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Editors’ Note
As spring seeps into summer here in Paris, we
are delighted to usher in the 2019 edition of
The Menteur.
Our theme this year, Uncharted, was chosen
by our team of editors and we have been
blown away by the creativity it has inspired,
with a record number of submissions from all
over the world.
Uncharted is a journey, a state of mind, a new
city to live in, or a new friendship. It is both
trepidation and excitement, danger and
exhilaration; an oxymoronic mix that
perfectly encapsulates the complexity of both
the world and our experience of it.
This year was the first time we invited
filmmakers to submit their films, which we
have included as stills. Links to their work are
available
through
our
website,
thementeur.com, where you can also find out
more about our contributing artists, writers,
poets and directors.
Our sincere thanks to all our contributors for
bringing their unique perspectives to this
issue, and for generously sharing their art and
stories with us.
We hope you conquer these uncharted pages
with pleasure…

Sinéad | Heather | Hajar

Contents
6 This City
Alice Hammonds

34 Cries and Colours
Joshua Blackman

7 An Omission of Type II
Heikki Huotari

36 Talking to Me
Yvonne Shao

8 Dis-colored
Nishi Chawla

40 Be My Baby
Setareh Ebrahimi

11 Old People Noises
Victoria Kellaway

42 Christmas Day
(Raising Calves)
Emma Dee

14 Tidal
Bruce Robinson
16 For Emma, on the A.T.
Carolyn Decker
17 The High Points
Craig Kenworthy
20 Hail Mary
Mubanga Kalimamukwento
27 New Worlds Voyage
James Ph Kotsybar
28 sterile
Megan James
30 Alpha and Omega (II)
Jayne Fenton Keane
32 An Orwellian Misconception
Curtis Nice

44 Wave
Stephen Seabridge
46 Metaplasia
Mary Sun
47 We Left
Christina Chady
56 Barrio Life
Thaddeus Brewer
62 Legacy
Benedetta Picarone Fabris
63 north
MB Smith
64 Leap Year
Marie Hoffman
65 Under the Bridge
Michelle Kraft

70 The Compass
Michael Sutton

108 Reflections
Ivan de Monbrison

72 Metaphysics on the
Cheap
Terence Young

109 Found: Pro Deceptions
Jessica Mehta

74 Skull Tastes Like
Maggie Goscinski
76 Cephalophore
Emma Dee
78 A Grey Sky Low Over
Dark Water
Mark Mulholland
81 Migratory
Clara Burghelea
82 A Mother’s Dream
Maria Sebastian
83 Toccata and Feud
Ramona Lee Pérez

110 The Land of Theirs
Sujash Islam Purna
111 Om
John Simes
116 A Trans-America Trek via
Amtrak from New York City
Katie King
119 The Forerunner of Cinema
Manon Kerjean
120 Screen Grabs
Julie Anne McElhone
122 Letters from South Texas
Ben Said Scott

90 Inside Forests
Athena Melliar

124 Something Old and
Unexpected
Tufik Shayeb

93 Digsite
Ian Capelli

127 Islands and Oceans
River Adams

95 The Island
Ellie Wright

130 Burn
Teesta S

103 Doubles
Lauren Bishop

135 Rebel
Zoë Blaylock

This City

Alice Hammonds
Yesterday
Your footsteps
Fell in line
With mine
And step by step
I began to trace your mind
Today
Your trace
Falls from my lips
That you bit
And thus this city
Is no longer owned by your kiss.
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An Omission of Type II
Heikki Huotari

Breadcrumb trails converge for
future waiting ladies, whether tried and true
or tried not true or true not tried or neither
tried nor true. The null hypothesis is,
Nothing we can do will make a difference, so
to tango we use seventeen dimensions, fifteen
spatial, two temporal. If you join me in my
thought/hot air ballooning I’ll say softly,
Your specific anti-gravity is fine.
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Dis-colored
Nishi Chawla

Yesterday afternoon, the sun spoke to me,
Slowly, lazily, cheekily, carefully checking me
For aftereffects, with its flashbulb style scans;
I looked back at the glowing red, befuddled.
My captive soul knew a riptide for its message,
Why would I wear safety eyewear, for we are all
Birds in flight, loosened upon a fissured planet,
Branded by the color of our skin tone and type.
I cling to my roots that turns into a no answer,
Cut loose, my fate blooming in brown earth
My pain turns into a no response, like a black
Slash of lightning, sombre messenger of fate.
I am my own little garden, content to be raking
My kind of grass, and the plants do not question,
Adrift in my shadow, nor ‘of color’ or ‘which color,’
Those dreadful clocks of colorless seasons, sealed.
I hate the peace of coloring, and its weird lies,
Endured beyond the ‘black like me’ poppings,
I scream with pain, squeak, throw buckets of water,
A voyager on green mountains, sun-blocked.
Variety is just a potholed causeway,
The Orangeman noted, speculating about
This motley ring, a passage full of fools,
And history is the present tense of skin.
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Tags, sticking out, flying in mute shades
As in a void, with a white pennant sticking,
Diaphanously strutting, thundering cheap
Rhetoric, about the beauty of probabilities.
Skin tones facilitate the suspension of logic.
Different perspectives provoke productivity,
And yet one stays strictly slotted in grooves,
Comfort itself wears artful shapes of sameness.
Between the thudding sounds of cultures, a strange
Line of beliefs persists, breeds normative for
Clothes, between soft strung, clinging values.
Nurtured by centuries of ethnic types.

9 | THE MENTEUR

Laura Bazzurro, Violet Flower in Watercolour, Punta del Este, Uruguay, 2017
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Old People Noises
Victoria Kellaway

