against the slender 
trunk of a young maple.  I instead 
crashed into grass, mud and dead 
leaves, nearly rolling down the 
steep bank and into the stream.  
Wendell’s chess set sat scattered in 
the black mud along the stream, 
the board partially sitting in the 
water. 
 I twisted on the ground, 
trying to roll over so I could re-
gain my feet.  In the midst of the 
insistent voices, a sharp but slow 
call cut through the others, smell-
ing of rich pinesap: “He must 
choose for himself.” 
 The trees became silent 
again, and after much struggle, I 



 

 

was able to get to my knees.  The 
cumbersome apparatus had ex-
hausted me and I tried to catch my 
breath against a gnarled old oak.  
The tree was as wide as I was tall, 
the canopy reaching for the clouds 
and blotting out the sun.  Its thick 
roots were sewn through the 
packed soil like a palsied stitch—
disappearing into the ground only 
to loop up to the surface some 
feet away, then branching off and 
plunging down into the earth 
again in a near-infinite network of 
rigid tubes.   
 I panted, and the tree 
released to me a sweet, soothing 
air that eased my breathing.  Its 
trunk was a stable pillar against the 
storm of the spinning world.  I 
wondered if a mother and father, 
or people like them, could maybe 
exist in a tree. 
 I began to relax and was 
soon filled with a warm liquid 
sense of well-being.  I exhaled a 
question of the oak, and a gentle 
response issued back up the plas-
tic tube of my object.  This tree 
would take care of me.  It would 
teach me to play chess. 
 I slid feet-first down the 
bank of the stream, retrieving the 
scattershot pieces of my former 
uncle’s chess set.  The board was 
half waterlogged, the corner third 
already bulging and warped.  The 
pieces were caked and smeared 
with black earth.  But the entire 

set was accounted for, and the 
lesson would proceed. 
 The board and pieces 
were set up between the giant oak 
and me as I attached the face tube 
of my apparatus to the ridged hide 
of the tree’s trunk.  This is when 
the change occurred. 
 Large splinters began to 
protrude from the apparatus’ 
backpack, piercing into the tender 
flesh of my back as though I were 
lying on a bed of random and 
intermittent nails.  Ambient 
noise—distant birds, wind-rustled 
leaves, the babbling of the stream, 
even my own breathing—
vanished.  The inside of my appa-
ratus healed over in a rigid yet 
flexible skin, the openings around 
gloves, mask and hat sealing tight 
until I was encapsulated within a 
seamless cocoon. 
 The breathed voice of 
the tree was no longer a distant 
whisper or suggestion, but a solid 
force that caused every cell of my 
body to quiver with each pro-
longed syllable.  The voice was 
neither male nor female—it was 
the voice of blood, of wood, of 
bone, of living things, of God. 
 The rules of the game 
were fed to me in long, slow sighs.  
The oak tree, playing offense, slid 
forward the first pawn using my 
own hands.  I in turn made my 
first move forward.  This was the 
first week of play. 

 With one turn complete, 
I was delirious from lack of food, 
drink and sleep.  The situation was 
remedied by first a slow trickle of 
fluid into my object, then an in-
creasing stream.  The pungent 
aroma of sap permeated my new 
skin as it filled with water and rich 
nutrients.  In a matter of one short 
hour, I was totally submerged in 
liquid inside my apparatus.  No 
crease or pocket was left unfilled.  
The heavy, cool solution filled my 
stomach and chest, my ears and 
sinus cavities. 
 “Do not be afraid,” the 
old oak said.  “You will not die 
like the other.” 
 I exhaled through the 
liquid, knowing now I could still 
breathe, and asked, “Why did my 
uncle die?” 
 The response resonated 
flat and deep. “He did not under-
stand wood.” 
 Within a day’s time, the 
liquid began to drain out and into 
the ground through the new hair-
like roots growing from my 
crossed legs. 
 I moved the next pawn 
by the tree’s command, and then 
made my own move.  This con-
cluded the second week of play. 
 I was then enveloped in a 
second bath and emerged different 
yet again.  At first I believed that 
the tree was talking more rapidly, 
almost to the point of regular hu-
man conversation.  But then I 



 

 

noticed that the world outside had 
increased in tempo as well.  Rac-
coons, opossums, birds, deer and 
even the skunk beneath my house 
passed in blurs with instant exits.  
Leaves fell with the weight of 
stones and decayed in a matter of 
days.  The sun rode the curve of 
the sky like a high flung ball, trail-
ing wide arcing shadows until 
night dissolved in and gave way to 
the stars streaming overhead and 
rotating on some hidden apex in 
the heavens.  Rains fell in sporadic 
torrents.  Winds blustered and 
were suddenly gone. 
 It was not the universe 
that had sped up, but I that had 
slowed down.  I was now in sync 
with the rhythms of long-lived 
beings that counted not days or 
months, but years and centuries.  I 
was in time with the trees. 
 The tree moved again.  I 
countered.  The first month of my 
instruction was complete. 
 My roots had grown 
deeper.  I was beginning to experi-
ence my first acts of self-
nourishment.  Play on the chess-
board was becoming more diffi-
cult as the game progressed.  The 
cardboard was warped and decay-
ing and covered with withering 
leaves.  Pieces had to be lifted to 
negotiate the tender new roots 
growing over and through the 
field of play. 
 Moves were made, some 
pawns and one of my knights 

decimated from the struggle.  This 
was the end of the first season. 
 The molten metal hues 
of autumn bled in around me as 
the game progressed.  We parried 
and more pieces were sacrificed: 
two rooks, a knight and four 
pawns.  Then the tree revealed to 
me my critical error.  I was now in 
check.  In the silencing blanket of 
winter snow, I conceded defeat. 
 We played a second 
match, and though I was begin-
ning to learn, I was left with my 
king stranded and helpless in a 
mere four moves.  Another year 
had passed. 
 I suggested another 
match, but the board was de-
stroyed, the flaking remains 
molded to veins of roots and the 
packed soil.  The pieces, made of 
plastic and thus non-
biodegradable, nonetheless began 
to disappear into the ground, bur-
ied deeper and deeper by time and 
nature’s housekeeping. 
 The oak suggested a new 
variant on the game and com-
manded a nearby maple to die, to 
fall, and in so doing forfeit a 
cross-section slab of its trunk to 
our endeavor.  This new, roughly 
circular board revealed the rings of 
many decades until the centermost 
core—the years of its sapling 
youth—disintegrated into powder, 
leaving a puckered opening in its 
place.  Resinous amber-like geo-
metric crystals grew over the new 

surface, breaking free, revealing 
hardened sap chessmen of an en-
tirely new design and function. 
 I took one of the new 
pieces in the wiry, black branches 
that had begun erupting from the 
tips of my fingers.  It was cool and 
smooth; light, yet dense.  It emit-
ted chittering bursts of silent 
laughter as my oaken fingers rolled 
its body over and over in the ka-
lidescoping surges of sun and 
moonlight. 
 I asked the tree, “What is 
this new challenge?” 
 “It is our game you will 
learn,” it replied.  “This is Chess 
With Trees.” 
 It had taken a decade for 
the new game to manifest.  I was 
no longer a boy in an apparatus; I 
had become a man in a skin of 
ashen bark. 
 “What is happening to 
me?” I asked. 
 “You are the prototype 
for a new design.  More than a 
man, more than a tree, you are 
becoming something else:  Our 
next invention.” 
 When the first hominid 
cousins of mankind appeared, it 
was the trees that offered them 
protection from the elements and 
predators.  The trees were already 
concocting a strategy for the far 
future ancestors of these erect yet 
dim animals. 
 When the time came, 
they showed new species of intel-



 

 

ligent primates how to manipulate 
and feed fire from the medium of 
their own bodies.  The trees had 
already settled on their course of 
action and were just beginning to 
experiment with how they might 
bring these radical designs to frui-
tion. 
 By the time my ancestors 
settled this land, the trees knew 
that this would be the site for the 
sixth invention of the trees. 
 The first invention of the 
trees was the axe, so that humans 
might harvest and grow strong 
and abundant on their refined 
flesh.  Soon followed the second 
invention: the saw.  The third in-
vention of the trees was a biologi-
cal blight that plunged an entire 
species of their brethren into the 
yawning maw of extinction.  Their 
crime had been rebellion against 
the scheme of the fourth inven-
tion.  The fourth invention of the 
trees was my apparatus that Uncle 
Wendell had briefly stolen from 
me.  The fifth invention was a 
learning device to be used to facili-
tate the growth of the sixth inven-
tion of the trees, a device known 
as Chess With Trees. 
 The trees knew chess.  
They had planned and schemed 
and plotted from time immemo-
rial, waging secret campaigns 
amongst themselves in efforts to 
tip the balance of power in their 
clan’s, copse’s, group’s, grove’s, 
forest’s or jungle’s favor in the 

struggle for dominance.  Treaties 
were forged meticulously, then 
broken.  Mobile varieties of living 
creatures were manipulated to 
carry out assassinations of indi-
viduals or the many, using every 
strategy available, whether it be 
the mass slaughter of clear-cutting 
or fire, or by the subtle introduc-
tion of malignant parasites.  
Whole species were choked from 
the social hierarchy, deprived of 
proper air or adequate soil mois-
ture.  Ancient elders and tender 
young saplings alike were poi-
soned or exposed to harmful solar 
radiation.  The wars of the trees 
constituted a global conflict waged 
over millennia of accelerated mo-
tionlessness, patiently creeping to 
this single point in the endless 
progression. 
 My oak tree guardian was 
the teacher.  Chess With Trees 
was the tool for my understanding 
and indoctrination.  I was the ea-
ger student.  Snow gave way to 
brown, matted leaves to rich, 
green grass.  Cold spring rains 
morphed into humid, electric 
summer storms.  I was feeding 
always now from the ground and 
sky, always aware and open.  I was 
ready to begin my education. 
 

Chess With Trees 
 Chess With Trees is a 
game that can be taught only dur-
ing engagement.  The rules are 
imprinted on the breath of an 

immobile living thing that ages 
very slowly.  To fare well is of 
mortal importance, for if you 
make too many errors or lose too 
swiftly, you will be assimilated into 
the copse of trees by the stream, 
will dissolve away to nothing in 
the same manner as Uncle 
Wendell.  You will effectively die 
as a human.  This is not what you 
or the tree want to happen, but 
proceeding with caution is not an 
option; you have reached a critical 
time in the molding of this sixth 
invention. 
 A game that is learned as 
you go, Chess With Trees is a 
struggle.  A struggle to integrate all 
of the information flooding your 
body and senses.  A struggle just 
to keep up.  A struggle to move in 
a body that is only partially rein-
vented.  As each piece is moved 
along the rings of the board, 
growing closer to the center aper-
ture in an ever-increasingly com-
plex system of rules (some rules 
seemingly impossible to translate 
to the objects on the board), your 
mind crumbles and rebuilds itself. 
 I was too new at games 
and had lost my way.  A vital mis-
take had caused me not only to 
lose a number of integral chess-
men, but myself into the ground.  
I slipped into the compacted earth 
where worms and grubs wriggled 
through me.  Suspended all 
around me were bits of material 
that were quickly becoming not 



 

 

my uncle Wendell.  I could not go 
this way.  Wendell’s lessons could 
not be my own. 

I groped in the hard darkness.  
I gripped something substantial 
and pulled myself skyward, finding 
more purchase among the hungry 
roots of the oak tree.  I climbed, 
using the roots as hand- and foot-
holds, evading the serpentine 
strikes of my teacher.  Tendrils of 
moist fiber constricted around my 
ankles and wrists, trunk and 
throat, but I held tight and refused 
to surrender my progress. 

I shouted into the soil, direct-
ing my breath as an equalizing 
weapon against this bitter new 
lesson I refused to comprehend.  
The roots hesitated.  I shouted a 
second time, thrusting upward 
again, and my bindings slid away.  
A small piece of me erupted 
through to the surface, touched 
the inside of my own body, and I 
saw the move to make.  I had won 
the round and learned the mecha-
nism of the game.  I slithered back 
up into my skin with a new confi-
dence. 

Clouds scurried overhead, a 
rolling smoke over transparent 
glass.  Everything was gold and 
brown and red again.  Blink.  Eve-
rything was white again, dormancy 
and death clothed in cleanliness.  
More white came.  More white 
fell.  Everything was buried in 
frigid silence.  Yet we played on, 
reaching the center of the chess-

board, the amber pieces plunging 
one by one into the center void 
only to invert themselves on the 
underside of the board and hold 
fast in defiance of the sciences 
known to mankind. 

My moves were coming more 
swiftly now, instinctive, both arms 
working at the same time, enticing 
two pieces to merge into one, 
causing single pieces to divide into 
groups that worked in small tan-
dem armies.  For a time I thought 
that the tree was beating me with 
moves coming in lightning-swift 
strokes that my retranslating eyes 
could barely decipher.  Soon I 
realized that it was I who had 
slowed even more, taking on a 
new potential for greater ageless-
ness.  I played on. 
 Fifty years more had 
passed.  I should have been a very 
old man.  I should have been 
dead.  I was neither. 
 My body learned the new 
patterns and new variants.  I had 
become the co-author of my own 
retrofitting.  With each creeping 
step back to the edge of the 
chessboard, I was changing. 
 I learned how to perfect 
feeding from the earth and sky.  I 
learned to manufacture things 
inside myself that no moving crea-
ture could ever hope to accom-
plish.  I learned to inhale from 
myself and exhale into myself, to 
make my body its own closed cir-
cuit of self-reliance. 

I learned to unfurl plump 
green leaves from the growing 
number of my fingertips.  I 
learned and adopted the technol-
ogy of bark, xylan, parenchyma, 
pentosan, chlorophyll and ab-
sorbed this radical new vocabulary 
into the handbook of my sapience.  
I learned I could fall victim to new 
hosts of parasitic beasts, insects 
and diseases and created chemical 
defenses to ward these off.  I 
learned I would need more than a 
single set of arms to survive the 
new Play Criteria; that limbs 
would occasionally need to be 
shed and replaced for the overall 
good of what I was now rapidly 
and successfully becoming. 

I learned to keep my roots fine 
and shallow on a pair of more 
rigid legs, for I was to forever and 
always be a moving creature with 
sap running thick in my blood.  I 
learned that immobile life—moss, 
lichen, algae, grass, vines, shrubs 
and even the trees themselves—
would praise and cheer the ap-
proach and departure of this fruit-
bearing animal in acknowledge-
ment of my authority.  I learned 
that the quadruped, the avian, the 
simian—including Man himself—
would fear and even worship my 
existence in body or mere image. 
 There was no longer 
night and day.  I could feel the 
rotation of the planet and the 
revolution around the sun.  Time 
passed so quickly that everything 



 

 

appeared to hang completely still.  
Eternity yawned before me.  A 
millennium passed as I inhaled its 
breath.  
 The new processes were 
tried at and failed, then tried again 
and perfected, and I could see that 
our game was nearing completion.  
As the endgame approached, the 
chessboard had become dark, 
brittle and grooved.  The chess 
pieces had dulled and lost their 
sharp edges.  I saw an opening in 
the tree’s game suddenly and I 
bent this advantage to end the 
struggle.  Checkmate: the final 
fusion of higher order beings.   
 Time slowed; that is to 
say, I began to speed again to the 
paces and rhythms of the mobile.  
I looked to my opponent and 
teacher for approval, but the old 
oak was dead, a crumbling husk 
standing in a world that had com-
pletely changed.  The copse of 
trees, but for the corpse before 
me, was gone.  The stream had 
faded to a shallow creek.  The 
homestead on which my uncle 
Wendell and I had lived was lev-
eled, leaving only a dry dun plain. 
 At no time in the game 
of Chess With Trees can one say, 
“See, here is the end.”  It will al-
ways be in motion and can never 
be stopped once two willing and 
eager parties agree to engage in the 
melee.  One’s experience of time 
can be altered, sped up or the flow 
impeded, but you can never go 

back to the start, which never 
really began at any one point in 
the first place.  There is only for-
ward.  There is only progression 
to certain points. 
 I am the sixth invention 
of the trees. 