The boy had short legs in frayed jeans that stopped at least two-and-a-half
inches above his ankles. They fit tight to his calves but sagged around the
waist. This Jeanette saw as he rolled on top of the other boy, tugged his ear,
kissed him on the mouth and laid his head on top of his chest.
Jeanette squeezed Harry’s hand.
There are a lot more of them around these days, he said. They’re good
fun and all that, but there definitely weren’t as many of them in our day.
I’m sure there were, Harry, she said. They just lived in secret. There
was so much unhappiness back then. What about all those married men,
sneaking out at night to public toilets?
The boy looked comfortable. The other boy clearly wasn’t. He shifted
his neck from side to side and stared at the top of the oak tree. The first boy
opened his eyes, stretched his arms above his head, and kissed him again.
They’re better than this new lot, but I don’t believe they should ever
have allowed them to marry other men. It undermines the whole institution.
Divorce, Jeanette could have said. Divorce undermines the whole
institution.
Harry had divorced twice. Jeanette was widowed, twice. They had
been married nine weeks when Harry had his scare, which would have made
three.
Cancer, she could have said. Cancer undermines the whole
institution.
You should have heard what the receptionist said to me the other day
at the doctor’s surgery. Harold John Spencer? And you’re eighty-seven? And
you live at number three Primrose Lane? And you identify as a man? How the
bloody hell else am I supposed to identify, Jeanette?
It was unlike Harry to swear. She squeezed his hand again.
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People have more freedom these days, she said. We didn’t realise
everything that was going on around us.
Both boys were asleep now. The first boy lay on his side, the other’s
arm across his body. His white t-shirt was far too thin. His blue underwear
was visible, a clear inch above his jeans.
They’re talking about letting anyone who says they’re a lady into the
ladies’ changing rooms now. Did you know that?
They’re what?
They’re going to let men into the ladies’ changing rooms. They won’t
be able to say no, not so long as the men say they consider themselves women.
The only changing room Jeanette ever used was the one up at the
bowls club, struggling into her zip-up t-shirt and soft white shoes, wondering
whether the players were supposed to be dressed in their grey or white
uniforms that day. It was hard to imagine a man walking into those changing
rooms without feeling at all embarrassed.
If he looks like a man, they’ll have to ask him to leave.
They won’t be allowed.
Harry wriggled until his bottom perched on the edge of the bench.
These men only have to say that they feel like a lady and that’s it.
I could always hit him with one of my bowls.
Harry laughed, a tiny snorting sound that made Jeanette grateful she
had married him.
He had asked for her hand over a cup of hot chocolate one winter
afternoon, as they stared out into his garden. She said yes and he smiled, and
then he went outside to check that his night vision camera was still working.
He had heard there was a badger in the area, and he wanted the picture.
Her second husband’s illness had felt almost as short as their marriage.
Sorry love, Matthew said. You hitched your cart to the wrong horse
here, didn’t you?
I did not. I’ve laughed more in three years with you than I ever did
with Alan.
It was true. Matthew proved that you could emerge from decades
locked in wedlock and feel just as settled married to someone else. And it had
been Harry who had asked about Matthew more than anyone else at the club.
Bearing up, she used to say.
Doing the best we can.
No one ever said it’s so sad or oh, what a shame or it’s such a terrible
thing to bear, at least not to Jeanette. Losing one husband is an accident but
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losing two looks a little sinister, she said once to Mary, because she played in
a team with Mary and Mary was a widow too.
Nonsense. That’s what they say about divorce. You lost your husbands
to cancer. What’s sinister about cancer?
Even Mary had to laugh at that.
Oh alright, she said. Everything’s sinister about cancer.
The first boy was awake now and talking to the other, whose eyes
remained closed. He opened the wicker basket that lay next to them on the
rug. It was covered in a red checked cloth. He produced some sandwiches
wrapped in greaseproof paper, a green bottle and two plastic champagne
flutes. He tugged the gold paper from its neck, untwisted the wire and eased
it open.
We bring any sandwiches, Jeannie?
Roast beef or tuna and sweetcorn, in the carrier bag. There’s a slice of
carrot cake there too.
Anything to drink?
Mary’s daughter had named her children Elspeth, Reginald and Basil.
Young people did that sort of thing now. They liked wicker picnic baskets and
red checked cloths and sandwiches wrapped in greaseproof paper.
I’ll have my cake at home. I’m gasping for a cuppa, aren’t you?
Harry pushed himself upright and Jeanette listened for the small groan
he made before he offered her his hand. She never made old people noises,
because old people noises made her feel old.
I’ll just get rid of the rubbish, she said.
She shook her hips as she walked to the bin under the plane tree and
lowered her shoulders, grateful that everything seemed to be working the way
it ought. When she looked up she saw that the boy was in front of her, placing
his greaseproof paper carefully inside the bin.
I don’t know if they can recycle it.
Jeanette wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she nodded and placed her
carrier bag on top of his paper.
What’s your secret?
Jeanette saw that he was looking at Harry.
Oh that, she said. Patience. Patience, and kindness.
The boy laughed and showed Jeanette all his teeth.
But that’s two things. We can’t give them everything, can we?
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Tidal

Bruce Robinson
Perhaps I
feel this way from time to time
leaving for work and
oh, coming back,
going to bed and
yes, getting up,
because my cares
are just a child
not yet understood
but worth
the effort
to understand
or like the seiche
that brings
the lagan of this lake
first to your
curved shore,
then to my sown land.
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Janise Yntema, As Above, So Below, beeswax, resin and pigment on photo,
Brussels, Belgium, 2018
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For Emma, on the A.T.
Carolyn Decker

I imagine you on one of ‘the big ups’,
nursing a blister as it ripens on your heel,
the sharp sweet pain of it like a penny
tails up, unlucky and ignored, a worthless treasure,
except for the association of it
with the place it was found—
the question of what it might bring you.
Over this next rise, the day unravels,
a snakeskin horizon, scales still green
and hooked around the cairns,
stone stacks and carved wood landmarks
each one dreamed and soon discarded.
The smooth new path has slunken away.
There is no going back.
By certain roots, the forest sees you,
feels the drink of your passage, knows your step.
Sing to it, slow down to the dirt, and remember
when you make camp, you owe nothing to illusions.
Burn your hollow into the night, sleep hard.
I think of you giving glory to the mountains,
arms raised in a holler, a body of wind—
persisting in this, the ongoing uprooting,
that you were there,
you were there,
you were there.
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The High Points
Craig Kenworthy

It’s rude when people give you things you don’t want. Like a child, for
instance. Sure, I told my sister that I would take care of her daughter if
anything ever happened to her, but Elaine never smoked, always wore a
seatbelt, and wore sensible shoes when crossing the street. What were the
chances?
And who expects an alien abduction these days? But that’s what
happened. Elaine was lifted into the air, along with seven other patrons of a
Starbucks in Centralia, Washington. Right off the outdoor patio. The
authorities didn’t even try to make up a cover story. Not after all those cell
phone videos hit Twitter. Some people even posted that stuff while it was
happening. You’d think one of them would have grabbed Elaine by the leg,
tried to pull her down.
I didn’t tell my niece Anna any of that. Not that we talked much at
first. It messes you up, becoming a celebrity because your mom involuntarily
left Earth for Planet X. And you can blame me for that. But you try raising a
kid on a nurse’s aide salary. So, yes, I sold Anna’s story to whoever would pay:
tabloids, TV, even some weird website that claimed they had been in touch
with the aliens for the past thirty years. All of that goes for college. That’s the
deal I made with myself.
Six months after the abduction, Anna brought home a library book
about the fifty states. I didn’t think anything of it until her school called to
say that she had run off while on a field trip to Mount Rainier National Park.
A ranger found her above an area called Paradise, heading toward the
mountain, carrying a woman’s shoe. Elaine’s shoe, the one that fell off during
the abduction. When Anna got home, she refused to tell me anything.
She did renew that book. It was called Get to Know Your 50 States.
Carried it around in her backpack until one night, I slipped into her room
and got it. Mount Rainier was there, of course. Also Mount Greylock, Mount
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Washington, and my now personal favorite, Mount Sunflower. Each place
marked. It took two ice cream dinners to pry it out of her.
But when your mom disappears into outer space, why wouldn’t a sixyear-old think the best place to look for her is the highest point in each state?
So, we made ourselves a deal. Five states each summer, starting with the ones
she could handle best – like Sunflower. It’s really just a spot in a field in
western Kansas. 4,039 feet. You open a little gate and step in. Or Florida’s
Britton Hill, 345 feet. I insisted on a side trip to Disney World for that. Some
extra shifts covered the visit to the Mouse House.
We’ll leave the technical climbs until she is sixteen. Gannett Peak,
Wyoming (13,804) and Denali, Alaska (20,320) will still be there.
This all started eight years ago. Anna’s seen most of America now. I’ve seen a
lot of blue sky, two engine rebuilds on the Subaru, and more than a few double
shifts.
Our routine is always the same. We bring Elaine’s teal flat (perfect for
safe crosswalk use) and Anna sets it down on the high point. And then we
wait. We wait for as long as she wants to. No matter how cold or how tired I
am (Mount Whitney, California, 14,494 feet, is not a “walk-up”, no matter
what they tell you) we wait until Anna is ready to go. She always smiles right
after she picks up the shoe, like she knows something I don’t. I don’t ask. I
just carry the shoe down the mountain.
This girl I didn’t want is fourteen now. We’ve been together more
than half her life. She never says it, but I don’t think Anna believes in her
theory anymore. But she still keeps on planning our annual trip. As for me? I
don’t think we are ever going to see Elaine again. Who knows, though. Maybe
if we get up just high enough, in just the right spot, she can see us.
In a few years, we will run out of states and Anna will go off to college.
But she’s already offered me a new deal. It seems there are 193 countries in
the world. The lowest high point is seven feet. In the Maldives. That sounds
doable. On the other hand, Nepal isn’t cheap. God knows how many double
shifts Everest is going to cost me.
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Elena Perez-Amoros, photography, Lisbon, Portugal, 2017
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Hail Mary

Mubanga Kalimamukwento
I’m crammed in with forty-nine other pairs of feet, shackled in steel. It’s kinda
like a reverse Oreo of Forest Park, Detroit: all cracker-white walls, ceilings,
and floors, brimming with chocolate faces, nothing like home.
We’re all waiting on the judge to waltz in and decide from the looks
of us if we’re worth the shiny card. In my mind, I’m scrambling at a prayer,
trying to snatch words I haven’t recited for thirty years, but time has erased
what was once glued to my mind like peanut butter to bread. Now I have to
pry the words out, calm my racing heart, and press my droopy lids together
before I can pray, Hail Mary, Full of Grace.
I stare down, past the graying beard hugging my face, to my chest of
frizzy hairs, where a blue rosary has hung since 1988, and I beg the beads to
guide the angelic salutation back to me. Nothing. The AC is blasting winter
in the middle of spring, but from the wet patches on our orange jumpsuits
and the stench of sweat, it’s more like July in here instead of mid-March.
The clock says it’s a quarter to nine, fifteen minutes to go. There are
four cops poised up front, three disguised in gray suits and one in a black tshirt instead of the standard navy and white.
I dig for the prayer again, recalling my mother’s husky voice saying,
the last time she saw me: “Kopaila, mwanangu.” Pray, my child. And for a
moment, I’m a kid again, kneeling on the rough floor of our room in
Kanyama Compound, saying the Hail Mary. But when I open my eyes, I’m
still here, next to the bright flag of a country I’m trying to claim as my own.
I remember the other times I’ve tried to pray.
Twenty-seven years old, standing on the porch, stammering as I asked
Mary’s father for his only daughter’s hand in marriage.
October 1996, holding my breath outside Saint Joseph’s while my wife
Mary was in labour with our twins.