I am Dennis-in-the-Tree. 
I am the new pillar of an 

aging world. 
 Beings of the highest 
order are driven to invention.  
Many inventions are frivolous, 
short-lived or utterly useless.  
Some, however, have a staying 
power that surpasses the intent of 
the inventor.  But all inventions, I 
believe, are created for only one 
purpose: because they can be cre-
ated. 

I had originally thought the in-
ventor of my simple apparatus, my 
possession, my object, to be a 
lunatic or a genius or both.  But in 
the end, he was just another slave 
to breathing.  I, on the other hand, 
had never invented anything; I had 
only created variations on a theme 
older than humanity.  I was a 
pawn become a combination of 
king and queen. 
 I was no longer a slave.  I 
would live beyond the end of all 
that surrounded me.  I could tear 
myself from the soil and disappear 
over the curve of the earth.  I 
could command life and bend 
reality.  I could pluck gods from 
the ethers and teach them the hard 
lessons of my complete suprem-

acy.  I would shout and laugh and 
play in the endless vistas, plunging 
into the watery depths of eternity.  
I would subjugate the mobile and 
immobile alike, and they would 
feed from my body.  I would 
reach through the dome of heaven 
and drain the planets and stars of 
their power to glorify my own.  I 
would consume wonderful 
homemade treats in the market-
place, lost in a handcrafted heir-
loom conversation piece.  I would 
improve lives. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE FORCE THAT 
SETS THESE IN MOTION 

PART II 
 Crouched in the long 
shadows by the creek is an old 
man.  He washes his hands in the 
water, brings handfuls to his gaunt 
face. 
 The crunch of twigs be-
neath my bare feet alert him to my 
arrival.  He looks to me, startled at 
first, then anger flushes his jaun-
diced skin.  He stands, flicks the 
water from his vein-ribbed claws, 
and shrieks 
 —Where have you been? 
 I know he’s been wait 
here for a long time.  I have no 
answer for him.  The confusion 
begins to pound like a tribal drum 

in my now-flaming head.  My ear-
drums are about to erupt as a 
rushing, jet-like roar tears through 
my ears.  I press my fingertips to 
my throbbing temples.  Skin-on-
skin is sandpaper on a sunburn. 
 Then I return to the 
moment, the creek, and the old 
man.  His think white wisps of 
hair brush before his icy eyes.  
Cold.  Hateful.  His body quivers 
with a barely contained fury. 
 I look at him pleadingly, 
apologizing with my every minute 
gesture.  I know this man, it was 
planned we meet here.  His name, 
like my own, dances just out of  
reach.  An overpowering sensation 
sweeps over me.  Focus shifts for 
a split second, equilibrium even 
quicker but less violently, and I 
realize what is happening.  I’m 
beginning to remember every-
thing:  Lives.  Associations.  
Tasks.  Loves.  Wars.  Angers.  
Pains.  Allegiances.  Sorrows.  
Joys. 
 The old man has a 
shovel in his hands now.  I haven’t 
see it until now, and he brandishes 
it like a club, the blade quivering 
just over his shoulder.  It’s not a 
threat, but something more men-
acing.   
 —I can’t believe this! He 
screams.  Why must you waste all 
this time with these ridiculous 
setbacks? 
 —I was trapped, I say.  I 
came as quickly as I could. 

 —You’ve been conned!  
I have to start you from square 
one! 
 The shovel arcs down, 
impacts with my head, and with-
out words I plead for this not to 
happen.  Don’t make me lose it all 
again.  I’ve made so much pro-
gress, come so far. 
 But it’s too late.  I’m 
starting from scratch.  The slate 
has been cleaned.  A shoe.  A se-
cret place.  Horses.  Wood.  Wa-
ter.   
 A flash. 
 White void. 
 Total blackness. 
 

*                *                * 
 
 A pair of shoes. 
 A secret place. 
 Things to do on a rainy 
day. 
 Cats.  Birds.  A door-
knob. 
 Deep-fried catfish. 
 Drinking on the porch. 
 Long dry summers, im-
pressions of a woman, smell of 
smoldering plastic, the details, 
wood, water. 
 I’m lying on my back, 
naked, in the shallow creek.  It’s 
day.  Morning.  Glittering agitated 
worms of sunlight wriggle on the 
water’s surface above me.  My 
sinuses and lungs burn from the 
cold liquid that fills them.  I feel 
the pressure on my eyeballs. 



 

 

 I have focus.  I recite 
aloud my task, the words forming 
a bubbling mass of air that rises to 
the surface. 
 I am the one who’s supposed 
to kill Bernardi.  Bernardi has a protec-
tor.  I am in a womb. 
 I sit up, emerging from 
the shallows.  The open air hits 
me like an atom bomb.  Water 
drains from my hair and nose in 
rivulets down my shoulders and 
chest. 
 And I scream. 
 An inhuman, animal wail 
tears from my throat.  Beyond my 
control, I watch and listen as it 
happens.  The suffering in that 
sound, the wounded agony, sings 
of both complicated birth and 
violent death.  I cannot match my 
reality with the things I do. 
 The sparrows and crows 
explode skyward from their secret 
places in the trees around the 
creek.  Black smoke figures shriek-
ing back in fear and anger.  The 
roar of their winged exodus causes 
the film of life to slip another 
sprocket, pause, melt slightly, then 
begrudgingly resume its lightning 
pace. 
 

*                *                * 
 
 My body is dry.  My skin 
smells of pine sap.  A neatly 
folded wardrobe sits in the grass 
to the left of the willow tree I lean 
against.  I dress in the pressed 

white cotton shirt, the light gray 
single breasted suit, the matching 
tie and shoes.  A pair of shoes.  In 
the details.  Late morning sunlight 
gleams from my silver cufflinks.  
 A spacious field of dry 
clover disappears over the curve 
of the earth.  I walk. 
 

*                *                * 
 
 The LORD GOD took a 
handful of soil and made a man.  
GOD breathed life into the man, 
and the man started breathing.  
The LORD made a garden in a 
place called Eden, which was in 
the east, and he put the man 
there... 
 Abel became a sheep 
farmer, but Cain farmed the land... 
 As Eshua Ben Joseph 
and his disciples were going into 
Bethsaida, some people brought a 
blind man to him and begged him 
to touch the man.  Eshua took 
him by the hand and led him out 
of the village, where he spit into 
the man’s eyes.  He placed his 
hands on the blind man and asked 
him if he could see anything.  The 
man looked up and said, “I see 
people, but they look like trees 
walking around.” 
 Wood. 
 Water. 
 It’s like the man said: 
Give me heaven or give me hell.  I 
didn’t ask to be born.  The guilt is 

your burden.  The blood of bil-
lions is on your hands. 
 The crucifixion is two 
perpendicular I-beams penetrating 
a disembodied, still-beating heart.  
A black shape with myriad tenta-
cles swims in the murky depths 
below the raw red meat and steel.  
You can get lost here.  The fear is 
indescribable. 
 Some memories flood in, 
drain out, leaving dripping walls in 
an empty room... 
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 His hands run 
through her thick ringlets of 
black hair.  Her aquatic eyes 
are lit from within in this 
dim room.  A shaft of light 
from the passing sun cuts in 
from the window high, high 
on the wall.  He feels like 
he's in a prison cell, not 
condemned though, almost 
a womb-shelter with crum-
pled sheets, combined scent 
of their bodies, low-grade 
fever heat and this early 
evening like so many he 
can't (and won't) count. 
 She lies there beside 
him and he strokes her hair, 
watching his fingers emerge 
from the thick ringlets.  Fig-
ures bobbing on dark water. 
And he run the hand down 
her familiar body.    His face 
follows his fingers’ course.  
In an all too familiar room. 
 Is this all that there is? 
he thinks but knows he is 
powerless, his will not what 
it used to be and his heart 
addicted to the animal things 
about this world.  His head 
rests on her hip, and he is 
gone now gone to that state 

he loves more than her, 
more than himself.  If only she 
knew, he thinks, and nuzzles 
into her hip, seeking pen-
ance for sins he does not 
regret . . . 
world hasn't shrunk   timeless 
being wailing in the white void   
lust for unknown and a place that 
is home   the only real  thing   
ideas solidified in the ever-
wavering fog-haze of what we were 
taught was true   grand lies   for-
given but it's clear that ignorance 
is no excuse   who do we blame?   
generations lying to themselves 
because they want the lie   need 
that sin to keep a sanity that is 
vague and most likely doesn't 
exist 
 understanding   who are 
we kidding?   intercourse damages 
soul yearnings and talk and talk 
and e-to-five drudgery on an ab-
stract blocked-in scale of "time"   
don’t be late   too far to drive   we 
haven't the funds   excuses, ex-
cuses   threat   and we wonder 
why so few are actually happy . . . 
 I don't belong here, he 
thinks, but makes no at-
tempt to leave.  He tries to 
muster feelings that had 



 

 

dried up in childhood stu-
pidity and is left only with 
the longing.  The longing 
and a deep, steady breathing.  
The smell of her on the 
sheets is wrinkling in balled 
fists. 
 Her hand touches 
his back and his whole being 
screams for her to disappear.  
He envelopes her, tests her 
reality.  I am bigger, he says 
to himself, and succumbs to 
his weakness.  Seeks pen-
ance.  Prays for succor in a 
now dark room, diffused 
illuminated woman beneath 
him. 
 She whispers a gen-
tle question.  Do you want me 
to take you? 
 No, he breathes.   
 Familiar games.  She 
knows all of his answers, but 
asks the questions anyway.   
 I'm here for you only, he 
recites. 
 The quiet battle in 
the endless, mindless war 
has been won, the game 
thrown.  It's easier this way, 
he concedes.  The routine is 
practiced yet varies.  She 

earns it by forfeit of her tan-
gibility.  She is deserving , 
they both know it, and as a 
result he plunges into his 
agony and performs for the 
queen . . . 
 where have all the aspi-
rations gone?   stupid question   
feeling old in a young body know-
ing less as experience accumulates   
just a cell/room and a judge   but 
mercy too   liquid shells stuck in 
the rut with no scope   raping 
ourselves   think too much   do 
the math   disgusted creator give 
us a hint   evidence   a hair   
black hair   seeing ice   engulfed 
and bewitched by the taste   her   
him   two pieces of different puz-
zles trying to fit together   the 
arrogance and futility of you lovely 
animals   animal acts   base heart 
fooling itself about the higher 
things   you haven't the baggage 
for that kind of trip  handlers 
with bogus hand-scrawled claim 
tickets   laughable impressions 
and imaginings that make us 
weep for adam and eve to bear 
witness   proffer an explanation  
anything  lie to me  though we 
know all would be said with a 
shrug. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 He has finished and 
she cleans his lips like a 
kindly lioness.  A blessing 
for service that he accepts in 
silence and longing. 
 Sinking into his pil-
low, he grabs at a fleeting 
emotion, but it's soon gone.  
Afterglow brings back the 
usual thoughts and his re-
turn to himself in the night 
his is how the wanderlustful 
animal curls . . .  
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You had to go through a 

lot of misery to be a porn god 
these days, and having a 3-inch-
long, stainless steel pin implanted 
right into the center of your brain 
wasn’t the worst of it for Baskin 
Delaney.  It was actually the least 
when you considered the package 
deal that came with superstardom.  
There were the countless hours in 
the weight room, the cycling, the 
running, the Pilates, the Tae Bo, 
the Tai Chi, the passive breathing 
exercises, the orgasm-enhancing 
Kegels, the high-pro/low-carb 
diet.  Then there were the laser 
treatments for blemishes and 
scars, the chin implant, the jaw 
and cheekbone reconstruction 
surgeries, the weekly body waxing, 
the Botox, the pectoral enhance-
ments, the gastric bypass, liposuc-
tion, neck enlargement, penile 
implants and augmentation, the 
scrotum tuck. 
 The only thing old 
school about the biz these days 
was how a guy picked his screen 
name: his father’s middle name 
(swiped from Geoffrey Baskin 
Clemens, Sr.) and his street ad-

dress as a kid (422 Delaney Road, 
Chadwick OH). 
 The now passé skin flicks 
had been relegated to Art House 
voyeurism after the haptics came 
in and dominated the adult enter-
tainment industry.  Baskin, the star 
of the new wave multi-sensory sex 
extravaganzas, had no choice but to 
be godlike.  Because millions of 
male viewers were now living 
through him—no longer passive 
and vicarious, but really experienc-
ing his every sensation from start 
to tumescent, explosive finish.  
No longer was it okay to just look 
great, you had to feel great, be 
mentally stable and confident and 
super-aroused at the drop of a 
woman’s panties.  And the money 
shot had to feel like every guy’s 
first adolescent emission, which is 
always the best (and once spent, 
unattainable without the aid of 
ridiculously expensive chemical 
and/or physical enhancements).  
Baskin Delaney was the Every-
man’s sexual ÜberSelf, and once 
users slipped into their hapsuits 
and engaged the HAPTIC3 3-D 
holographic I-Ware®, they were 
more than metaphorically slipping 
into Baskin’s skin. 
 Unemployed fortysome-
things who lived in their parents’ 
basement had explored the most 
idealized, objectified and uninhibi-
ted women in the world.  Disfig-
ured burn victims had tasted the 
sweet nectar of the two-girl three-

some.  The lame, the infirm, the 
tragically ugly, the deformed and 
the socially impaired alike had all 
lived The Life through the man 
whose name had become a house-
hold word.  Instead of saying they 
wished to be Baskin Delaney, now 
they were able to be him.   
 John Holmes was dead, 
and good riddance.  Long live 
Baskin Delaney. 
 Which is also why he 
kept his head shaved and his skin 
dyed Fort Knox gold.  He’d be-
come the award every man sought 
in his own private Academy 
Award night fantasies. 
 But ever since the per-
fection and mass-market availabil-
ity of haptic technology, Baskin 
Delaney noticed that the world 
had gone cynical.  Since the grow-
ing number of HAPTIC3 users 
could feel, touch, smell and taste 
things once inaccessible, none felt 
the need to believe in anything 
anymore.   
 “No one believes in any-
thing anymore,” Baskin said to the 
men and women in the Omniverse 
Entertainment Unlimited execu-
tive boardroom.  Every chair was 
filled, but since this was a special 
project meeting, most of the execs 
were to be seen but not heard.  
Baskin only dealt head-to-head 
with a select few. 