THE MENTEUR | 20

Boxing Day 2015, outside the Coat Factory in Harper Woods, when I
found myself in a crossfire between rival gangs.
The memory of praying at Saint Joseph’s helps me find my gaptoothed smile, that I’ve all but lost since being caged. It plants a hope that
maybe Mary and the girls are waiting on the other side of the wooden doors,
to go home with me and forget the last two years ever happened.
“What are you smiling for?” barks a muscular man in black. I raise my
head to glare at him, a curse kissing my lips with the tip of my tongue, but
words will only land me in more trouble, so, I snap my trap closed.
He smirks, brushes his smooth fingers over the gun on his hip, and
puffs up, stretching the words POLICE ICE across his black t-shirt.
The Lord is with thee.
For six hundred and seventy-seven days I’ve grumbled about the snaillike pace of the proceedings. For twenty-two months, I sneered inwardly each
time I was told to repeat my particulars, ‘for the record’: “Cheelo Mainza.
Zambian. Born October 27th 1964.”
But, now that the day is finally here, all my groanings have dissolved
into a deathly silence, my thoughts, a muddled mixture of the half-truths and
lies I’ll tell—my life in five minutes or less.
I have a wife and two children who depend on me emotionally and
financially.
I fear prosecution in my home country.
I volunteer at the animal rescue shelter.
The United States has been my home for over thirty years.
In Zambia, I’ll face discrimination due to my tribal background.
Until my arrest for skipping a red light two years ago, I had paid my bills
and lived a life free of crime. I hear Mary nagging me to drive more carefully.
8.50. I would be at the construction site on Woodward Avenue by
this time, dragging on a Slims when my supervisor wasn’t looking. Now, it’s
all I can do not to reach up and force the hands of the clock to still.
Instead, I scan the faces around me, solemn as mourners in a
graveyard.
Across me is the scrunched-up face of a chocolate-skinned woman, coughing
and wringing her wrinkled hands, her mane of curls damp with sweat. Behind
her, a man is muttering to himself, bobbing his head back and forth toward
his stubby fingers pressed together in prayer. His face is crumpled and red. To
his left is a gaunt man, sweat dripping into his open palms; he catches me
looking at him and I dart my eyes downward, suddenly aware of my body,
vibrating to the rhythm of my heart.
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8.55. A door opens, letting another guard in. The aroma of freshly
ground coffee that follows him, jars me with the memory of walking past the
carousels of Hartsfield–Jackson Atlanta International Airport back in April of
’88. It only takes coffee to bring back memories of all the things I’ve learned
to love: the colors of fall—the leaves transforming from lush green to burnt
orange, peppering the tarred roads golden; a deceptive sun that glowed over
the streets of white in winter and chilled the bones instead of warming them.
8.57. I’m craving to finger the cross on my rosary.
“Look up, boy!” spits the ICE man.
“Yes, sir,” I say, folding my knuckles into fists.
Blessed art thou amongst women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb,
Jesus.
It’s 9.00 when the judge walks in; even the chains around our ankles
shut up. The courtroom is a vacuum to the humming sounds of Michigan,
which seep in through a lone window on my left.
A dog barking.
The bass from a car stereo.
A police siren.
A gunshot.
Tyres screeching to a halt.
A screaming child.
Holy Mary, Mother of God.
The first to be called is a babe in the back row. She shuffles to the
podium to make her case.
“Raise your right hand,” says one of the suited men.
“Levante a sua mão direita,” follows the interpreter in Portuguese.
So, my language class at Macomb Community College wasn’t for nothing,
after all.
From her thin lips emerges a whimper—begging, grinding English
and Portuguese into one mushed up plea. She appears to have aged in the
wait. As though her terror is streaking her auburn hair silver where the white
light of the room hits the bun on top of her head.
“Obrigado,” she says, kneeling, raising both hands. Please. Almost
inaudibly as she moves farther from the microphone.
“Raise your right hand!”
She does so as she stands, without waiting for the interpretation.
Her rap is read out to her, translated, and then, after a forever of
Portuguese words, racing the English ones, at 9.45, the judge speaks.
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“On your own admission, you entered this country illegally and had
sought to normalize your status. Your child is an American citizen, but you
aren’t, and you cannot ride on the tails of her legality to legitimize your stay.”
The judge looks up, something flashing across her eyes—pity, I decide.
“Meu Deus!” wails the woman, collapsing into sobs as she plods out of
the courtroom, making all my fears real with each step. My God!
Panic shoots through me.
I’ll miss my daughters’ college graduations.
I won’t see them get married.
Mary won’t follow me.
The next person rises from amid the crowd and swaggers to the
podium, a gold tooth shining in his mouth. His jumpsuit is too large for his
frame, and despite his defiant gait, his right arm won’t stop shaking. He stares
down the judge, refusing to bend, even as she reads the verdict: “Deportation
ordered.”
I guess it’s going down.
10.00.
A girl rises and glides to the front, like she’s in a ballgown.
No, she shakes her head, she doesn’t need an interpreter. Yes, she
understands what that means.
“Very well.” The judge nods, turning to the pages on her desk.
The woman scopes the judge for a moment, her eyes glistening, ready
to cry, but when she parts her lips to speak, she says, “It’s okay, let me go!”
A murmur cuts through the hushed courtroom and stirs in me a brittle
envy that tears at my throat. I watch in shock as she is led out of the room,
gliding on those invisible stilettos, and I wish I could demand the same thing.
The wish dies before it can land on my tongue.
Pray for us sinners.
11.00.
The next woman to go up front could be my sister but for the shock
of blond hair that frames her ebony face. Even her walk, slow but steady,
reminds me of my own before the silver chains. Her accent, saying s as an z,
shifts me back home before this shitty dream began.
And when I squeeze my eyes shut, I’m ten again, racing wire cars along
a dusty street, against gusts of wind; then I’m twelve, in my mother’s kitchen,
inhaling the sweet aroma of boiled fresh maize; the next I’m in a slippery guava
tree, biting into the near-rotting white-fleshed guava in March. I’m in Kanyama
Market, selling roasted groundnuts after school with my brother; and then, I’m a
pimply teenager, standing at the unnamed street corner all day to whistle at girls,
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and then I’m back here, staring at the blonde as she shrugs off the ICE man
when he tries to lead her out.
12.00.
“Cheelo Mainza,” says the judge, emphasizing the second e in my first
name, the way all Americans have done since I came here. I stand anyway and
lumber to the podium.
Now and at the hour of our death.
I bore through my white sneakers, clench and unclench my toes in a
dance with my fingers. Bracing myself for the fifteen-hour flight back to
Zambia.
Who’ll meet me?
What will my siblings think?
How would I explain my silence?
Why the Skype calls had stopped.
Why they no longer received a hundred dollars through Western Union on
th
the 15 of the month.
And will they understand me, now that I swallow the ds and ts in my
words and say each sentence like it’s a question.
“Raise your right hand!”
I do, then ramble out the words I’ve waited twenty-two months to
say: “My name is Che-elo Mainza.” The second e rolls off easy like I mean it.
“I moved to the United States when I was twenty-four, in April 1988, on a
visitor’s visa.”
The judge is scribbling furiously—the verdict, not my words, but I
continue anyway.
“I didn’t leave, because my uncle fell ill and needed my care.” I look
up to make eye contact through my lie; she doesn’t look up. “Since then, I’ve
married and have two daughters who are now twenty-two and studying at
Wayne State University. I am…I was a construction worker at…”
“I’ve heard the facts,” she interjects, and a buzzing starts in my head;
her lips move, but I hear nothing until “you’ve satisfied the requirements to
be permitted to stay in the United States of America.”
“Say what?”
Amen.
“What?!”
“We’re adjourned for lunch,” announces the judge. The ICE man
glowers at the judge and then at me before he stomps to free me.
I turn to face the exit, letting relief run in tears across my face. Then
with each step, the full prayer swims back to mind, spilling out as sobs.
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“Hail Mary full of Grace, the Lord is with thee. Blessed are thou
among women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary,
Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death. Amen.”
I shiver when I step outside; Mary isn’t there. It’s a weekday, I reason,
she must be at work, even though it’s the holidays and public schools are closed.
Still, I smile – a real one this time, never happier to feel that deceptive white
sun, in the middle of a blue sky, chilling instead of warming my bones.

Jury Judge, If You Love Yellow, This is for You, photography,
Flagstaff AZ, USA, 2018
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Fabio Sassi, Uncharted Map #1, #2, #3, photography,
Bologna, Italy, 2018
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New Worlds Voyage
James Ph Kotsybar

They
say
one day
the stars will
be so far away
from one another as to be
forevermore invisible, one to another.
Imagine (if one could get financed) some intergalactic Columbus of that age–
possessed of such bravery to set sail beyond “Sol”
without stars to beckon or guide
and disappointment
at finding
nothing
out
there.
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sterile

Megan James
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Kaloyan Ivanov, Original of Love, acrylic on paper,
Brooklyn NY, USA, 2017
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Alpha and Omega (II)
Jayne Fenton Keane
A whet prayer
breath on stone.
A fingerprint appears
vanishes.
A gust-borne stratus
short circuits a synapse
a garnet’s hunger for light.
It’s vitreous and abrasive
this lensing of moon halo
caught between clouds,
between dead stars
and their living light.
*
I am the one with the dead circle
traced around her
“the wild cow of the enclosure”
sure-standing, broad-bosomed
Ninsun, Gaia, Danu, Coatlicue.
Locked in stone, doused with wishes
breath of the muse, so many coins,
wishing wells gelatinous with DNA.
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It is a kind of alien speech, a glyph,
an atmosphere, this, my head now
colloidal, a beggar’s chorus that transmits its
own signal “mother, mother…”
With two hydrogen atoms
one oxygen atom and this eye
I will show you how
to squeeze water from matter.

Edward Supranowicz, The Damned Seek Forgiveness, Athens OH, USA, 2019
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An Orwellian Misconception
Curtis Nice

Contrary to many a passionate belief, George Orwell was not fighting the good
fight in Paris. In his debut masterpiece Down and Out in Paris and London,
he spun a comfortable yarn of emerging from a despicable underworld to
report its many horrors. But of course, while his observations and experiences
led to his great sense of duty and outrage over capitalist injustice, let us
remember that Orwell was not necessarily down and out himself. He was not
without a financial safety net, family refuge and, crucially, a middle-class
education.
Like many of his contemporaries who spent time imbibing Parisian
inspiration, Orwell was effectively on a jolly – albeit an unorthodox one. From
tramping expeditions to long hours grafting as a kitchen porter, to drinking
with the politically confused, to sharing a bed and munching on raw potatoes
with his Russian companion Boris, the entire adventure had the underlying
reassurance that he was still a mere tourist in that damp and dreary world.
This was the early twentieth-century version of millennials flying to Bali to
wash elephants and visit sacred temples while posting their radically humbling
experiences on social media. ‘Twatpackers’, if you will. In fairness to George,
I doubt he would have abided hashtagging.
While I do argue it was an initial indulgence, Orwell’s exploration of
Parisian poverty did give life to a very profound piece of literature. Down and
Out was illuminating and is still relevant to this day as one of the most eyeopening accounts of the realities of homelessness in capital cities. He also gives
a scalding portrayal of the bourgeoisie in Burmese Days; Elizabeth Lackersteen,
who had strong ties to Paris, is by far the most vile, insufferable fictional snob
I’ve ever regretted initially fancying.
Lackersteen, like many other characters in his numerous works, shows
how Orwell observed society from top to bottom, just like his fellow genial
writer and Latin Quarter resident Ernest Hemingway.
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Hemingway was once packing his bags after staying in a luxury hotel
in the city (this in his later life, of course), when Orwell gatecrashed and joined
him for a brief glass of whisky. Now if I could time-travel, there’s a party I
would risk a fist in the jaw to invite myself to.
I do not mean to downplay Orwell’s humility or goodwill – he always
wound up scrapping for the good. His trip to Spain, for example, started as a
personal endeavour to write about the civil war, but he reached Barcelona only
to pick up a gun, hit the front, and get shot in the throat by a fascist. All this
because it felt like the right thing to do. Seriously, read Homage to Catalonia.
He remains one of the finest writers there ever was, and his
observations have left indispensable snapshots of Paris, London, the North of
England, Burma and Spain at crucially unbalanced times in their various
histories. Orwell’s urge to travel to Paris was born of a want to live and to
write. The good fight came later.

Rob Miles, Café-Bar, oil on board, Paris, France, 2018
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Cries and Colours
Joshua Blackman

In the cinema, alone, I reserve
three seats
for the demise of all prevailing
forms of capitalism: one for me, the girlfriend
I’ll probably never meet, and the child
she’ll probably never give birth to.
Great team! Still I’m out, and happy
to be real, despite the dismal resolution
of the picture. I’m nothing
if not invested in the possibility
of fun, this new moon, the pink music
of your acquaintance.
Have you always? People
can be so hard to get to know, but when they open
such yolk
for us to feel in. Mostly we sit around
waiting for ourselves, hitting buttons, now and then
finding cheat codes.
In our futures, how is the furniture
arranged? And the décor? Such imaginings
are peerless. Each day rolls around
like an undiscovered fruit, just when I thought
it was over.
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Meg Wallace, Conception, acrylic on masonry,
Miama FL, USA, 2014
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Talking to Me
Yvonne Shao

After I died, she talked to me all the time. She told me how she missed me,
how she needed me, how no one else understood her the way I did. She didn’t
understand the finite nature of life as I had begun to understand it. I tried to
talk to her, but when I did, she grew very still, and I didn’t like to see her like
that, so I stopped. She still talked to me, though, even as she grew and lived
and breathed.
After she got married, she talked to me less for a while. I think she didn’t know
how I fit into her new life, but she kept our picture on her nightstand, and
kept our notes in a box. She still played our music. She did not laugh with her
husband the way she laughed with me, though she did laugh.
She loved her children. She named her daughter after me, and when she
watched her children play, she sometimes cried and talked to me about them.
She was proud of them, and I was happy for her. They grew up, and then she
and her husband were alone.
Her husband died. I saw him pass by, the same way I see others. Not many of
us stay here too long.
Now she talks to me more again. She remembers things I had forgotten, walks
we took, talks we had, driving along backroads. She talks about the grassy hill
behind our old house where we lay on summer nights, watching the stars. She
talks about my ears. Why would she remember my ears so well? Their shape,
their size, their position on my head. I suppose she looked at them when I
wasn’t looking at her. She was always so attentive.
I think she’ll be coming soon. Her children are with her all the time now and
she doesn’t get out of bed anymore.
I’ll just wait here, then we’ll go on together.
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April Pyne, I’ll Follow You and Let’s Go Home, casein paint on canvas,
Montreal, Canada, 2019
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Katrina Slavik, Swimmer with Plant, acrylic on paper, Brooklyn, NY, USA 2018
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Jennifer Crum, The Dream Sequences Phase I and Phase II, watercolour, 2016
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Be My Baby
Setareh Ebrahimi

Put me in your truck
and call me baby.
We drive under the stars,
they roll out for us.
It’s like we’re on the run,
but it’s from nothing
and no one cares.
Acting is so easy,
so much more so than thinking.
The Earth provides;
small town, woods, streams,
the witch-smells of nature,
moss, herbs and secrets.
The promise of something more,
something held back, is hope.
I think of the female bodies
I have given up for you,
the fragile, possible romances like birds.
Somehow once you hold a bird
you know it’s doomed,
no matter how you love it,
are gentle, hold it to your face.
It hates human skin.
Sometimes at the turn of the light
he has one blue eye and one green.
The subtle, elfin rises of his body…
perhaps it’s only these
I traverse from end to end.

THE MENTEUR | 40

We drove to Seasalter one night,
checked the position of Mars
and accounted for some of the constellations.
The sea is where they forgot to draw more land.
We hold each other tight,
we cannot save this world.

Rebecca Pyle, The Woman in the Velvet Jacket, oil on canvas,
Salt Lake City UT, USA, 2018
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Christmas Day (Raising Calves)
Emma Dee

I suppose that 25 is old enough
by now to stop putting out
the milk and cookies for Santa.
Nautical miles and waves away
that which couldn’t suck was born
a calf latched sleeve
strained milk through lambswool
I have heard it said vanilla tastes of mother’s milk
didn’t even open the presents
a gift is worth less when it is
already unwrapped, already unbound
your strong hands, shepherd’s hands
that tie the everlasting sheet-bend knot
in another life turned the pail collected
the drops of milk bursting forth a creamy rain
nourish me as you once did
I forgot that my borders are permeable
and wavering as lambswool a jumper unravelled
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between long fingers to take up the yarn
and weave it again, and make it new
a faulty casing barrel wright cooper
the bow of my mouth has sprung apart
let fly tirade bitter sauce as globbed as milk is spoiled
and my heart sprung out jack in the box
without a shepherd, cowherds bell
but you are not here you are
in a field of clover teaching a calf to suck.
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Wave

Stephen Seabridge
Can we unwrap the map,
can we un-chart ourselves from the lands
of the body, the thoughts with
the hardest anchors,
detach our paws
from sand
and feel
the gap
the air makes
as we attempt
floatation,
like the time
I wanted to express
myself away
from you,
from your skin.
I wanted to
de-probe
the lines
of your forehead,
de-robe
the robe you had cast
over my shoulders, both slip of silk and chain.
Is it true the skin of another is a hidden territory?
This is not solely a question, more a memory folding itself into the single dot
of an ink mark. The brain cell containing every memory of you is no more
than a comma, scored with electricity and images of that terrain we crossed,
single in the arms of each other, living the same body, the same arms. Isn’t
that the old story? That we were born at the turning of the universe into
sunlight, light’s emancipation, and we were one being cut in two, cast across
sand and sea and frozen asteroid grottos, to find one another eventually on
some shore with a cave and a blue ribbon of skyline. Or not. The heaviness of
that not, its image of us wandering beaches, fields, the tips of clouds, alone
without the binding of another’s body.
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Katrina Slavik, Night, acrylic on paper, Brooklyn NY, USA 2018
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Metaplasia
Mary Sun

Some human cells adapt to toxic stress by physically becoming other cells. Smoke enough, and
tall columns become flat lung lines. Turn sixteen, and girl lining becomes home-in-waiting.
The word for this is metaplasia. It is supposed to be temporary.