Baskin stood at the end 
of the oblong mahogany table.  
“Hell, I don’t believe in anything 



 

 

anymore.  Are you really here, 
Bob?  I don’t know… Mallory?  
Do you truly exist?  How can I 
ever be certain?  I mean, I can see 
you, I can grab your tits, I can 
pork you over this table right 
now—but that’s not proof…” 
 Bob “Bullocks” Fenes-
trauf, producer and director of 
over 150 OEU MultiSens™ enter-
tainments, said, “Bask, baby, now 
is not a time to get all philosophi-
cal on the troops.”  He was wear-
ing his trademark lime green Ha-
waiian shirt today.  His balding 
scalp gleamed through sparse gray 
hair.  
 Mallory Hispain, Presi-
dent and CEO of OEU, said, 
“Now, come on, Delaney.  You 
know I’m frigid.”  She sat stiff and 
regal at the far end of the table, 
her platinum-blonde hair in extra-
fine sharp spikes today. 
 “Have you stopped tak-
ing your Buspar?  Or is this just 
some kind of prima donna horse-
shit?” asked Mocha Rocca, VP of 
Marketing.  Her cold eyes and 
pointy, milk chocolate features 
mocked everything they came into 
contact with. 
 “No,” Baskin said, 
slouching back in the most com-
fortable chair he’d ever experi-
enced, “It’s hard to explain.  It’s 
like I’ve got this big hole inside, 
you know?  Only it’s like a wound 
more than a hole, cuz it hurts me.  
Hurts me bad.  And I don’t know 

what it is—what it is that’s miss-
ing.  It makes me feel real empty 
all the time…” 
 Chalice Montgomery, 
over-the-hill porn queen turned 
top MultiSens agent, bent back to 
Baskin’s ear and whispered, “Can 
it with the high-hat talk, kid.  
We’re trying to strike a deal.  
Business now, feeling later, okay?” 
 Bob Fenestrauf leaned 
forward, folding his hands.  
“That’s nice and all, Bask, but no 
one gives a shit about emotions 
and empty spaces.  They just want 
you to provide them with a hard-
core series of mind-blowing fuck 
sessions.”  
 “Maybe that’s the prob-
lem…” Baskin said, to himself and 
almost under his breath. 
 “Well,” Mallory Hispain 
said, taking over, “I don’t know 
about your problems, but we’ve 
got someone on contract whose 
holes we’d like you to fill.”  She hit 
a button on a small console on the 
boardroom table, and a picture 
glowed to life on the wall behind 
her.  The five-foot-long screen 
sported a still shot of a young 
woman on all fours, her face ob-
structed by silky blue-black hair.  
The hi-def image portrayed her 
graphically compromised by five 
men at once.  Baskin barely 
glimpsed at the screen.  He’d seen 
and done them all before. 
 Mallory Hispain contin-
ued, “They call her Miss Yi.  She’s 

from China.  She’s to be your co-
star in a very special production.” 
 “Completely live,” Bob 
Fenestrauf said, picking up the 
thread.  “Pay Per Sens.” 
 “We’ll bill it as a sort of 
‘East Meets West’ event,” Mocha 
Rocca said.  She thought a mo-
ment and then her visage bright-
ened.  “That’s what we’ll call it: 
WEST MEATS EAST.  Like a 
Westerner stud is giving some 
Eastern slut the meat.  Great, 
great…” She scribbled furiously in 
her leather-clad day planner. 

Bob Fenestrauf 
scratched his nose, like he always 
did when he was excited.  “She’s 
an up-and-comer.  This broad’s 
the biggest thing to hit Asia since 
SARS and the Bird Flu combined, 
and since she utterly shined 
through in the Hong Kong, Bong ‘n’ 
Song, Me Love You Beaucoup Long, 
Big ‘n’ Strong, So Right It’s Wrong, 
Salad Tong, Ten-Foot-Long and Rock-
Hard Dong Review, she’s set for 
global megastardom.  She’s paid 
her dues and wants to work with 
the big kids here in the States.  We 
fly her in tomorrow and put her 
through the paces.  We—and her 
people—think she’s ready for 
some Big Bad Bask Delaney.” 
 Baskin frowned, studied 
the grain of the tabletop.  He 
found nothing there, but stayed 
with it nonetheless. 



 

 

 “She’s already got the 
cerebral implant to prove it,” Mo-
cha Rocca said. 
 Bob Fenestrauf cut in, 
“This is gonna be the biggest thing 
to hit MultiSens since haptic itself.  
You’ll be immortal, Bask.” 
 Baskin kept the frown, 
swiveled his chair back and forth 
slowly. 

Mocha Rocca took the 
controls.  “We leaked a rumor 
about the project to People, and 
we’ve already seen a 20 percent 
increase in hapsuit and I-Ware® 
sales.  And this Yi’s so damn hot 
even the women are buying the 
stuff.  They want to be Yi getting 
royally balled by you.  We’re pro-
jecting 100 million international 
users.” 

“It’ll be classic,” Bob 
Fenestrauf concurred. 

“Remembered for all 
time,” Mallory Hispain said. 

“The meeting of the two 
biggest mega-stars of adult enter-
tainment,” Mocha Rocca drove 
home. 
 Baskin shook his head, 
continued the frown.  He stroked 
at his unseen wound a bit longer, 
licked around the puckered, bitter 
edges.  “I don’t know.  I mean, 
what does it all mean?  What’s the 
point anymore?” 
 “A cool thirty million is 
the reason, dumbshit,” Mallory 
Hispain said. 

 “No one’s getting paid 
that much, kid,” Chalice Mont-
gomery said into his ear.  “If you 
really want to retire and go find 
yourself or whatever, do it on those 
bills.” 
 “People these days, Bask, 
just want to spend money and 
have a virtual screw.  The num-
bers don’t lie.”  Bob Fenestrauf 
had rubbed his nose until it 
glowed red. 

Baskin looked at his 
agent, then at the OEU execs.  He 
slouched back in his chair further.  
The wound was still there, eating 
at him and growing slowly and by 
the moment.  But there was noth-
ing he could do about it now.  
And definitely not here.   
 “Okay.  What the hell, 
you know?  I’ll do it.” 
 “That’s the Bask we love 
to be,” Bob Fenestrauf chuckled. 
 “Give that slut one in the 
ass for me,” Mocha Rocca said. 
 The room applauded. 
 
 
 “You taking your antide-
pressants, Delaney?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “The inhalants?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “The injections?  Twice a 
day, after your workout?” 
 “Yes, Doc.” 
 “The Levitra™ ++ cock-
tail, with meals an hour before 
show time?” 

 “I already told you that.” 
 Baskin Delaney wasn’t 
feeling any better after the OEU 
board meeting.  The growing hole 
inside him was starting to affect 
his work.  Doctor Krantz had 
supervised his entire reconstruc-
tion and always had a solution to 
his problems.  Baskin hoped that 
maybe he could diagnose and pre-
scribe the wound away. 
 The doctor’s jaw jutted 
into his giant dockworker’s paw, 
his beady eyes darting over 
Baskin’s face.  “Tell me again what 
happened.” 
 Baskin sat naked, slouch-
ing on the exam table and staring 
at his flaccid penis.  “I was on the 
set.  We were doing a dress re-
hearsal for a bit in one of Carman 
Fandango’s Romp ‘n’ Ride series.  A 
lark, but I’m on contract and the 
money’s okay.  Not much ex-
pected of me, really—a 15-minute 
cameo: a little backdoor action, 
some oral, some light S&M.  You 
know, a lark.  Done it a million 
times before.” 
 “Cut to the chase, De-
laney.  You’re driving me nuts.” 
 Baskin plowed on 
though the words continued to 
stick in his throat.  “I couldn’t get 
it up.” 
 “What do you mean by 
that?” 
 “What do I mean, Doc?  
What the hell do you think I 



 

 

mean?” Baskin flicked the fat 
glans of his circumcised member. 
 Doctor Krantz gave him 
a look of stone.  “A hitch in the 
moneymaker?  That’s not possi-
ble—not with my alterations and 
implants.” 
 Baskin slumped further 
and sighed.  “No, Doc, it gets 
hard, I can still get a boner…but my 
heart isn’t in it.  There isn’t any 
enthusiasm, you know?  It doesn’t 
come from inside.  Instead, there’s 
just a big, wounded hole there.” 
 “What?  A hole?  Did 
you get stabbed by a crazed fan 
again?” 
 “No…not a hole in my 
body, but in my heart, my soul…” 
 The doctor began to 
pace, hands wrapped tightly 
around his thick torso.  “But the 
equipment works?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Of course it does.  I 
designed it all myself.” 
 “What do I do, Doc?” 
 Krantz stopped and 
grabbed Baskin’s shoulders.  His 
fingers were rough and manual-
labor callused.  He gave Baskin the 
look of a man who’d bet on the 
wrong horse.  “Here’s what you 
do, Delaney:  Stop being a god-
damn pussy.  Shut your gob and 
do the job.  Leave the heavy con-
templation to those who can actu-
ally string two thoughts together 
and clean up your act.” 

Baskin was speechless. 

“Am I getting through 
that thick skull, Delaney?”  Doctor 
Krantz’s voice was forced and 
cracking at the edges.  “I’ve al-
ready paid to be you when you 
dick that Chink bitch tomorrow.  
It wasn’t cheap.  Break down and 
become a wash-up on your own 
goddamn dime.” 

Baskin wiped at the tears 
forming in his eyes.  The wound 
in him yawned, belched frost.  
“But I don’t think I can…” 

Doctor Krantz jabbed a 
blunt finger into his forehead.  
“Head in the game, you stupid cry-
baby.” 

Baskin’s eyes were plead-
ing now.  “Isn’t there anything else 
you can give me for this, Doc?  To 
at least take the edge off or some-
thing?” 

Doctor Krantz threw his 
hands in the air.  His face was 
scarlet.  “What else is there to give 
you, Delaney?  You’re already 
topped out on performance en-
hancers and behavior mods.”  

The doctor was livid, 
that Delaney could plainly see.  
“I’m sorry, Doc.” 

“You damn well should 
be.  I’m not taking the hit for your 
failure in this, Delaney.  I did my 
part; my augmentations are 100 
percent sound.  This is all you and 
your fucked up emotions.” 

“Maybe just some advice 
or something?  Something?  Please, 
Doc…” 

The doctor struggled to 
calm himself.  It took a few min-
utes of muttering in the corner.  
Finally, he turned back to Baskin.  
“Listen, Delaney…the only advice 
I can give you is do something to 
her you’ve never done to anyone.  
Put your head into that.” 

“But there’s nothing that 
hasn’t been done!” 

Doctor Krantz thought 
for a moment, his eyes darting 
around the room.  His face was 
still red and he embraced himself 
mightily.  “Dress up something 
old to look like it’s new.  Put your 
own spin on a classic.  Leave your 
mark.  Hell, there are no new 
ideas, and your generation cer-
tainly isn’t the one to discovery 
any even if there were. 

“For chrissake, De-
laney…I’m not your therapist and 
I’m not your mommy—I’m your 
physician.” 

“Make something old 
new again?” 

“Bingo.  Now get out of 
here and do your frickin’ job so I 
can do mine.”   

 
 

 Later that week in his 
penthouse suite, Baskin tried to 
relax and think on the doctor’s 
advice.  He even indulged himself 
with eight ounces of wine—the 
only alcohol allowed to touch his 
lips for the entire year.  It would 
throw off his meds schedule hor-



 

 

ribly and he’d have to spend an 
extra hour in the morning on the 
treadmill, but it was something he 
needed.  Soul searching wasn’t his 
expertise and more often than not 
was discouraged by his colleagues.  
He sat back in his Comfort Form 
lounger, Trance music emanating 
quietly from the surround sound 
system, sipping his glass of merlot.   

Something was obviously 
missing, from not only his life but 
also the world around him.  Not 
just missing.  It was more than that.  
It was something lost and long 
forgotten.  This train of thought 
caused his internal wound to ex-
pand and ache.  He licked at its 
raw edges again, tongued it hard, 
sunk his fist into its depths like he 
had so many young starlets. It felt 
icy and dead, the absence. 

The wound wasn’t a new 
thing, he knew.  It lay hidden for a 
long time until it had grown so big 
he could no longer ignore it.  It 
had started as a tiny puncture in 
him when he was a kid, when his 
dad started beating him.  It split 
and tore when his mom began to 
hit the sauce.  It went from slit to 
crevasse when his older sister ran 
away, only to be found years later 
a junkie prostitute…in the city 
morgue.  The wound continued to 
mature those years after he’d fi-
nally gotten out of the house and 
sought his fortune in adult enter-
tainment.  Until recently it was 
something he could gloss over and 

pretend didn’t exist.  But now it 
was consuming him, a frostbite 
agony in his center. 

He shifted in his chair, 
swirled the glass of wine. 

From the time haptic 
went big, people didn’t go out 
much anymore.  No one got mar-
ried.  No one was having kids.  
And, as far as he’d been told, no 
one even had real sex anymore.  
People didn’t believe in anything 
that they couldn’t feel through 
Baskin and his countless co-stars.  
They’d all forgotten the reason for 
having sex in the first 
place…Baskin included.  Why did 
he do what he did?  And why did 
the public crave it so?  Lost and 
forgotten…   

He shifted in his seat, 
tried to change his mood with 
some visualization techniques, and 
plumbed the depths for an original 
way to work over this new Miss 
Yi.  If he could just pull off this 
last project, he could pocket the 
cash and disappear.  Leave The 
Life.  Search the far corners of the 
earth for a way to fill his growing, 
gnawing void.  

He thought for a while.  
Doctor Krantz’s advice would be 
hard to pull off.  Make something old 
new again. 

Baskin sighed into his 
half-empty glass and said aloud to 
no one, “There’s absolutely no 
way to make the old Missionary 

come off cool again…even by 
me.” 

His head raced through 
the repertoire:  The Empress, the 
Rubber Donkey, Fisticuffs, the 
Duplex Phoenix with a Twist, the 
Cyclone Pete, the Katzenjammer, 
Crack ‘n’ Smack…but it all led 
back to the wound.  The wound 
was feeding on his bag of tricks, 
spitting them back into his face, 
revealing them for what they really 
were: empty gestures. 

Baskin left the remainder 
of his wine on the end table and 
went to bed.  Maybe a good 
night’s sleep would help, but 
probably not.  Regardless, there 
wasn’t much else to do.  He just 
had to get his head in the game 
this one last time and take one for 
the OEU team.  He would meet 
Miss Yi in the Pay Per Sens event, 
bang her as ordered and then leave 
The Life behind. 

 
 
HAPTIC3 was the system 

that had made the entire event 
possible. 

The first generation of 
haptic technology had promised a 
touch sensory option for online 
shopping.  All one needed was 
satellite or cable Web access, the 
peripherals and software and a 
good processor.  Now a browser 
shopping for clothes could place a 
hand on the Sens Pad and literally 
feel the texture of the fabrics.  But 



 

 

the technology really found its 
home in Internet pornography.  
Instead of just watching cam sites 
and broadband skin flicks, the 
viewer could also feel the flesh of 
the actors and actresses—the heat, 
the hair, the moisture. 

Soon, however, even this 
wasn’t enough.  New companies 
sprung up in an attempt to en-
hance haptic further.  In a perfect 
fusion of Swedish expertise and 
American know-how, HapGen2 
broke onto the scene from Mul-
tiSens™ Corp and boasted full-
body sensory input.  It was a skin-
tight Lycra bodysuit outfitted with 
an internal lining of tactile stimula-
tion interfaces (TSIs).  The wearer 
would now have the complete 
tactile sensation of the act de-
picted on screen.  As a result, the 
porn industry had gone from a 
multi-million dollar brown paper 
bag affair to full-blown main-
stream entertainment inside of 
two years. 

Other companies special-
ized in enhancing the technology 
further.  People didn’t just want 
the feel anymore; they needed the 
sights, the smells and the sounds.  
The buyers demanded to be there.  
Scrambling to keep up, various 
smaller ventures capitalized on the 
missing senses.  Some new devices 
were released to the public, mostly 
add-ons to the existing HapGen2, 
but these were clunky and often 
incompatible or just plain lame.  