I.
If the acid reflux lasts long enough,
our throats turn home to miracles.
Mucosa gazes into the hissing ocean,
forgets it ever wanted anything else.
Burns off its pink,
grows taller cells,
meets the bile as
intestine. It knows
rust is a better colour for pain.
II.
Pathology TA holds up dead esophagus
and I write a letter. Sorry the shapeshifting
did not save you.
III.
There are children who want to
die. Children waiting in empty
lots and melting sandcastles,
enduring as monster-flowers
–monsters, to hurt what hurts
–flowers, to want to live. It is so
hard to remember if we are
persons or flowers or monsters.
I squint; the air shimmers with all
we will become.
IV.
When the dark tide recedes,
you are left with a sun that is eating the galaxy
and generations of children with stomachs for throats.
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We Left

Christina Chady
We left behind mosaic tiles; colourful as the water and flowers combined.
They reflected the sky and the sun’s golden rays. We followed the sun to the
west, not letting the sun set. We left behind a place where word is more sacred
than image. Words of our ancestors still drift through our dreams.
We left behind rolling hillsides, more graceful than the waters that carried us
here. We left the windmill to the neighbours, its blades still spinning, the
water still running. We left the streets that scraped our knees when we children
running to the corner store with coins to buy candy, to buy books, to buy
mother flour so she could make dinner. We left tables that grandpa built, that
our dogs had gnawed at the legs. We left behind the China cabinet to Aunt
Marie because she always adored the dishes; America would have even more.
We left because of a promise. We left because we woke to look at barren lands
and to feel our cavernous bellies. We were ravenous. We left because our home
was not our home; they came to our land, told us our faults, and condemned
us. We fled to the ocean because the land was no longer our land, but we knew
a land that could become ours again. We left with nothing because our pockets
were empty. We left because a maybe something was better than a definite
nothing.
We left our cities. Weaving labyrinth where around every corner we could
find modernity, new perfumes to smell, new art styles to see, new philosophies
to hear. Because one day we woke to a cacophony; the air didn’t carry sound
the right way. The air was too thick. We wanted a place to breathe again.
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Return of the Unchartable Soul
Eliot Michl

On the day I found out
I wasn’t whole
I don’t recall being upset
Like the time I was told
there are planets in the sky

When I pack our life
together
fourteen years of seashells
plucked from beaches

I hear a wave slap against a rock
Quick like the rising tide

I stand before the boy and
I feel the return of my
unchartable soul
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Lights Out
Xavier Burgin

We know what this is, right? We’ve all been through earthquakes and we all
want to go home because we know it’s no big deal. But how many of you all
were alive in 1994?

I was 7 when the earthquake in Northridge took out part of the 405. An
earthquake that knocks out lights has the potential to be kind of a big deal.
It’s probably not. But we can’t be too cautious. So we are going to find a
radio and let the white people who are crazy enough to go out there tell us
when it’s safe.

LIGHTS ON
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The Idea of North
Albert C

I realize. I’m not well. But I do feel better.

All-the-time. On-the-phone. I’d-rather-be-dead-than-red.
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Reality Fragment 160921
Qigemu Lin
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Urban Odyssey
Kubrick’s Rubrix
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Barrio Life
Thaddeus Brewer

The bowl smashed against the wall, Caldo makes such a mess, look away,
afraid, hold breath
“aye Papi, Mom’s not a whore, it’s the tequila doing your thinking,”
I dare not say aloud, like a prey animal, don’t make a sound,
thinking the worst is over, slowly raise my head, face to face with the
dragon, sinking feeling, dread, the snarl, flared nostrils, spittle dangling from
its fangs, frozen, scared to death, await the familiar pain
seething furiously, “y tu,” it railed, trap set by silence, knowing I would
look up, sprung when our eyes locked,
“cabrón--que chingas crees--hijo de puta chingada--crees que eres mas que
yo--eres nada--estoy aqui con mis manos--no soy inteligente de los libros pero soy
mas que tu--pinche mierda,”
becoming that paper plate crumpled on the commercial with each
insult hurled. thunk! ear burns, sharp pain on the side of my head, the
crescendo’s climax has been reached, grab hold but don’t fight back, mom will
intervene, her attack will be beaten back by a true black and blue beating,
that’s what the dragon wanted, an excuse, “mira lo que me hiciste
hacer,” blame directed elsewhere, victoriously leaves the destruction of sobs
and tears. hold mom for dear life, someday, someday I will be big enough, I
will kill him, you won’t hurt my mom no more, daydreaming ways is a
pastime,
My sister moved back in, everyone told her he was no good, Dad angry with
three more mouths to feed, Momma happy to help raise grandbabies. she left
young to escape, broken now returns, he was his own type of dragon, lesson
learned. he’s gone away, this time for good,
something shallow, something gray, who really cares, away is away
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the fights have started again like when she left, she is strong willed, made
stronger and angrier than she should have been at a young age, my nieces are
her life, nowhere else to go, feelings of failure and despair, working hard to
make the best here,
“I won’t be your babysitter,” “nobody asked you to,” “I don’t change
diapers,” “aye Dios mio they don’t even wear diapers anymore stupid,” “Momma’s
happy you’re here,” “I hate this place,” “I know,”
family time sitting around playing with dolls, it has been so long since
laughter was heard down the halls, getting to know the little ones,
“go to your rooms your Dad is home,”
take the babies, lock the door, waiting on edge, what’s in store, hear
the fridge close and the beer open, Momma scurrying to get his supper from
the oven, TV comes on, sheepishly we re-emerge, all is calm
Family get togethers, someone always snapping like life’s so good here,
bragging, party a lot of fun at the beginning, cousins reuniting, uncles
drinking, music playing, showing off, aunts in competition, kids running
around, hide-n-go-seek, sun going down, hot and sweaty, day turns to night,
you can always tell the temperature of the party by the beer ice,
ice turning to water, fewer beers to float, things heating up, getting
upset, one wrong word, don’t disrespect
“fuck that bitch-nobody said shit when uncle Tito kicked her ass,”
“what did she say,” “she said I deserved it for being lazy,” “n’ombre this
family is messed up,” “right-like it’s my fault he was so crazy,”
“how’s your eye mija,” “Momma I’m fine,” “girls shouldn’t have seen
that,” “Momma she can’t just talk shit about me, and papi always takes their
side,”
“mija you know how he gets when they’ve been drinking,” “it doesn’t
matter-I wasn’t even saying anything,”
“lo se pero es el hermana,” “I’m his daughter he should be more on my
side,” “ahí viene,” door slams, dragon has arrived,
“y que,” “mijo take the girls,” “déjalos,” “you didn’t have to hit my face,”
“queres mas-no hablas haci a tu tia,”
“I didn’t say anything,” “no me contestes-es mi casa-si tiene problemo
conmigo vete a la chingada,”
“why are you so angry and mean,” “quieres ver enojado,” girls screaming,
Momma yelling trying to get in between,
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pushed her to the floor, stand to fight, catch the dragon’s eye, I got to
decide, choose to watch the shoes, collect the girls to listen to the fighting
from the backroom, tell them it’ll be ok, it won’t
Got to be hard, at least got to act hard, post pics with my cuete, chrome, to
the side gangsta style, twisting fingers to represent, “homeboys will be jelly-you
want some of this, Lucent forever-it’s our street we rule here,” running with the
crew, have no fears, sister laughs but she knows the need for distraction, old
friend disrespecting my feed, can’t let that happen,
“I grew up with you ese-check dis killa-we used to play pokemon togethernow you part of a crew-that ain’t you,”
“don’t disrespect-you don’t know me-you don’t know my life-all the shit I
have to put up with every fucking night-this is my family-these are bros-we will
die for each other,” all for show until it ain’t, neighborhood friends grew up
playing gang, Ice-Big Stevie-Rat, street names for our innocent street
games, growing up with nothing else, play becomes reality, make a choice,
cross the line, commit an actual crime, now Ice is real and in the system, got
to live the life to protect the reputation, someday I’ll go away,
something shallow, something gray,
who really cares, away is away
“I grew up on Lucent-Westside-running the streets-didn’t know anything elsehanging with my crew-king of the world-until at home-I know the feeling of
helplessness-of being all alone-too small to fight back-run-hide under the coverwaiting for the worst-praying for it to be over-family can’t help-who can you tellthey have their own problems-living their own hell-plenty of people have come up
out of this hood-changed their lives-have done good-helped others-there are people
who care-there’s a whole other world out there- a different way to think-my mama
and books were my escape- I was young enough-some things were out of my controlbut I knew where I stood-I took control of what I could-now the life I live was
created by my hands-I’m one of the city’s finest-against evil I take a stand-I’m big
now-I can fight back, dragon tears are sweet, I bet none of you knew that,”
“stay out of trouble-don’t do drugs-same bs blah blah blah-that cop don’t
know shit-he’s never been here-grew up westside-man don’t even play-it’s his job
to say nice things-it’s not going to be ok,” “right-he ain’t shit without a gun-bitch
ass pigs only fight five on one,” “símon-they’re like their own gang-the only
difference is their name,” “they beat up my primo and planted drugs-dirty ass cops
just do what they want,” “ok ya your cousin was a saint-he’s still slingin-don’t say
he ain’t,” “you know what I mean-he ain’t perfect but still they didn’t have to
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arrest him like that he could’ve been killed,” “ha ha ha don’t start no shit won’t
be no shit-just keeping it real”
The crazy, the rage, fueled by the need to self-medicate, steady diet of drugs
and alcohol, a dragon’s feast to destroy all, courage, puff out chest, “soy el
hombre que todos quieren ser,” take another bump, spinning head, cerveza to
wash it down, no thought, no care, party on, drink to hide the failure, all the
mistakes, depressed, miserable, need to compensate, anger, fear, feelings of
despair, can’t drink enough, always there, ‘she’s the cause, ruined life, turned
my kids, all of my sacrifice,’
“piensan que soy nada-que no so fuerte-wacha mis hijos que voy hacer,”
‘I will break her, I will make her cry out, they’ll see my strength, they’ll see
my power,’
“escóndete niños papi’s home-the bruja’s lies are done,”
‘I’ll have everyone’s respect, black and blue, stand up against me, I’ll break
you too,’
“hijo de puta who do you think you are-disrespect me-I’m your fatherthink you’re a man-you think you’re hard,” beat them down one by one, furious
anger, fall when struck, “I’m sorry Dad-I’m sorry-please,” room by room laid to
waste, “this is my house,” no safe place, blind rage, no control, destroying all,
“please Dad stop,” two little girls crying huddled down the hall, watching the
dragon destroy their home, affected forever, “you think I’m weak-you think
you’re better,” “Dad please stop,” tormented holding on together,“we need help,”
a savior, first through the door a man in blue, a dragon slayer
“Calm down,” “fuck you,” “we’re here to help you- you’re scaring your family,”
“fuck them too,” “sir you need to calm down-we’ll get you some help and see what
we can do to fix this,” ransacked house, clutter, debris, furniture, kids toys,
family belongings all laid to waste, hate filled rage, destruction of everything,
“sir what happened here,” “fuck you,” “stay where you are,” confusion,
yelling, mad scramble, “tazer-tazer-tazer-stop resisting,” take hold, defiant,
crisp sizzling sound, unmerciful struggle, “stay down-stay down,”
“Dad stop-stop fighting,” wrestling for control, tazer, no effect, rolling
around the floor, crashing, super human strength, struggle to survive, no
thought, blind rage, animal instinct, stay alive, tears, screaming, “Dad please
stop,” unrelenting, violent, finally on top, cuffs, control, take a breath, “616
scene clear send in paramedics,” “thank you officer-please take care of my Dad-he
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has problems-he sometimes gets angry but he’s not all bad,” “he’s going to the
hospital-look after the girls and help your Mom-you’re the man of the house for
now-you need to stay strong,”
man in blue walks away, it was dangerous, it was scary, it was hard,
the family is safe
“Dude what happened,” “the cop from school killed my Dad-he died in the
ambulance,” “pinché pig-I told you,” “he was drinking and angry you know how
he gets-my bitch sister called the pigs,” “I’m sorry bro-how’d it go down-what did
you do,” “I don’t know-I couldn’t do nothing-they would have killed me too-they
were fighting-they were tazing him-now he’s gone-they said it was his heart but
they’re wrong,
the cop killed him I was there-I saw-I should have done something-now
we’re alone,”
“I saw your Facebook, everyone’s so sad-we’re all going to miss him-there
was no one like your Dadhe was so funny and so cool-it sucks that he’s gone-I don’t know what to
do-how’s your mom-is she ok,” “I don’t know-she’s been crying all day-everyone’s
at the house-I had to get away,”
no charges, justified, one reality regardless the lies, hearts turn, pride, vanity,
fear, warp the mind,
new truths created, none in line with three in the morning that dreadful time,
what’s the truth, what would people say, so much easier to point the blame,
something shallow
something gray

who really cares

away is away

I never pictured moms driving a car, life has changed after a year, girls love
school, I’m still here.
This backpack is heavy and so is my mind, so many choices how can I decide?
Afraid if I make one choice, other doors will close, I’ve never seen so many
possibilities. I’ve never had hope.
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Hop out, on the way to class, actually can study, might even pass.
Still fight within, still feel loss, new home, new school, new life, all came at a
cost.
My counselor says everything will be okay, she asked what do I like to do, not
be afraid.
Afraid to forget, he was my Dad, life is better, still so sad.
Does change make me wrong? Does change make me bad? I’ve left it all
behind.
Sorry Dad.
Future, who knows, day by day, Mom, my hero, great escape.