 When it was believed 
that the technology had finally hit 
a brick wall, MultiSens™ Corp 
shocked the industry with the 
release of HAPTIC3 For Home.  
It was not only an enhanced ver-
sion of the suit, but included 3-D 
holographic I-Ware® (self-
contained and Internet-ready) and 
a cowl ‘n’ mask combo for the 
face and head.  All a user needed 
was a place to plug in.  The public 
could now feel, see, taste and 
smell the experience of being in a 
real adult movie.  Now anyone 
could enter the total experience of 
his or her favorite porn star. 
 MultiSens™ Corp then 
teamed up with a small fly-by-
night adult film studio in Los An-
geles, CA, optimistically named 
Omniverse Entertainment, Ltd.  
Up to that point, the studio had 
produced a derivative line of cut 
‘n’ paste amateur college girl T&A 
videos, but now had been com-
missioned to create what was to 
be called Point of View (PoV) 
films, as seen from the perspective 
of the performers on screen.  
Cameras were forsaken for Mul-
tiSens Capture, a closely guarded 
system in which the full sensory 
spectrum was fed from the per-
formers by wireless antenna di-
rectly into the computer.  The 
hapsuit and I-Ware® interfaces 
allowed users to decide which 
performer they would like to live 
through.  Utilizing this new tech-

nology, HAPTIC3 For Home 
would put the user completely 
into the sex scene seamlessly.  In 
the process, they’d surpassed any-
thing offered by the Internet, TV 
and film combined, creating an 
entirely new entertainment me-
dium. 
 The lesser companies 
died as MultiSens™ Corp reigned 
supreme.  Omniverse Entertain-
ment, Ltd. grew and transformed 
into the behemoth Omniverse 
Entertainment Unlimited, securing 
both companies’ eternal domina-
tion with this one Killer Ap and 
effectively cornering the entire 
market.  Even through the static 
of protest from religious and fam-
ily groups, sour-grapes corporate 
lawsuits and monopoly charges 
brought by the U.S. Justice De-
partment, the sister companies 
exploded globally and geometri-
cally until their joint effort over-
shadowed anything that had come 
before. 
 So now, on the day of 
the live Pay Per Sens event that 
was to be known as WEST 
MEATS EAST, millions of sub-
scribers around the world slipped 
into their hapsuits, warmed up 
their I-Ware® and awaited the big 
moment when Big Bad Baskin 
Delaney would confront the ex-
otic Miss Yi in an international 
one-on-one.  Private homes tuned 
in and turned on.  Bars held theme 
parties and rented hapsuits to pa-



 

 

trons.  Community centers threw 
open their doors, leased multi-user 
interfaces and made the event a 
communal experience.   
 Baskin Delaney was well 
aware of the historic gravity of 
WEST MEATS EAST as he ex-
ited his stretch limo and entered 
the OEU studios.  There were no 
crazed fans to meet him at the 
doors these days—they were all 
hooked up and ready to go within 
range of a three-prong outlet.  
Only his assistants, his makeup 
artist and Mocha Rocca flanked 
him as he shuffled into the build-
ing.  The VP of Marketing sped 
along beside him as he was ush-
ered to his dressing room.   
 “Listen to these num-
bers: 40 thousand new units sold—
10 of those just today.  Our stock 
has tripled.  We now project close 
to 200 million users for today’s 
event—double our original figure.  
And you’ll be happy to know 
Chalice managed to bump your 
take on this up to 35.  These are 
good numbers, Delaney.  We like 
these motherfucking numbers.” 
 They led him from the 
lobby to the hallway of his dress-
ing room.  He barely acknowl-
edged Mocha Rocca with a dis-
tracted, “Cool…” Numbers, 
numbers, numbers.  The wound in 
him expanded and sucked them all 
into its maw. 

Just get through it, man.  
Head in the game.  Show them some-

thing they’ve never seen before.  Make 
something old new again. 
 “Makeup will take about 
an hour,” said Lesley Amber, his 
Mama Cass makeup artist.  “A 
simple body paint job, Mr. De-
laney.  Chest, back, butt, legs, 
arms and genitals in red and white 
stripes.  Head, face and neck in 
blue.  White stars over your eyes.  
Very patriotic.” 
 Baskin nodded distract-
edly as the assistant makeup artists 
stripped away his shirt, shoes, 
pants and bikini briefs.  The young 
men and women eagerly went to 
work painting his body. 
 Lesley Amber super-
vised, admiring Baskin’s form.  
“You know, I’ve seen Yi’s 
makeup.  She looks spectacular.  
She’s got her own crew that she 
brought in from Shanghai and 
they’ve done quite a job on her.  
The set even looks great, Mr. De-
laney.  I feel magic in the air to-
day.” 
 “I wish I felt the same,” 
he said under his breath, watching 
in the full-length mirror as an as-
sistant’s hand smeared royal blue 
over his golden dome. 
 The pain of his wound 
was now almost too much to bear.  
The slobbering crowds: all they 
wanted was the physical—to have 
him perform so they could perform.  
He felt worse than a beast of bur-
den or a circus monkey.  He felt 
like someone who was possessed 

daily by millions of empty souls 
that clawed away the remains of 
his interior world.  They would 
pay their money, don their suits 
and enter his skin, fuck and suck 
the Chinese starlet for an hour, 
and then leave him an empty and 
wanting vessel with only the grow-
ing wound and a raw dick to keep 
him company. 
 This is the last time, you 
know?  Period.  End of story. 
 
 
 An hour and a half later, 
Baskin was a walking statue of his 
nation’s flag.  He stood naked on 
the edge of the set, doing the pre-
show visualizations, stroking his 
cock to semi-erection. 
 The OEU president, 
Mallory Hispain, walked up be-
hind him and slapped his ass with 
a sharp crack.  Baskin jumped. 
 “Bust a nut out there, 
superstar.” 
 Baskin nodded. 
 “I hear you went to see 
your doctor after the meeting.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “You feeling all right?” 
 “Yeah, sure.” 
 Mallory Hispain took 
Baskin’s blue chin in her fist.  
“Don’t you dare let us down out 
there.” 
 “No.  No way.” 
 “No screw-ups, only 
screwing.  Got it?” 
 “Yeah.  Got it.” 



 

 

 The wound inhaled Mal-
lory Hispain’s jagged words, spit 
them at his brain in shards.  A 
shock of icy pain raced around its 
rim. 
 Bob “Bullocks” Fenes-
trauf, the event’s producer-
director, appeared at his other 
side.  He struck a hand on 
Baskin’s shoulder and coughed 
righteously.  Baskin jumped again. 
 “Bask, baby, here’s your 
script.”  He handed Baskin a sin-
gle sheet of paper.  When people 
could have sex through you, you 
didn’t need things like story or 
plot.  The less dialogue the better.  
The rule of thumb in MultiSens™ 
was KISS: Keep It Sex, Stupid. 
 “Let’s do a quick read-
through, Bask.  I’ll play Yi.” 
 Bob Fenestrauf cleared 
his throat.  “And…scene.” 
 Baskin read his line.  “I 
wonder where a big American 
stud like me can get some satisfac-
tion in this world of turmoil and 
war.” 
 Bob Fenestrauf read in 
his gruff voice.  “Try me, big 
American.  I’m a little China girl, 
and I need something new.” 
 “Then let me show you 
how we do it in The States, China 
girl.” 
 “I want to learn your 
American way.” 
 “Then I’ll be glad to meat 
you.” 

 “Then meat me, big 
American stud.  Meat me here on 
the divan.” 
 Bob Fenestrauf nodded 
hard and waved his hand.  “Or 
something like that.  Ad lib it a 
little, but don’t get carried away.  
And don’t forget to put the em-
phasis on the meat.  It’s a play on 
words, see?  That’s what the writ-
ers get paid for.” 
 “Okay, Bob.  Sure.” 
 “I’m going up to the 
booth. Mallory and Mocha will be 
up there too, all hooked up and 
keeping tabs on the action.  Mo-
cha’s gonna be you, as usual.” 
 Bob Fenestrauf 
shrugged. 

“Don’t muck it up, got 
it?  Great.  We go on in five min-
utes, Bask.  Bust a nut.” 
 “Sure thing, Bob.” 
 A moment later, Baskin 
was standing alone again on the 
edge of the set.  Technicians 
swarmed around MultiSens Cap-
ture Units, sound and light boards, 
system interfaces, over the set and 
around the offstage area.  Interns 
whisked back and forth like in-
sects.   
 Lesley Amber, his 
makeup artist, had been right 
about the set.  It looked almost 
like a real office.  Four walls but 
no ceiling.  A giant UN placard 
adorned the wall to his left.  An 
expensive, handcrafted desk and 
chair set sat in the corner closest 

to Baskin.  He counted flags from 
twenty countries along the wall, 
draping down over their floor-
mounted flagpoles.  And in the 
center of the room was the place 
where the action would start: a 
long, Victorian couch with fine 
details carved into the glossy 
wood of the frame.  
 The stage manager, Bo 
Hurly, lurched towards Baskin.  
He’d worked with Hurly before on 
many of the smaller entertain-
ments, and Baskin could see the 
strain of this event showing on his 
broad face.  His jowls sagged 
more than usual, his eyes were 
redder than he’d ever seen.  The 
sheer effort of moving his enor-
mous weight across the set had 
winded Bo Hurly.  He rested an 
arm on Baskin to catch his breath. 
 “We got your marks 
down on the set,” he panted.  
“You only got two.  Hit them and 
you’ll be in like Flint.” 
 “Got it, Bo.” 
 Bo Hurly turned to 
trundle off again, but stopped 
suddenly.  He turned back on 
Baskin.  “Almost forgot.  Be care-
ful behind the couch, kid.  There’s 
a mess of wires from the equip-
ment back there.  Some dickhead 
didn’t pack them in there right and 
they’re just sitting there like a rat’s 
nest.  You go walking into that 
tangle and you’re likely to trip up.” 
 “Okay, Bo.  Got it.” 
 “Bust a nut, kid.” 



 

 

 “Thanks.” 
 Bo Hurly was off again 
when Baskin saw someone at the 
end of the set.  From the shadows 
of the opposite side of the stage, 
he saw her emerge into the light.  
It was Miss Yi, in the flesh.   

From the moment he 
saw Miss Yi standing at the other 
end of the WEST MEATS EAST 
set, Baskin knew something was 
different about this one.  It wasn’t 
that her entire body (but for her 
long silky black hair) had been 
painted blood red.  It wasn’t that 
she bore a brilliant yellow star in 
the center of her chest.  And it 
definitely wasn’t her spectacular 
limbs, hard stomach, pert breasts 
and curved hips—that stuff was 
old hat.  If he’d seen it once, he’d 
seen it a million times. 
 No, it was something in 
the way she looked at him, even 
from this distance.  Something 
also in the way she managed to 
catch his eye in a way none ever 
had before.  He began suddenly—
and for the first time in his ca-
reer—to tremble. 
 A technician raced to 
Baskin’s side, affixed the wireless 
antenna to his brain implant—a 
magnetized half-dollar disk that 
stuck inconspicuously on the top 
of his head.  Across the way, Yi’s 
handlers moved back the part in 
her hair and did the same to her.   
 Bob “Bullocks” Fenes-
trauf’s voice came in over the 

loudspeaker from the control 
booth.  “All quiet on the set.  We 
go live in five…four…three…two…” 
 
 

Hit your marks… Just this 
one last time… Ad lib but don’t get too 
carried away… Make something old 
new again… Bust a nut out there… 
Emphasis on the meat… 

An upsurge in power us-
age dropped the electrical current 
in every major city and provincial 
town in the world as 200 million 
sets of 3-D I-Ware® hummed to 
life… 

A brief tingle in the cen-
ter of his head and Baskin knew 
his implant and wireless antenna 
were active.  His body’s every 
sensation was being fed into the 
MultiSens Capture Units and 
boards, launched into outer space, 
beamed back to millions of points 
on earth from the orbiting satel-
lites…   

One hundred fifty-five 
million men from across the globe 
could see Miss Yi standing across 
the span of the United Nations 
office set… 

Fifty-five million women 
from across the earth watched Big 
Bad Baskin stride onto the set and 
hit his first mark… 

Baskin Delaney noticed 
something strange about the air of 
the room.  It was charged in a way 
that made him feel a bit outside of 
himself.  The edges were growing 

fuzzy and golden.  His first 
thought was that there was some-
thing wrong with the haptics, that 
the signal was garbled, because 
everything was supposed to be 
flowing out of him and into the 
equipment.  But he had the dis-
tinct impression that 155 million 
men were watching it all through his 
eyes. 

Which they were.  But 
Baskin had never really sensed 
them there, inside his head and 
body.  It was that feeling that he’d 
come to loathe, the feeling of be-
ing possessed, only magnified.  He 
could perceive the waves of rapa-
cious lust crashing against the 
bitter mouth of his inner wound.  
He stumbled.  The red figure with 
black hair and yellow star waited 
across the room for the cue to 
step to her first mark… 

“I’m a big, bad American 
stud…” Baskin let the line trail 
off.  He was studying Yi’s face.  
This was the closest he’d been to 
her, and the details were crisp and 
clear for the first time.  The look 
on her face was soft—so soft as to 
melt him from the inside.  The 
golden glow of the room increased 
and everything shimmered.  The 
ice in his wound began to liquefy, 
soften and crack, and for the first 
time in as long as he could re-
member, he felt a sudden blast of 
warmth pulsate through him head 
to toe… 



 

 

And it wasn’t until a few 
seconds later that Baskin realized 
he was walking across the set to-
ward Yi, ditching the bungled line 
and missing his second mark.  
And Yi was moving toward him as 
well, uncaring of the lost cue or 
her own unhit marks.  They were 
moving towards each other in 
curious silence, slowing spanning 
the room, converging on the Vic-
torian divan that was the focal 
point of this entertainment’s set… 

He looked into her eyes 
and saw 55 million women staring 
back at him in greedy anticipation.  
His gaze pushed further and Yi’s 
pushed back—both gently, both 
lightly prying.  Soon, there she 
was—the real Yi—and Baskin 
could now see that she, too, had a 
wound inside… 

Two hundred million 
worldwide users experienced the 
moment when Big Bad Baskin 
Delaney and the exotic Miss Yi 
peered into each other’s souls and 
saw their mutual painful empti-
ness… 

Whether it was the 
strange air that day, or the magni-
tude of the shared misery, or a 
glitch in the haptics, or something 
else entirely, all 200 million users 
were forced inward on themselves 
and faced head-on their own per-
sonal wounds… 

“Holy shit!” bellowed 
Bob “Bullocks” Fenestrauf in the 
director’s booth.  He, like every-

one in the control room, wore his 
hapsuit and had been following 
the proceedings firsthand.  Now 
he was staring through his I-
Ware® straight into a black pit of 
despair.  He threw himself back 
against the first assistant director’s 
consol, every hair of his body bris-
tling. 

OEU president and 
CEO Mallory Hispain plunged 
headfirst into the razor-sharp 
brambles of her own personal 
inner wound, collapsing forward 
off her chair.  She began to weep 
uncontrollably, wrapped in a tight 
fetal pose.  Through the flowing 
tears and bubbles of snot, she 
could be heard whining an endless 
stream of, “Why?  Why?  Why?” 

Mocha Rocca screamed 
venomous expletives as the teeth 
of her wound snapped at her ego. 

A lighting technician, 
who’d smuggled his own hapsuit 
and I-Ware® onto the catwalk 
over the set, reeled into the guard-
rail when his long-hidden inner 
wound opened before him.  The 
catwalk swayed, rattling the lights 
suspended along its bottom edge.  
His open water bottle teetered, 
toppled, fell on its side on the 
catwalk and poured its contents 
down onto the United Nations 
set.  The water fell in a single fine 
stream, splattering to the set floor, 
puddling between Baskin Delaney 
and Miss Yi, between the back 
wall and the divan… 

Then it happened.  
Baskin’s eyes locked with Yi’s and 
a connection was established.  It 
was something that had never 
happened to Big Bad Baskin.  
Hundreds of actresses had come 
and gone over the years, all shapes 
and sizes, all races and nationali-
ties.  But now something strange 
and warm and invigorating poured 
out of him through the eyes, 
poured out and filled the wound 
inside Yi.  Yi’s face lit up, her lips 
parting in a reluctant smile, and 
Baskin felt a new surge from her 
back to him—a lifting on light.  
His wound filled with the light, 
causing the warmth to penetrate 
its deepest, most frozen re-
cesses… 

They moved closer until 
the divan obstructed their path.  
Miss Yi stepped to the side of the 
divan’s arm, continued her slow 
approach around the back of the 
Victorian set piece.  Baskin fol-
lowed her lead and moved around 
the divan’s back and continued to 
walk toward her as well… 

Two hundred million 
worldwide users, Bob “Bullocks” 
Fenestrauf, OEU president Mal-
lory Hispain and even VP of Mar-
keting Mocha Rocca relaxed and 
allowed the warm light of the per-
formers to suffuse their wounded 
souls… 

Baskin Delaney could 
feel the heat from Yi’s body now.  
They stood close enough to touch.  



 

 

He raised a red and white striped 
hand, stilted and boyish, a little 
afraid.  He felt the overwhelming 
need to tell her everything… 

Just as he began to 
speak, Yi’s red finger pressed gen-
tly against his royal blue lips.  She 
shook her head slightly, her lips 
parted.  Baskin read the body lan-
guage and knew she was right.  
There was so much to say, but no 
need to speak… 

They stayed like that, 
suspended in time, her finger 
against his lips, his hand probing 
blindly for hers.  Their eyes 
beamed the silent message, one 
filling the other, and the other 
filling in turn—the more he filled 
her with the warm light, the more 
he himself was filled with warm 
light.  They’d become lost in a 
feedback loop from which neither 
wanted freedom.  They both knew 
what the feeling was.  It was 
something that had been lost and 
forgotten, but rediscovered on the 
United Nations set of the porno-
graphic MultiSens entertainment 
feature WEST MEATS EAST.  
They knew what was causing their 
twin wounds to be filled with light 
and warmth. 

Love. 
A love so immediate, 

bright and intense that 200 million 
worldwide users believed they’d 
never experienced its like before.  
Baskin Delaney and Miss Yi to-

gether had made something old 
new again… 

The love flowed between 
the actors, shot in columns from 
their feet into their 3-inch-long 
cerebral implants, out of the an-
tennae on the crowns of their 
heads, into the Capture Units and 
boards, through an endless mesh 
of wires, chips and fiber optics, 
into the stratosphere and back 
down to every user on the face of 
the planet.  Two hundred million 
worldwide users shared the bright, 
warm beam of love and gave it 
back, joining the loop and swaying 
in the indescribable joy of being 
alive… 

Yi’s finger slipped away 
from Baskin’s lips, leaving a smile 
in its wake, the first smile he’d 
truly felt for a long time.  They 
moved closer until their bodies 
touched finally, the red field and 
yellow star merging with American 
bars.  Baskin and Yi were so into 
their warm, bright moment that 
they failed to even notice the pud-
dle of water in which they stood.  
Or the tangled mess of wires that 
floor manager Bo Hurly had 
warned about… 

They could feel the 
warmth of the other’s flesh.  
Baskin’s probing hand was filled 
with Yi’s delicate fingers.  He 
leaned down to her.  She angled 
her head back, her lips waiting to 
be met by his lips… 

No one could have 
known that a power cable was 
nestled in the tangled wires.  No 
one could have known that this 
cable sitting in the water puddle at 
their feet had been damaged.  No 
one could have known that the 
protective plastic coating had been 
stripped away a few millimeters, 
exposing the cable.  And no one 
could have known that the barely-
perceptible shift of Baskin’s foot 
in the rat’s nest would cause this 
exposed bit of cable to make con-
tact with the puddle of water… 

Their lips touched, 
feather-light… 

The world had hooked 
up that day for a mind-bending 
experience and got one.  Not the 
experience they’d paid for, but the 
rediscovery of something they 
didn’t even know they’d lost until 
it was returned to them.  And 200 
million worldwide users experi-
enced an exhilaration that 
trumped all previous experience.  
Their muscles and hearts were 
seized in time and space in a lin-
gering kiss.  Bright white light 
flashed in their minds and souls, 
bleaching out the pain, the empti-
ness, the loneliness. 

It was only light now.  
White light. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

THE FORCE THAT SETS 
THESE IN MOTION 

PART III 
 Wind chimes, made 
from pipes, tin, plastic, and little 
chains and fishing line, hang 
above.  Legs have imprints of 
concrete, biting little pains.  Old 
ankle wound swelling.  Smoking 
cigarettes, drinking water, looking 
out at the darkness and the exotic 
sounds of this night and can’t 
understand how it could be so 
calm.   
 All those nights come 
back.  This light breeze on a 
warm night, a lone orange street-
light shining down on the swings 
in the yard, and I was just a 
child.  that same new feeling of 
fear of things to come.  An awe 
and despair spiking into the 
heart.  Unclear impressions in my 
mind and eyes, always eyes upon 
me.  Unknown eyes, great feelings 
of smallness.  It’s all back now. 
 Something is dying in 
the bed inside.  That’s why I’m 
here: To help and make peace.  
The thing dies so very slowly, 
much too slowly and I’m guilty 
because when gone I’ll realize that 

my thoughts were only on self, 
thinking only of myself.  Selfish 
and contemptuous of this place 
and feeling and people and re-
membrance.  A weave of horror 
and nostalgia. 
 The dying thing lived, so 
I hear.  If that’s what it’s called 
these days.  I recall little, some 
fragmentary memories and dreamy 
sequences of its life.  But it all 
happened so long ago that it’s best 
not to trust memory.  And, being 
at this age, I lost the contact be-
cause it was just too late to ac-
knowledge its existence. 
 Just the chimes, the 
darkness, the absolute ruralness 
of it.  The dark and symphony of 
owls and dogs and frogs and 
crickets I too for granted and 
hated until I left, while it was all 
yours for the taking.  But at the 
time we had no mind, you and I.  
No perspective, no scope, nor con-
text in which to place it.  Drink-
ing water, smoking cigarettes. 
 The dying stinks putrid 
and sweltering inside.  We’ve tried 
to make it easier (me oldest, you 
brother, and the thinning wasting 
memories of a mother now gone).  
You tend to it now while I take 

in the past.  An onslaught of 
physical sensations that return me 
to lesser, lost times where I fight 
and lose to demons I knew all 
along. 
 Memories.  Many pasts.  
I hate it here.  It’s so beautiful 
and peaceful this time of year, but 
duty brings me back to face an 
ending that has no idea when to 
conclude. 
 

*                *                * 
 
 In a field of dry grass 
and dead clover, a dark edi-
fice stands before me, 
dwarfing me.  I’m only a 
man, and it reminds me of 
this truth.  But I have a task 
to fulfill. 
 It is a box, rusty 
black iron patchworked to-
gether with fist-sized rivets.  
It towers over the field, cap-
turing all things in its 
shadow.  The silence is a 
rumble of white noise, a si-
lent heart beating deep 
within.  It looks as if it might 
be solid throughout, but I 
know it’s just a husk, a shell.  
A prison.  A womb. 



 

 

 I place my hand on 
the flaking wall and feel its 
vibrations in my chest.  A 
door opens to an even 
deeper darkness. 
 I am the one who’s 
supposed to kill Bernardi.  
Bernardi has a protector. 
 The inside is like the 
outside: Rust-caked metal 
walls, seams riveted to-
gether.  But these walls slope 
and shift and plane at wild 
angles, converging at a small 
square aperture cut in the 
ceiling.  The opening allows 
sunlight in.  A shaft of dusky 
yellow cuts through the 
darkness, reveals a pool of 
sludgy water.  This pool 
takes up most of the floor 
area, and I stand at its edge.   
 A voice speaks, ech-
oes around the angled room, 
reaches my ears tinny with 
reverb. 
 —LEGENDS 
EQUAL MAGIC, BIG 
MEDICINE.  THERE IS 
POWER IN ALL STO-
RIES. 
 —I’m truly power-
less, I say.  I’ve no story. 

 —COYOTE THE 
TRICKSTER PLAYS IN 
THE GAPS OF YOUR 
MEMORY, FUCKING 
WITH YOUR MIND. 
 The pool’s surface 
begins to tremble.  Bubbles 
surface. 
 —THE ALPHA-
BET. 
 —A-B-C-O-S-T-O-
F-L-I-V-I-N-G-H-I-J-K-I-L-
L-B-E-R-N-A-R-D-I... 
 —THE MONTHS 
OF THE YEAR. 
 —Sun, Mercury, 
Venus, Earth, Moon, Mars, 
Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, 
Neptune, Pluto, and the 
force that sets these all in 
motion... 
 —MULTIPLY BY 
TWOS. 
 —God and Nature.  
Man and Woman.  The 
blood of billions... 
 The pool churns and 
bubbles.  I can see a form 
below the surface, rising to-
ward me.  It is a man, his 
face a murky Renaissance 
painting of flesh, algae, and 
putrid liquid.  He emerges, 

the water streaming down 
his black double breasted 
suit.  A golden ring on his 
right middle finger catches 
the sun.  A star pinwheels on 
his hand. 
 He stands knee-deep 
in the pool, slides back to 
the opposite edge from me.  
There is a resemblance be-
tween us, a familial similar-
ity.  He is white like me, with 
short black hair.  He is of 
medium build, his face a bit 
more angular than mine, the 
eyes more intelligent, his 
stature shorter.  He could be 
my brother. 
 I step into the pool, 
sinking a bit into the spongy 
bottom, up to my knees in 
the dead-fish stink.  We be-
gin to move, circling the 
pool like animals vying for 
the same territory.  A spike 
of white-hot pain sears 
through my chest.  My op-
ponent nods.  I nearly dou-
ble over from the agony. 
 Focus. 
 This is the game, and 
I remember the rules.  But I 
know I’ve never been any 



 

 

good at games.  How could I 
have been chosen for this 
task? 
 The rules scroll in 
my eyelids, thick white block 
letters on a blackboard.  I 
send him my best effort.  He 
clutches his shoulder, baring 
his teeth, contorting his face 
in anger sadness hurt.  But 
the pain is cyclical.  The af-
terglow projects into my 
own shoulder. 
 He regains himself, 
and I prepare for his next 
blow, but we are both weary 
and hurt too much to con-
tinue.  His voice erupts 
staticy and garbled against 
my eardrum.  I hear him in 
stereo through blown speak-
ers, though his mouth 
doesn’t move. 
 —You weren’t chosen, 
he says.  Neither of us were.  
We were born into it. 
 I send my voice 
without speaking, and it is as 
simple as breathing. 
 —Then, please, let’s 
finish this. 
 —All right. 

 We run toward each 
other, hands curled into 
blunt claws, water arcing and 
spraying into the sunlight 
shaft.  Where we meet.  
Grapple.  Dissolve. 
 Total blackness. 
 White void. 
 

*                *                * 
 
 Beneath the after-
noon sun, we stand in a field 
of wheat.  My brother and I.  
The house can be seen in 
the distance, too small to see 
its features.  It is just a black 
box. 
 He slips his golden 
ring from his middle finger 
and hands it over to me. 
 —Game over, he 
says in normal words in a 
normal voice. 
 —Who won? I ask. 
 He looks off at the 
horizon. 
 —It was never really 
a game.  We made it into 
one, to cope.  To forget.  It 
was easier that way. 
 I study his face for 
hidden meanings, but there 

are none.  He shows the hint 
of something between a 
smile and a frown. 
 —I waited for you 
for a long time.  I did my 
best to endure. 
 I look to the ring he 
has placed in my hand. 
 I say, —I remember 
everything now.  I can’t help 
wondering why it was so 
important. 
 —That happens, he 
says, shielding the sun from 
his eyes with his hand. 
 —But what about 
Bernardi?  What are we sup-
posed to do with him now? 
 A bellow sounds in 
the distance, and I look out 
to where my brother looks.  
A number of brown shapes 
are coming toward us, half 
submerged in the rustling 
wheat. 
 My brother squints 
harder. 
 —What are those, he 
asks. 
 —Cows, I say. 
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LOVE, GLORIOUS 

LOVE! 
Unrequited, maybe.  

Nonreciprocal, perhaps.  Blindly 
one-sided, you bet. 
 But if all went according 
to my proactive yet sensitive de-
signs, this would not be the case 
for long. 
 My One True Love, the 
spellbinding Ms. Barbie O’Shey, 
and I were having our share of 
courtship troubles, to be sure.  She 
being friend and family of the 
architects of the new ruling regime 
and I now nothing more than a 

roving vagabond cad, could not 
(for the time being) see eye-to-eye. 
  Understand now that 
the political climate is in a state of 
wanton entropy.  Power struggles 
often ensue and the reigns change 
hands with mind-boggling fre-
quency.  It is very Montague and 
Capulet, very Hatfield and McCoy, 
very Dean Wareham and Damon 
and Naomi.  I suddenly found 
myself, on the day in question, 
standing in the penetrating aura of 
the earth-shattering Barbie 
O’Shey, exiled once again to the 
wrong side of the tracks.   

She’d always been a coy 
vixen in the most stable of times, 
and as I attempted to woo her in 
the traditional fashion of plying 
her with alcoholic beverages then 
pawing her temple of flesh like a 
mad beast, she struck me upon the 
nose.  I was taken aback by this 
break in my personal protocol.  I 
advanced again to no avail.  With 
stars winking through my field of 
vision and a sickening liquid agony 
washing through my most tender 
regions, my honorable attempts 
had been nullified with a definitive 
slumping of my person to the 
marble pathway of the private 
gardens. 

Now, you see my One 
True Love works in symbols.  I 
took the shot to the nuts and her 
harsh verbal rebukes as a wake-up 
call from my beloved.  She was 
practically begging this temporarily 

neutralized rapscallion to mend 
the wounds of our fragile new 
love. 
 So after a brief month of 
contemplation and soul searching, 
manifested through long hours of 
moping and intense jags of shame-
less weeping, I vowed to reclaim 
our romance.  I resolved to leave 
my new dwelling places of refuse-
ridden alleyways, ten-dollar-an-
hour flophouses and under-bridge 
bum towns and make amends.  It 
would take a series of subtle gestures 
to break us, the stellar Ms. Barbie 
O’Shey and me, from the malaise 
of our current estrangement.  Ges-
tures that say, “Hey, baby, I care.” 
 Under the cover of dark-
ness, I crept to the parking lot of 
my One True Love’s apartment 
building.  I understood that our 
main weakness was lack of under-
standing.  She did not know the 
real me—did not know the rigors 
that I had endured that had 
brought this alienated mercenary 
to such a lowly state. 
 I reached out to her by 
keying the entire text of Dante’s 
Purgatorio into the banana yellow 
paint job of her 2002 Volkswagen 
Beetle. 
 I managed to etch the 
final letter of the first three quar-
ters of my abridged paperback 
edition into the center of her right 
headlight.  My litany of devotion 
was incomplete; I had run out of 
room. 



 

 

 Her response arrived the 
next day by courier.  I watched 
helplessly from the window of my 
second-floor efficiency as a large, 
bald moron with watery, vacant 
eyes decimated my own 1996 Ford 
Aspire with a crowbar.   

He worked quickly, effi-
ciently, with wicked malice.  In no 
time my car was nothing more 
than a scattered mess of beaded 
windshield, warped fiberglass and 
random, indiscernible parts.  I 
thought I could make out the air 
filter, but I couldn’t be certain. 
 The large bald moron 
paused for a mere moment in his 
labors to shoot me a look of abso-
lute and total hatred.  His message 
delivered, he threw his crowbar 
into a puddle of transmission fluid 
and shuffled off, grunting beneath 
his breath. 
 My One True Love’s 
symbols were deeply hidden but 
no less imperative for me to deci-
pher.  I pondered for days.  Did 
the destruction of my car signify 
her disgust with our mechanized 
society?  Was she blaming the 
unreliability of technology (and 
the corresponding laziness made 
manifest from modern conven-
ience) for our lack of understand-
ing?  Was the crowbar really a 
gentle hand reaching out, grasping 
blindly in the maelstrom for some-
thing—anything—of substance to 
which to cling? 

 And what of the large, 
bald moron?  What purpose did 
he serve?  What idea was he to 
convey?  It wasn’t like I didn’t 
know the guy.  He’d beaten me 
senseless in a gymnasium once.  
Surely the goddess-like Barbie 
O’Shey had been aware of this 
detail.  And why the hate?  The 
shuffling?  The grunting? 
 Admittedly, much of this 
episode had gone way over my 
head.  My One True Love was the 
deepest female I’d ever encoun-
tered, and my arousal reached an 
even more fevered pitch. 
 The game was now 
afoot.  I set out again under the 
cover of darkness, only this time I 
broke into her apartment.  I 
scrawled on her vanity mirror (in 
eyeliner pencil) this ode of my 
own heartfelt composition: 
 
Oh honey lickin baby, won’tchu be mine 
Won’tchu be mine won’tchu be mine? 

Oh, lambchop slurpin momma, 
can’tchu give me 

Can’tchu give me can’tchu give me (?) 
Yur good honey lickin lambchop 

slurpin stuff? 
Give et up to me give et up to me give 

et up to me 
Ooooohhh, you makes my stuff hurt, too 

You’s a foxy broad, howsa bout dat? 
You’s a sexy minx, whadda you tink 

o’dat? 
Cummonladycummonladycummonlady 

PUT IT OUT! 
Xoxoxoxo 

 
 I had wanted to say so 
much more, but I had again run 
out of room.  I spirited away into 
the night via the fire escape. 
 My One True Love, in 
her own symbolic way, was trying 
to convey her messages of good 
will to me as well.  Her response 
to my vanity mirror confession 
was to have me arrested for break-
ing and entering.  It was a simple 
bust, really.  My fingerprints were 
all over the place.   
 The police descended on 
my person like vultures upon in-
nocent carrion, billyclubs firmly in 
hand and Miranda Rights vacant 
from their hearts. 
 I took the arrest and 
corresponding incarceration as a 
metaphor for her feelings for me.  
I had seized her heart, and now 
that my affiliations were with the 
non-controlling membership, she 
resisted.  But her resistance was 
beginning to weaken, to stumble 
and falter, to lose its very con-
sciousness and equilibrium, and 
she was beginning to succumb to 
the nightstick blows of my sincere 
desire.  I could practically feel her 
inner turmoil. 
 Much later, after the 
authorities had had their sport, 
sitting on the cold cement slab of 
my jail cell, I knew that my low 
social position, embarrassing life-
style (as well as my drinking and 
carousing about the red-light dis-



 

 

trict) had left her, also, to wallow 
in a hard, bland room of doubt. 
 My musings were inter-
rupted by an explosion of such 
magnitude it rocked the very 
foundations of the jailhouse.  De-
bris was shaken loose from the 
ceiling, raining on me like so many 
of my One True Love’s intimate 
messages and playful rejections.   
 The whole building came 
alive with gunfire and bellowed 
orders.  Troops stormed down the 
hallways and past my cell.  Gunfire 
roared and bodies fell in sloppy 
heaps.   
 I became elated.  My 
employment troubles would soon 
be over.  The re-revolution was in 
full swing. 
 My cell door opened and 
I was given a truncheon.  A man 
wearing my affiliation’s colors and 
crest saluted me, and I dashed into 
the fray, taking shots at my fleeing 
captors, feeling the old vibe again, 
in my element, ensconced deeply 
in the Zone. 

If only the ballistic Ms. 
Barbie O’Shey could see what I 
was doing to her cohorts, then she 
would know my single-minded 
devotion to our love.  I was split-
ting open the forces of divisive-
ness and hate, rendering them 
powerless against our delicate new 
love, dashing their soft tissues into 
vapor against the barren walls of 
loneliness and despair.  

 Soon I was free of the 
jailhouse.  More explosions rocked 
the streets and sent men in both 
colors flying.  It was a grand spec-
tacle to behold, those living fire-
works.  I could see the preter-
naturally alluring Barbie O’Shey 
and myself sitting atop a tranquil 
bluff, hand-in-hand, watching this 
show of sacrifice and beauty and 
knowing deep within the very 
molecules of our physicality that it 
was all for us to behold, a world 
bearing witness to a love that 
would not—could not—die. 
 I continued to bash my 
way through the thronging warri-
ors, urged on by a simple yet holy 
purpose.  Her apartment was only 
four blocks away.  She would be 
waiting for me, hands folded in 
her lap by the window, waiting for 
a sign of my return, dressed in 
something of lace or chiffon or 
organza…or better yet, leather 
and rubber. 
 Yes, I would reach her 
soon.  My One True Love.  The 
heavenly Ms. Barbie O’Shey.  I 
was the thunder and she my light-
ning. 
 And in much the same 
way that lightning arcs from the 
sky to the ground, and on occa-
sion from ground to sky, in much 
the same way as the pendulum 
swings to and fro, or how the bi-
polar’s mood switches from un-
controllable elation to dark de-
pression, power structures ex-

change dominance.  Certain asso-
ciations and institutions fall under 
the sway of those they once con-
trolled.  The gory truncheon in my 
hand was a symbol of this. 
 And now as I raced 
down the street, I erupted in my 
war cry, which was also a serenade 
to the illuminated apartment win-
dow in my sights.  I climbed the 
damaged fire escape, the trun-
cheon clutched in my teeth.  An-
other explosion suddenly rocked 
the very building I scaled.  Brick 
and mortar ravaged me as the 
ladder gave way, and I fell into a 
pile of jagged rubble.  This would 
be only a fleeting setback...  
 
 
 
 THERE SHE STANDS, 
the utterly galactic Ms. Barbie 
O’Shey, in her gown of pure 
white.  She smiles to me down the 
length of the aisle, guarded by her 
phalanx of NFL linemen.  She 
wears this, our wedding day, like a 
badge upon her soul, and though 
she is so far away from where I 
stand, she is the whole world, and 
thus I am always close to her. 
 The gardens are magnifi-
cent, and though a coming storm 
roils in the clouds to the west, the 
radiance of my One True Love 
sends sheets of light over the 
marble pillars and pathway.  If 
only you could see her as I see her.  
If only.  But you can’t. 



 

 

 Even though her guardi-
ans look on me with cold hate and 
murder in their hearts, the mind-
numbing and soul-crushing Barbie 
O’Shey and I are the only two 
people in the whole wide world, 
our souls joined at the hip. 
 I am so reminded of the 
day My One True Love and I first 
met.  We were guests at a party in 
the Rose Garden of the White 
House during the George W. Bush 
administration.  I stood nursing a 
drink as the ambassador from 
Saudi Arabia bantered incessantly 
in my ear.  The crowd parted and I 
saw her, My One True Love, the 
brutally exquisite Barbie O’Shey, 
surrounded by her retinue of arena 
football player bodyguards.  My 
wild warrior’s heart leapt, and I 
approached her shimmering form. 

I said to her, “Will you 
marry me?” 

“Only if you can kill my 
arena football player bodyguards,” 
was her husky response. 

Her words sent me into 
action.  I delivered punches, dag-
ger thrusts, roundhouse kicks, and 
each in turn the arena footballers 
fell.  They had been a strong lot, 
but not the best, not ready for the 
big time.  When the last one had 
been thrown to the ground, I 
stood heaving before her, my Ar-
mani suit torn at the arm, my 
breathing ragged, alien blood 
splattered upon my hands and 
face. 

Then she smiled that 
smile I see right now and again I 
am called into action.  It is our 
wedding day, and to affix our 
mortal matrimonial bonds, I must 
again prove myself.  I must break 
through her guard, but now they 
are the real thing, known entities 
with big contracts right out of The 
Show that is professional sports.  
My silver lamé tuxedo glimmers in 
her radiance as I dart down the 
marble walkway.  I meet my first 
obstacle with a monumental thud, 
but a right chop to the pro’s bull 
neck drops him like a sack of 
dough.  The others rush forward, 
forming a series of lines I must 
penetrate to reach my prize.  
Thunder roars overhead, mixes 
with the impact of flesh on flesh.  
I’m already breaking a sweat, a 
wrist is already shattered, but I 
continue to fight my way, pick my 
shots and drop my obstacles into 
pools of their own blood and bile. 

I’m almost there, her 
arms reach for me, her smile per-
meates. 

Then comes an unex-
pected check on my right.  Hands 
grip me then don’t.  I am aloft, 
flying up and away from the mar-
ble gardens.  I soar into the clouds 
and coming storm.  There’s quite a 
show up here.  I dodge the bolts 
of lightning as best I can, but they 
are many and I am too attractive.  

She’ll forgive my mis-
steps, My One True Love.  She 
always does. 

As I sail away into the 
lightning storm, I do not despair, 
for I know she’s down there wait-
ing for me.  No matter how long 
the descent proves to last.  Be-
cause no matter how far I fly, I’m 
flying into her, this vast sky full of 
neon-tinged menace.  I can feel 
the charge in the air; the delighted 
electrons stand every fiber of my 
being and tux on end. 

She is my Penelope. 
My Helen of Troy. 
My Serena Williams. 
Venus, too. 
She’s my electric sky. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I FALL DOWN 
The monkey who throws balls 
at your face, I wish he would 
please finally go away from my 
room.  They haul you into this 
place of mint green and sodium 
light and strap you to your bed 
only to let a monkey throw 
balls at your face. 
 This monkey, he is not 
small.  He’s really tall.  In fact, 
he’s so tall the fur on his head 

almost grazes the ceiling of my 
small cubular room.  He’s tall 
and very thin with mangy, ir-
regular patches of fur.  He has 
angry teeth and pointy eyes.  
These balls that the monkey 
throws are small and hollow 
but are made of hard rubber 
and hurt when they impact 
with your face for all the wiry 
muscle he puts behind each 
pitch.  He never hoots or 
screeches or does any of that 
ook-ook shit you always figure 
a monkey would do, but you 
can hear him always breathing, 
like he’s struggling to breathe, 
all asthmatic and suchlike.  A 
rasping in and out that hurts 
my chest just to hear it. 
 I don’t know.  Maybe 
the monkey isn’t there at all.  
Maybe his little hollow rubber 
balls don’t impact like clock-
work every twenty seconds 
against my nose or forehead or 
mouth or cheeks.  How can 
you know for all the pills?  Can 
I have a witness? 
 This whole mess can 
be traced to—started and 
ended with—Loretta.  She said 
I fall down a lot.  And this is 
true.  I do fall down a lot.  
Some connection I’m not edu-
cated about between the knees 
and the head just comes apart, 
like the lights cutting out when 

you flip the switch.  We all got 
problems, I always told Loretta 
when I’d up and fall down.  We 
all got a hitch, a quirk, a twitch, 
an eccentric flair.  Mine is I fall 
down a lot.   
 Loretta said that I do 
not fall down a lot—no, that 
wasn’t the problem—the prob-
lem was I fall down too much.  
As in all the time.  I said that 
was one of her exaggerations, 
that this was just another thing 
about me personally she 
wanted to change.  And if she 
just wanted me to up and 
change as she dropped hats, 
then why had she picked Yours 
Truly to be with?  Loretta 
never bought those things 
from me.  She would just go on 
about how my falling down is 
symptom of larger problems—
namely, my inability to commit.  
Her mom and sisters and 
caseworker told her this. 
 But commit to what? 
Was my retort, and as an an-
swer she called the dogs on me, 
and in so doing, saying—in not 
so many words—that maybe I 
should spend an undefined 
amount of time in a cubular 
green room with a large, skinny 
monkey throwing many hard 
rubber balls at my facial area.  
Maybe that will help jar your 
memory. 



 

 

 This, I think, is a thing 
about men and women: Co-
habitation.  Mars not being like 
Venus in the slightest.  Things 
unsaid and undid, too many 
other things oversaid and but-
tons purposely pushed.  The 
evidence was everywhere.  The 
door frame broke by her and 
the corresponding now-useless 
lock on my hideaway door.  
The my-fist-sized-and-shaped 
indention in the bedroom 
wall’s sheetrock. 
 You’re just always get-
ting “Dad Mad” Loretta was 
always saying, though she was 
half responsible for the after-
maths.  She called it “Dad 
Mad.”  You don’t need to bring 
my dad into this I said. 
 Through a father or 
dad you could get stuff passed 
down to you, like a home or 
money or hair color or a ge-
netical disease.  Me, I got from 
my dad a temper of legendary 
statistics.  It would be describ-
able as an infant’s way of pitch-
ing a fit but for the size of the 
one pitching it and its short 
span of life.  These were mo-
ments like giant periods at the 
end of sentences that didn’t 
make the impact you wanted 
when spoke. 

He did this my whole life.  
The temper was always caused 

by the usual infarctions, ill or 
foolish behaviorment or just 
objects or situations that 
weren’t working like they 
should by the manipulations of 
hands or mind or plain will.  
No one ever got hit or hurt; it 
was a temper manifestationed 
to punish the non-living things 
around us and, more times 
than not, left the exploder with 
injuries of his own. 

Since I can remember, 
those lashes of anger caused in 
me that light switch to flick to 
the “off” position, and I would 
fall down.  So you could always 
see, for example, a hammer 
soar through the garage and hit 
the wall with a satisfactory 
smack while having a little me 
crumpled to my back with the 
bottom half of my legs curled 
under me on the cement sniff-
ing the wood pile.  It was al-
ways like this.  He would get 
“Dad Mad” and I would fall.  
We were like a little show to 
anyone who might be present 
enough to occularize the oc-
currence. 
 This was a family dy-
namic that in my later life and 
especially in my life with 
Loretta would show up as me 
playing both parts: the one 
who throws and the one who 

falls.  Pitch me coins and clap 
for all I care. 
 My lifestyle never oc-
curred to me to be too much 
different from other folks until 
I had a Loretta to point it all 
out.  That’s not really a com-
pletely right statement, actually.  
I had always got funny looks 
and wide berth when I fell in 
public.  So now I’ve cleared 
that air.  I find that I exaggerize 
as she does sometimes.  This 
just shows how deep into it all 
we are together, Loretta and 
me.  Peas in our iron-
maidenish pod.  Bloody purple 
hearts with crossbow quills and 
other more metallic and small 
projectiles piercing them and 
all that.  Godish invisible bind-
ings for the duration of mortal 
souls or until legal separation.  
Needles and wires and other 
heated-up small things in the 
eyes and ears.   
 What was I saying? 
 Oh, yeah, Loretta and 
me and our gap of misunder-
standings.  The continual balls 
in the face and a heavy breath-
ing monkey cause me to di-
verge my thoughts and extem-
porize on the issues not the 
point with a frequency I get 
frustrated about.  So this is me 
sorry. 



 

 

 On my bed in straps I 
wonder what Loretta means, 
my not committing.  I have 
committed to her in full before 
both Deity and mankind, be-
fore the government and every 
other prying eye you can mus-
ter up. 
 I am a reasonable man 
who sometimes is not.  I can 
be snared at times pushing her 
buttons in a purposeful way 
that will not help us but I just 
can’t help but do anyway.  It’s a 
deconstructiveness in myself 
that comes with being so close 
in such a small place for so 
long and being so damn tired 
all the time.  But like I said be-
fore, we are a team that only 
scrimmages with itself, which 
explains why we use the same 
offensives. 
 The monkey breathes 
and hits my face with balls, the 
color of which I can’t seem to 
make out, and I think that 
maybe when Loretta says I 
can’t commit that maybe she’s 
saying in a different way I 
won’t stop being a sort of 
child.  That is to say, I’m lack-
ful of adultness.  I think possi-
bly the “Dad Mad” pathocol-
ogy is just because she didn’t 
like my dad and not the real 
reason I’m in here—that 
Loretta could actually live with 

the infrequent bursts of anger 
if only I would please stop for 
the love of all things decent, 
holy, and repentant please stop 
falling the fuck down all the 
time.   
 Quit falling, she’s say-
ing in not so many words.  
Quit hiding from me like a 
child I once was.  There’s just 
no space in our little house and 
life for that anymore.  You 
work a job, Boston, yes.  You 
fix the car when it’s in varied 
states of broken down.  You 
paint what needs painted, and 
you hammer the things in need 
of a good hammering.  You 
plumb and plunge.  You mow 
and weed.  You burst the four 
pillars of my very heart and our 
conjugal bed.  You take care of 
what needs care that I tell you.  
But you won’t stop falling 
down all the time.  You are 
always coping with life but now 
we can’t just cope any longer, 
not with the new situation we 
are in.  Coping’s over; you got 
to commit. 
 These are words of 
Loretta that I’m missing being 
spoken at me in our home be-
cause I am in my mint room 
instead.  They are words that 
would not be said anyhow in 
our home in our life.  These are 
only things that she can say 

through the intuitioning of my 
strapped down body and con-
templative mind.  I am lonely, 
not to mention shameful, at 
this ideation.  I miss that sound 
that is her voice.  I long to see 
that smile that is her teeth and 
lips on her face, below that 
Loretta nose and those Loretta 
eyes.  I crave to feel with my 
fingers now that long blonde 
hair with the black roots.  I 
admit also I much desire to 
squeeze and perceive with my 
eyes her volumptuated ca-
boose. 
 It sits hard in my gul-
let, the fear and a weird ennui, 
while the monkey who never 
runs out of balls stares at me, 
waiting for something and 
breathing.  I can’t fall down in 
this position I’m in, so I can 
think clear for the first time in 
a dog’s age.  Old patterns got 
to fracture and I got to be 
man-of-the-hour Johnny-on-
the-spot.  Bolstering myself as 
best as can be done while 
strapped to a bed, I resolve to 
stop falling down.  Watch me 
as I curvature my will to it. 
 It’s not that easy, 
really.  It takes a bucket of time 
and a handful of long days.  
But it happens, slow and de-
fined, like a real object con-
structing itself in front of me, 



 

 

like a thing made to stop those 
balls from hitting my face that 
is no longer sore because it’s 
too numb now.  Like I said, 
this is not an overnight proces-
sation.  In the mint room, 
though, all I got is time, and it 
is not the same time that passes 
for Loretta in our life outside.  
I wonder for a moment which 
is longer.   
 But then the monkey 
stops throwing those balls fi-
nally in my face and huddles up 
to me in my bed and it is now 
that I know I’m near habilita-
tion and wellness.  I will be 
ready to resume my life at 
home again soon.  Loretta will 
pick me up at the front, tap-
ping her fingernails on the 
steering wheel of the Malibu. 
She will still be pregnant, 
showing so much as to be one 
of her own exaggerations.  We 
will go home and our life will 
be perfect for a time then later 
not as perfect but doable.  
Once again I will resume my 
occupationism at the meat 
packing plant and earn the 
family keep while Loretta part-
times at the sandwich shop 
until such a time as the baby 
pokes into our life and causes 
me to fall hard. 

I will take the monkey 
home with me and keep him as 

a pet.  The two of us will resus-
ticate his waning sour coat.  He 
will be taught by me how to 
drink beers in my hideaway or 
out in the garage where we will 
attempt and fail to construct a 
highchair for the baby.  I will 
again succumb to “Dad Mad-
ness,” but only in privacy now, 
away from little eyes.  I will 
start to fall down again during 
household skirmishings, but 
not as frequent, nor will I stay 
down for very long.  Trying to 
be smart I will say unsmart 
things while misusing the lan-
guage and embarrass myself 
and Loretta during large family 
gatherings, but she will kiss and 
nuzzle my cheek anyway.  
Loretta and me will live our life 
with our additions to it, and 
she will tell her mother and her 
caseworker my faults and her 
own personal dreams over the 
telephone while I drift off to 
sleep in our conjugal bed.  The 
baby will be monitored 
through one of those monitor 
things.  The monkey will sleep 
on the porch on a rug knitted 
or crocheted or macramed or 
whatever by my mother-in-law. 
 Loretta and I will 
eventually doze off together 
and have fantasticalized dream-
ings about other lives while we 
wakingly live the life that is 

ours we built.  It will be passag-
ing years with some blemishes 
and some good laughs and lots 
of boredness.  I will fall down 
and keep getting up, giving my 
baby an object lesson in how 
not to do some things, which is 
a sort of teaching of the right 
paths to take. 
 I think maybe we’ll all 
go out camping sometimes.  Or 
just out for picnics.  Or better 
yet, ice cream. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 

ASCENSION 
 

taken 
 

from 
 

an old 
 

folk tale 
 

 A cold wind had been 
building all afternoon, and by 
nightfall, an autumn storm had 
covered the small town.  While the 
icy gusts and sheets of rain fell 
outside, the gravedigger’s wife sat 
in her chair by a warm fire, darn-
ing the gravedigger’s underclothes.  
Her lazy black cat sat curled by the 
fire, brushing its sandpaper tongue 
in long slow strokes over its paws 
and claws. 
 Night fell early this time 
of year, and usually the gravedig-
ger didn’t arrive home until the 
sun had well set.  But tonight he 
was later than usual.  She knew he 
would be surly when he arrived 
home, because he’d neither worn 
his union suit nor had not taken 
his rain slicker to the cemetery 
that morning. 
 When the gravedigger 
did arrive home, though, he was 
far from angry.  Instead, his wife 

noticed a look on his face that 
could only be one of terror.  He 
was pale and wide-eyed.  He did 
not speak as he slammed the door 
closed behind him.  Though drip-
ping wet, he threw himself into 
the chair nearest his wife.   
 “You’re soaking wet,” 
she said to the gravedigger. 
 “Get that THING out of 
here...”   
 At first she did not un-
derstand what he meant, but then 
realized he was darting his eyes 
back and forth from her to the cat 
by the fire. 
 “What?  You want me to 
toss Boots out into this storm?  I 
won’t.” 
 “Do it now, woman.  I 
demand it.” 
 “He’ll catch his death of 
a cold.  I’ll not do it—do it your-
self.” 
 The gravedigger’s eyes 
widened even more and his 
chanced to glare at the small black 
and white feline on the rug.  The 
cat stopped licking its paw, looked 
back at the gravedigger, and said... 
 “MEOW.” 
 The gravedigger nearly 
jumped out of his skin. 
 “What’s gotten into you, 
Marcus?  You look like you’ve 
seen a ghost.” 
 The gravedigger leaned 
toward his wife and gripped her 
forearm in his trembling fist. 

 “I’ll tell you what has 
happened, Emily.  You won’t be-
lieve a word of it but I swear to 
you by Christ it’s the truth—every 
word of it.” 
 “But my little Bootsy 
can’t listen in, is that the thing?” 
 An intensity shot 
through her husband’s eyes, a look 
that sent a fearful chill through 
her.  Her fingers stopped dead, the 
needle half-threaded. 
 “Do not mock me.”  said 
her husband. 
 “All right, Marcus.  
I’m...I’m sorry.  You look chilled 
clear through.  Let me get you 
some hot tea—” 
 “Do you remember the 
old Widow Gysin?”  her husband 
said, ignoring the offer. 
 “Yes.  She lives up on 
her husband’s estate northeast of 
town.  Beautiful house, as I re-
member the few times I’ve seen it.  
I heard that since Mr. Gysin 
passed away, she took to rescuing 
cats.” 
 The gravedigger loos-
ened his grip, fell a bit back into 
his chair.  “She’s dead.” 
 “Oh, my...” 
 “She died two days ago.  
It turns out she was driving the 
other day and tried to avoid a cat 
that had run out in front of her 
Stanley Steamer.  She was going 
too fast, swerved right into a 
sturdy oak, and was thrown 



 

 

through the windscreen and into 
the tree.  Broke her neck.” 
 “Oh, my Lord.” 
 “Died instantly.” 
 “How horrible!  And 
what of the cat?” 
 “Huh?” 
 “The cat—did it live?” 
 “No.  The Widow 
Gysin’s death was in vain—the 
beast was run over by the tyres.  
The constable found its body on 
the road, the belly flattened and its 
guts spread out on the roadway.  
That’s how he surmised the cause 
of the accident.” 
 “Really, Marcus, why 
must you be so graphic...” 
 “But so Widow Gysin is 
dead.  And her funeral is in the 
morning.  So I was out late this 
afternoon digging her grave.  The 
other man, the new, was out today 
with the Influenza so I was work-
ing alone. 
 “Well, it was getting dark 
and the storm clouds were coming 
in from the west, so I was eager to 
finish and get home.  You know 
how much I hate to get cold and 
wet... 
 “Anyway,  the light was 
failing but I was only about four 
feet down when I noticed some 
strange singing in the distance, 
carrying in on the bluster of the 
wind.” 
 “MEOW.” 
 The gravedigger shot the 
cat another look of horror. 

 “What has gotten into 
you, Marcus?  It’s only the cat.” 
 “Listen, Emily.  This was 
strange singing.  Not like any I’d 
heard before.  It was like a dirge—
a funeral song, but it wasn’t like 
any others.  And it wasn’t in Eng-
lish neither.  And I could hear that 
it was getting closer. 
 “I found it so strange 
that I stopped digging and stared 
up over the lip of Widow Gysin’s 
grave.  And what I saw gave me 
such a start that I had to look 
harder and harder just to make 
sure my eyes weren’t playing tricks 
on me.” 
 “What did you see, Mar-
cus?” 
“Coming down the pathway, be-
tween the headstones, was funeral 
party.  There were three pallbear-
ers on each side of the casket and 
the whole lot was being let by a 
seventh fellow in the front.  They 
were some distance away still, but 
it was obvious they were coming 
toward me.” 
 “Was it Widow Gysin’s 
family?  I thought you said she 
was being buried tomorrow morn-
ing...” 
 “Exactly what I thought, 
Emily.  But when I got to looking 
and when this party got a bit 
closer, I noticed a lot of things 
that weren’t quite right.” 
 “MEOW.” 
 “God blast that crea-
ture!” 

 “Marcus!  It’s only the 
cat!  Let me get you that tea...” 
 “No, listen, Emily.  This 
funeral party wasn’t right, I’m 
telling you.  Aside from the horri-
ble weird singing, other things 
were wrong.  First, I began to 
think they were all dwarfs—
midget folks.  They were really 
short and walked funny, like it 
wasn’t natural for them to walk 
like a normal person walks.  They 
also appeared to be wearing long, 
thick fur coats that reached all the 
way to the ground.  The pallbear-
ers were in solid black, but the 
fellow in the lead was in a dark 
gray.  And it looked to me like 
they all had on funny hats with 
spiky tops.  And that casket they 
were carrying.  A strangely crafted 
oak affair, it was, covered in a 
black cloth...but only big enough 
for a child no older than three 
years.” 
 “Just when I thought you 
couldn’t get more disturbing...” 
 “That’s not the half of it!  
Like I said, the light was failing, 
and as they kept getting closer I 
noticed that when their eyes fell 
on me, they shined like mirrors!” 
 “MEOW.” 
 “Impossible.” 
 “They were almost upon 
me when I finally realized what I 
was seeing.  First thing, I noticed 
that they were even shorter than 
I’d originally thought.  The tallest 
didn’t reach three feet.  And 



 

 

thought they were squat and broad 
and walked on two legs, I quickly 
realized they were not men at all.” 
 “MEOW.” 
 “They were in fact...cats.” 
 “MEOW.” 
 “Stop having me on, 
Marcus...” 
 “I told you you wouldn’t 
believe me!  But this is the last of 
it and God’s honest truth, Emily:  
The grey creature in the front 
raised one on his lean paws into 
the air and his brethren with the 
casket stopped singing and stood 
still in the path, not twenty feet 
away from me.  Then the gray 
creature skulked up to me, his 
wide eyes shining in the darkness, 
and stood right at the lip of 
Widow Gysin’s grave.  He leant 
down to my face, and I knew for 
absolute certain that there could 
be no mistake—this was a feline.  
A giant, distorted, vicious, intelli-
gent looking beast, for sure, but 
unmistakably a feline.” 
 “MEOW.” 
 “And when he leaned 
down to me, he placed his paw on 
my shoulder.  I could feel his 
claws dig into my woolen coat as 
his voice rasped out a single 
command.  He said, ‘TELL OLD 
TOM THAT OLD TIM IS 
DEAD.  HIS BODY HAS BEEN 
FOUND IN THE ROADWAY.’” 
 “What happened next, 
Marcus?” 

 “I pulled away from the 
creature’s claws, scrabbled out of 
the Widow’s pit, and ran home as 
fast as I could!  The storm came 
up and slowed my progress.  I was 
terrified so completely that I dared 
not go back for the Model T.” 
 There was silence for 
awhile between the gravedigger 
and his wife.  The only sound was 
the crackling of the fire. 
 “But what does it mean?  
‘Tell Old Tom that Old Tim is 
dead?’” 
 “I don’t know what the 
beast was trying to tell me!  I 
didn’t think to ask what he’d 
meant—I just wanted to get as far 
away as I could, as fast as possible!  
Once I gained some distance, I 
thought about it and have been 
attempting to parse it out the 
whole way home.” 
 “Oh, my Lord, what is 
happening to my little Bootsy?” 
 “Oh my god...” 
 The gravedigger and his 
wife sat transfixed in their chairs 
as the lazy house cat got to its feet.  
It stretched, arching its back, 
watching them with blazing eyes.  
His body began to contort sud-
denly, to bulge and grow the crea-
ture heaved back onto its back 
legs and let out a shrill yowl.  In 
less than a minute the black and 
white cat called Boots stood on 
the carpet, broad slanted eyes sunk 
between humanoid shoulders, its 
tail twitching between shaggy legs, 

three feet tall fully erect like a 
small child or dwarfish man. 
 “Yeeeeeeeoooowwwr....” 
 “Boots!” 
 “MY NAME IS NOT 
BOOTS, WOMAN.  I AM OLD 
TOM.  CONSIDER YOUR MES-
SAGE DELIVERED, 
GRAVEDIGGER.” 
 The cat-creature leapt 
into the fireplace and turned back 
to the husband and wife one last 
time.  “NOW THAT OLD TIM 
IS DEAD, I CAN CLAIM THE 
THRONE!  NOW I AM KING 
OF THE CATS!”  And with that, 
the animal shot up into the chim-
ney, and was never seen again. 
 And from that day for-
ward, Marcus the gravedigger re-
fused to allow a single feline to 
live in his tiny home...but neither 
did he allow one to come to harm.  
 With that decision, his 
wife Emily was in total agreement. 
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1. 

  
They were young and always 
strapped for cash. They were 
always short on money, but 
mostly they were happy. They 
embraced a certain bohemian 
romanticism that is allowed for 
the young and well cared-for.  

 But it didn't really mat-
ter anymore. "They"--the 
"they" that was them together--
was gone. The ending had be-
gun months before either had 
realized. 
 He would later write 
of her, "We played Rock-
Paper-Scissors/We washed our 
clothes in the bathtub to save 
money/You passed out from 
the steam." 
 Which was true. The 
clawfoot tub of his third floor 
walk up made a good place to 
wash clothes some cash-
strapped days. She had become 
lightheaded in the cramped 
bathroom, claiming she was 
about to faint. He found this 
charming a moment of true 
vulnerability. As she swayed 
forward, he held her shoulders 
and pulled her back to the wall. 
He stroked her hair as she 
placed her face between her 
knees. Her skin was flushed, 
they both were sweating. 
 This was the beginning 
of the end even now, though 
they didn't know it at the time. 
It did not start with the infideli-
ties, the mutual wandering eyes. 
It started long before the even-
tual break up when they both 

wept at the immediate loss of 
each other. 
 The ending began that 
laundry day, as he held her 
while she miscarried the child 
they'd made together. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. 
  
Three boys were playing to-
gether in the park, ages 7, 10, 
and 11. Two of the boys, the 7-
year old and the 10-year old, 
were brothers. The third boy 
was a friend of the older 
brother. 
 
 "You're stupid," the 
older brother said to the 
younger brother. 

 "No I'm not," said the 
younger brother. "It's not stu-
pid to believe in God. Grandpa 
and Grandma do, and they say 
Jesus loves me." 
 "You're such a retard," 
said the older brother. He 
shoved his little brother, who 
lost his balance and fell down. 
The little brother stood up and 
brushed the dirt from his 
knees. The older brother 
slapped his younger brother in 
the back of the head. 
 "God and Jesus...what 
a bunch of bullshit." 
 The little brother 
stood a distance from his older 
brother. "No it's not. You're 
the stupid one." 
 "Go home and cry to 
Mom," the older brother said. 
"You're such a moron." 
 The little brother ran 
off. 
 The older brother's 
friend started laughing. 
 "What's so funny?" the 
older brother asked. 
 The friend said, "Your 
little brother! Man, what a little 
idiot!" 
 The older brother 
punched his friend in the 
mouth. The friend stood 
stunned. The older brother 

punched him again. A film of 
blood coated the friend's teeth 
and his upper lip swelled as if 
stung. 
 "What the hell you do 
that for, asshole?" the friend 
said. 
 The older brother said, 
"Because you made fun of my 
little brother. Now keep your 
mouth shut." 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. 
  
It wasn't until well after my 
family went to bed that my 
muse arrived. She'd been drink-
ing, I think. She's the kind of 
girl who doesn't call for weeks 
then just shows up unan-
nounced at my home, barging 
in at the most inconvenient 
times and late hours. She's 
probably sleeping around all 
over town (which doesn't 
bother me like it would have 
before I was married), and she 
smells like cigarettes and Rap-
ture (which I actually enjoy). 

Her hair is tousled and she 
doesn't say hi--she just throws 
herself to my couch and begins 
the dictation. 
 I told her that it was 
too late for this, I've got a day 
schedule that begins at 7:00 
a.m., and all-nighters haven't 
worked for me since I was 25, 
but she didn't care. She kept 
talking, and it was all really 
good stuff--the lost bits of a 
short story I'd abandoned two 
months ago. It was all I could 
do to find my pad, a pen and 
try to keep up with her while 
trying to remember the things 
she'd already said. She never 
repeats herself. 
 She kept me up until 
2:00 a.m., pretty late for this 
domesticated animal. She left 
me while I was fetching a glass 
of water, leaving in her wake 
partial ideas and random words 
scattered and hovering around 
my living room. I gathered 
those together as quickly as I 
could before they dropped to 
floor and dissolved into the 
carpet. 
 My muse does this. 
She doesn't call and I worry 
because I never know if she'll 
be all right out there. She's 
jealous of my wife and children 

and friends and family. She 
thinks my time, particularly 
sleep time, belongs to her. 
Every time she leaves me, there 
are still too many loose ends 
and I'm frustrated like an un-
satisfied lover after a clandes-
tine rendevous. 
 But she's my muse, the 
only one I've got, and I should 
be happy to just have her in my 
life.  
 Her skin is dark, and 
her eyes are blue the way the 
earth from space is blue. 
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1. 

Rising from the sea, he 
walked to shore, to the 

woman there. 

You’re not from here, She 
said to Him. 

The place I’m from is ru-
ined, He said, pointing out 

over the vast green sea.   

The place I’m from is no 
longer there. 

She looked at him long, si-
lence was between them. 

Open your robe for me, He 
said. 

She opened her robe.  The 
world is inside me, She said. 

He stepped into the opening 
in her robe. 

He stood inside, spied the 
clutter. 

There was dust, there was 
worn wood, there was rusted 

metal. 

He rummaged around inside 
Her then, picked up trowels 
and broken axe handles and 

cans and bottles, 

Lashed them together with 
thongs of leather and 

Bungee cords and rubber 
straps. 

He made himself a team, a 
clique, a small army, a brood 

of sons. 

He took them out into the 
sea air, on the beach, outside 

of Her. 

Look what I’ve made, He 
said. 

Don’t take them away, She 
said.   

He splashed kerosene inside 
of Her. 

He lit a match and pitched it 
into Her open robe. 

He set the inside of her afire. 

He led his sons into the inte-
rior, through sawgrass, away 

from the sea, 

Away from Her. 

It’s not good to be alone, 
She said.   

Smoke rose into the salt air. 

Flames licked and tears fell. 

This is how it began. 

 



 

 

BOY IN THE DRIVE  
I am not an old man, but the boy 
out in my driveway says I am.  I 
am not an old man—I am the old 
man, his old man.  This title does 
not, as far as I’m concerned, carry 
much respect and I’m realizing 
here in my comfortable chair on 
this balmy summer evening, in the 
blue glow of my 32-inch television 
set, hearing the clicks of crickets in 
the bushes below the window that 
surround my house, my home, 
that I don’t hold much respect for 
the boy with the quavering voice 
in my gravel drive. 

He’s my boy and I cannot see 
him through the window (the 
drive is on the north side of the 
house and the window looks out 
on the east, the yard, the street 
with the telephone lines overhead 
where the squirrels dance like 
brown bushy waves over the wires 
and I can never help but laugh 
when I see those buggers) but his 
voice quavers.  It is a desperate 
sound, a sound I’ve heard many 
times from him, a whining con-
founded leaky balloon hiss leaving 
his mouth and traveling aimlessly 
until the wind catches it and sends 
it to my ears via the window. 

It’s a sound I’ve heard from 
him many times, though not in a 
very long time; not since he was 
small and licking at his mother’s 
ankles, clinging to her pants leg.  

But he is no longer a little boy.  
He’s close to being a man (I real-
ize this only on occasions like 
now, when I am surprised and 
embarrassed to hear this child’s 
weeping from my son, who is now 
taller than me and who shaves too, 
but still cannot run down to the 
store and get us six-packs).  But I 
still to his face call him “kid” and 
“boy.”  Even, I’m realizing, in my 
own head alone, sitting here at the 
television by myself.  The lack of 
respect is mutual, then.  The “old 
man” and the “kid.” 
 I’m getting embarrassed 
enough by the quavering and 
whining that I shift in my seat a 
bit—not really squirm, but more 
like sort of wince, but I’m alone 
and don’t get too dramatic about it 
like he might.  I turn the television 
volume up a notch or two with 
the clicker, but keep it low enough 
to hear just barely what he might 
say out there in my gravel drive.  
What’s happening in the drive is 
none of my business and I don’t 
really want to hear the boy’s 
sounds anymore, but it’s my 
house. 
 It’s that girlfriend of his.  
About a half-hour before, they’d 
been talking on the phone, my boy 
in the other room, and I’d begun 
to overhear the stress rising in the 
boy’s voice even then, like in a 
young lover’s spat.  Then he hung 

up after some time and went di-
rectly outside and I’d thought he’d 
left without announcing it to me 
where he intended to go at this 
time after dark. 

But then I heard this car pull 
into my drive and in a few mo-
ments realized it’s the girlfriend, 
and I can just now begin to hear 
them talking.  And though I could 
not and still cannot see them from 
my window, I know they are 
standing side-by-side, leaning on 
the quarter panel of her tan car—
that’s the image, at least, because 
that’s the way I often see them 
standing out in my drive when I’m 
pushing the lawnmower back into 
the utility shed after mowing my 
half of the yard (his half still un-
mowed and will wait until the next 
day when he gets home from his 
job). 

It’s about—and to—his girl-
friend out there that his voice 
quavers.  She’s cute enough in her 
own right, this girlfriend of his.  
She’s short, brown-haired, maybe 
a bit chunky, but a polite girl.  My 
boy has a different taste in women 
than I do, though I’m not really 
sure what my taste is now, it’s 
been so long since I’ve been on a 
date. 

Sometimes these things 
change on us, and I might just be 
surprised.  When his mother left 
those years ago when he was just 



 

 

really small, but old enough to 
remember her leaving, I couldn’t 
bring myself to start dating again.  
Felt too old for a younger single 
man’s business.  Plus, also, I sup-
pose, since the leaving was not 
something I’d wanted. 
 But then urges get the 
best of us and I remembered really 
quick how to ride that bike, 
though at this point in the scheme 
of things, what with my age being 
pretty well past the twenties, I 
heard from these women lots of 
rhapsodizing and soliloquizing 
about the escape of fleet-footed 
Youth and the tickings of biologi-
cal clocks and couldn’t believe I’d 
gotten that old that fast.  One look 
at the boy, though, and it was 
something I couldn’t deny (he was 
at the time seven or eight).  I 
didn’t want anything serious or 
some other mother for the boy.  
So the number of women was 
plenty, but the number of actual 
dates few.  Those leavings I didn’t 
really mind. 
 I can hear the shifting of 
gravel a bit and the quaver in his 
voice gets a bit louder and more 
stressed, slipping easily into that 
place between a whine and crying, 
and I realize suddenly, oh Lord, he 
cannot be about to cry, not in front 
of the girlfriend and definitely not 
out there in the open for any and 

all neighbors and passersby to see 
and hear. 
 I only ever cried once 
that I remember in any clear way.  
I did not cry at my father’s funeral 
when I was ten, I did not cry when 
I was shot in the shoulder in 
‘Nam, but I did cry when the 
boy’s mother left.  I cried alone in 
the kitchen that night with just the 
light over the sink on, but then the 
boy walked in in his pajamas and 
caught me crying and that made 
me begin to cry harder. 

He came right up to me at the 
fake oak leaf table, my face down, 
hands covering my eyes, my 
shoulders doing that crying shoul-
der shake that you always see, and 
he put those thin little arms on my 
shoulders and patted me and 
whispered, Dad, it’ll be okay, it’ll 
be all right, and he just kept pat-
ting my shoulders.  I turned to 
him and my throat was full of 
bubbles of spit and my nose run-
ning snot and I managed to say, I 
feel like you should be the dad and 
I should be the son, and then he 
sent himself off to bed to leave me 
be in the dim kitchen to finish 
crying. 

The girlfriend is breaking it off 
with him, I can hear in little 
pieces.  You don’t have to be a 
rocket scientist to figure it out, 
what with personal experience and 
just a general knowledge acquired 

from having been able to live to a 
certain age.  The boy never did 
date at all that I knew in high 
school, and though I wasn’t really 
worried about the prospect of him 
being queer, it was a confirming 
relief when this girlfriend started 
coming around.  The boy is now 
two years out of high school, still 
living in this house with me.  We 
did not have the savings to send 
him to the university after he 
graduated, he hadn’t produced the 
grades for scholarships or grants, 
so he put in a semester at the 
community college and then just 
didn’t register again, saying that 
he’d realized he wasn’t ready for 
more school just yet and opted to 
work instead. 

But this girlfriend of his is in 
high school, has just completed 
what I believe and deeply hope to 
be her senior year.  She will go to 
college a state away, he’s told me, 
it’s all been planned and mapped 
out.  Has been for as long as 
they’ve been together, which is 
just now around a year.  She is his 
first steady girlfriend, and I’m sure 
by the way he’s scurried after her 
that he feels for her what he be-
lieves at this point in his short life 
to be love. 

I know that they have been in-
timate in my house, in his room.  I 
am not a stupid man and they are 
not as clever as they probably 



 

 

think.  But now I realize it had 
never dawned on me in the past 
that he might get her pregnant.  I 
have never even met her parents.  
I don’t even remember if I’ve 
been told her last name.  All of 
this is his problem and none of 
my business. 

He is crying now, I can hear, 
pleading with her.  Another heavy 
crunch of gravel tells me he is 
down now, probably down on his 
knees in front of her, clinging to 
her hands or maybe her shirt or 
the waist of her jeans, like he did 
his mother when he was young.  
She’s breaking it off and he 
doesn’t want to break it off with 
her and it’s pretty loud now and 
just too embarrassing, so I turn up 
the television again, but only just 
another notch, and I can hear his 
quavering words even clearer on a 
new bluster of wind through the 
window and he’s making prom-
ises—crazy, stupid promises that 
if she would just stay, he would 
change and do this right and that 
different and they would be 
happy.  And now he’s done it, 
that’s it, he’s asked for her hand in 
marriage. 

I can’t stand it anymore and 
click the television off, get out of 
my chair and head through my 
house toward the bathroom.  I go 
through my dining room where 
the round fake oak leaf table now 

rests (none of the extra leafs in, 
though).  I go through my kitchen 
with the loud humming fridge and 
the dishwasher that I never use 
because it has a leak and we’ve 
never really had the dishes to fill it 
up, anyway. 

I go into my bathroom and 
close the door.  All I hear are the 
streaming sounds of me urinating 
in the toilet.  I brush my teeth and 
floss in the quiet of the bathroom.  
When I take off my T-shirt and 
jeans, I barely hear the engine of 
the girlfriend’s car turning over 
and tires pulling out of the gravel 
driveway.  The bathroom window 
does not look out on the drive; it 
faces south, to the neighbor’s back 
yard.  The window right now is 
just a black rectangle with blacker 
trees and a lighter outline of a 
house. 

I leave my bathroom and go 
into my dark bedroom and turn 
down the covers.  There is not 
much respect between this “old 
man” and that “kid,” but as I get 
into bed I try real hard not to be 
too embarrassed or mad or disap-
pointed with my son anymore.  He 
will spend some time working it all 
out in the gravel drive, alone. 

My father died when I was ten 
and I never did have a father fig-
ure growing up after that, and I 
realized some time ago that I tend 
to overcompensate, to exaggerate, 

to overexhibit what I believe fa-
therhood and general masculinity 
to be.  That comes from my hav-
ing no father.  And like that, my 
son had no mother while he was 
growing up, but was old enough 
to remember her leaving. 

So, annoying and embarrassing 
as it is, I realize as I try but fail to 
get settled into my bed, that my 
son is just doing the same as I do, 
only mother-wise and not father-
wise like me.  We are an awful lot 
alike, this “old man” and that 
“kid.”  Maybe that’s it.  I wonder 
if he realizes it too.  Or ever will. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

THIS STORY: 
FREE TO A GOOD HOME 

The author is pleased to announce 
that the story you are now reading is 
ready to leave the confines of his 
mind and computer and into your 
home.  It's a short-short story, only 
about 735 words long, but it is eight 
weeks old and has received the utmost 
care that the author can provide.  It 
has been carefully outlined, crafted, 
typed, and meticulously edited and 
proofread by the author, his associ-
ates, and his peers.  Many of the 
aforementioned wished to take this 
story home with them, but after long 
consideration the author decided to 
make this extraordinary piece of fic-
tion available to you and your family 
first. 
 This story is only one of 
five in a "litter."  And, yes, some of its 
siblings are longer, more thought 
provoking, or just plain more enjoy-
able.  But these other stories are al-
ready called for, are in process of 
revision, or are not yet completed.  
They are therefore unprepared for 
release from the author's loving hands.  
This situation is only temporary, and 
the author apologizes for not having 
more to offer at this time.  Regardless, 
please consider taking this charming 
piece of fiction into your home where 
it can be cherished and re-read for 
days, weeks, and years to come. 
 Some background on this 
story:  It started as the germ of an idea 

when the author's friend relayed to 
him an anecdote concerning an auto-
mobile mishap on a weekend farmer's 
market excursion.  This nugget fes-
tered in the author's brain for a few 
weeks and eventually appeared on a 
legal pad as three sentences worth of 
notes.  There the notes sat until the 
author saw an amusing, portly gentle-
man with a club foot ordering baklava 
in the mall.  This inspired the idea 
even further, and the author added 
another sentence to his three lines of 
notes, along with a brief character 
sketch penned into the page's margin.  
A day later, the author's three-year-old 
daughter said something all at once 
unbelievably cute, uproariously funny, 
and deeply poignant.  This bit of ser-
endipity contributed to the final form 
and context of the story the author 
hoped to commit to paper.  Two 
hours and a few weeks of nitpicking 
and revisions later, the story is as you 
see it today: sweet and fluffy and en-
dearing as hell. 
  All those considering adop-
tion of this story should note that it is 
being presented in a print format, so 
you are not responsible for paper 
training. 
 After bringing this story 
into your home, you may want to 
consider taking it to a manuscript 
doctor.  Under his/her care this story 
may receive much-needed infusions of 
wit, depth and meaning (not provided 
by the author).  The doctor will also 

help you determine whether this story 
is in need of cleverness cropping or if 
its metafictional elements should be 
docked.  Be warned: neutering this 
story will cause it to grow in word 
length, thus slowing down the pace 
and plot.  Yet again, removal of this 
story's superfluous adjectives will 
quicken the story and render it more 
energetic and lean. 

The author sincerely hopes 
you consider claiming this adorable 
story as your own, with the author's 
blessing.  Spend some quality time 
with it now, if you wish.  Familiarize 
yourself with its personality and assess 
its compatibility with your lifestyle and 
individual needs as a reader of delight-
ful, diminutive fictions.   
 This story is free to a good 
home only under certain conditions.  
It should be provided with adequate 
storage.  A bookshelf, coffee table, file 
cabinet or manila envelope with do.  
Another wise tip is to take abundant 
photos of this story throughout its 
existence.  That way you will be able 
to post fliers around your neighbor-
hood should it become lost or stolen. 
 The author would like to 
thank you for opening your hearts and 
homes to this tiny though deserving 
story.  It is perfect for companionship 
on lonely nights.  It has also been 
shown that fictions like this one can 
help reduce stress and high blood 
pressure. 
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