Chloe Davies, photography, Havana, Cuba, 2017
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Legacy

Benedetta Picarone Fabris
It’s all about Greeks.
Even as embryos, before pediatricians can
diagnose us with
acrophobia
and hemophobia
and nyctophobia and
try to cure us with homeopathy,
I say it’s all about the Greeks.
From the proboscis of the elephant at the zoo
to my dermatitis
to your hemorrhages
to my metaphors and paraphrases
and your architecture,
full of
metopes, friezes and caryatids,
Doric Ionic and Corinthian orders,
it’s all about the Greeks.
The way you say ‘really’?
And smile politely,
And never swear.
And though I do advocate for cosmopolitanism
and transculturation
and sometimes dream of setting sail like Aeneas,
crossing seas and leaving Troy behind,
my own anatomy never fails to lure me back.
I will never have your Greek nose,
but I’ve been trying to place
my hands on the steering wheel exactly as you do –
to drive as you drive
and smile politely
and never swear.
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north

MB Smith
keep withholding secrets i'll never divine
like what spells you wove to keep me captive in this electric somnolence
or what you planted in my lungs that my breath hitches on each time you
sugar words like “miss” and “beautiful”
Or even just soften your inflection
(like you do for no one)
(but you do for me)
yours is an axial magic
/If you have magnets in your hands I have iron in my hips
If my head is spinning it’s around your physics/
you’ve become my north.
[the scene changes. parchment un-scrolls, crackling like a fire. runaways, old
rum, and romanticized piracy. seasickness does not exist.]
an unsteady compass, in the shaking hands of an unqualified captain
setting course on some unorthodox orientation
(making a mess of the molecular, and lacking the chiro-practical)
naive eyes on the horizon for the smoke of a bottomless waterfall-it’s 1491, my vision is linear, and i’m tumbling off the map.
a critical capsizing.
careful don’t cut yourself on the edge of the world.
rudders, warped, salt, wood
the ship is wizened
but i
i am
diaphanous.
call me Aurora Borealis.
real-as stability and the spirits in the stars.

63 | THE MENTEUR

Leap Year 2004
Marie Hoffman

You look so peaceful, hanging there from your
noose. Color has faded from your once warm
cheeks, and the rest of you hovers heavily,
poised above this chair tipped purposefully.
Sunlight leaks in from windows you left open,
soaking up all traces of Death. You leave
your last thoughts resting
beneath your feet, apologizing
for the music left playing on your stereo.
The color of these walls has faded with you,
as if they have been spilled out of your windows.
You must have taken them with you when you promised
you would fly away, one sunny day.
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Under the Bridge
Michelle Kraft

Before the lake came that buried it, my family had a small farm of fifteen acres,
mostly wooded, near Pilot Point, Texas. We lived there for only three years,
when I was eleven to fourteen years old; but my memories of the place are like
insects arrested in amber—fixed in time, immovable.
The eldest of four children, I have always loved being in nature. By
the second grade, I had joined Brownies with dreams of camping in a tent and
toasting marshmallows over a fire. Within a year, though, I had quit,
disillusioned and disappointed when I realized we attended day camp only,
unlike the Cub Scouts who got to camp overnight. Perhaps I should have
joined Campfire Girls instead, I’d thought at the time. Surely they went
camping, or their name was sadistically misleading. But in Pilot Point eight
years later, on our own land, I guided my younger siblings—Laura, Mark, and
Thomas—on hikes through the woods, over moss-covered boulders, and onto
the neighbor’s land. I joyfully embarked on all the exploration and adventure
that Brownies had denied me in primary school.
During those three short years in the country, our imaginative lives
revolved around the Creek Bed, a place name that is capitalized in my
memory, as all proper names should be. The Creek Bed was a deep ravine that
ran through the property like a major artery, with tributary vessels branching
from it, all forming pathways for exploration. Usually, the creek was dormant,
consisting of intermittent stagnant pools of water, waiting to be joined once
the next rain fell. Sometimes, if it rained a lot, our little creek came to life as
a muddy, roiling river that topped its twelve- to fifteen-foot banks. One time
the flood was so powerful that it shoved the concrete foundation of the singlelane bridge off its skeleton of metal girders. We couldn’t go to school for days
until the water receded and the county came to replace the bridge.
After such flooding, there were new finds to discover, items washed
downstream from who-knows-where: articles of clothing, tires, fragments of
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old toys, even the hulking hulls of household appliances and car body parts.
Bizarrely, there might be two or three rusted-out washing machines logjammed together in one spot. My sister, two brothers, and I kept an eye out
for the copperheads and cottonmouths that might be lurking underneath as
we climbed about these metal mountains of debris.
Of course, it wasn’t just the floodwaters that deposited flotsam up and
down our quarter mile or so of the creek bed; people did, too. Refrigerators,
mattresses, and car hoods would appear in our ravine overnight, too big and
difficult for Dad to move by himself. There they would rest until he enlisted
help, or—more probably—until the next big rain came to carry the refuse
elsewhere downstream, where it was somebody else’s problem. But there was
always something new to take its place.
One summer day, not long after the bridge wash-out, I, with my sister
Laura and brother Mark—the older of the two boys—embarked on a routine
survey of the deepest part of the Creek Bed, which lay between our house and
the gravel road. Late afternoon, the air hung heavy and oppressive.
Grasshoppers skritched nearby, occasionally whizzing across our path,
while cicadas droned in the distant background. We picked our way carefully
through the tall grass of the pasture at the edge of the woods on our trek to
the ravine, carefully keeping to the shade. The light was golden and diffused,
scattered by the dust particles of a car that had recently passed down the
nearby dirt road.
Mark, who was eight, had picked a long stalk of grass and was beating
Laura and me with it as we walked. “Let’s go by the blackberries,” he
suggested.
“It’s too hot,” I complained as I yanked the stem from his hand, eying
the direction that his deviation would take us, away from the shade of the trees
along our path to the cool ravine. Instead, we’d have to head straight through
the sweltering, open field before we’d reach the shade again at the road and
bridge. But Mark was already on his way. Laura smiled, shrugged, and
followed, so I did, too.
The blackberries grew alongside the dirt road, just west of the bridge and the
creek, in the full sun. We picked carefully through the thorny brambles for
the darkest, fattest, most succulent of the fruit that hadn’t already been
devoured by birds or raccoons. They were warm from the summer heat,
leaving spots of reddish purple on our palms and fingers. Hands full of berries,
we sauntered to the bridge and the awaiting canopy of shade that grew over
it.
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As we approached, I could smell the sick-sweet stench of decomposing
flesh before I could see it. I knew the odor before my younger siblings did,
and I stopped walking, trying to identify the direction of its source. I felt that
vague sense of dread that only that smell can provoke. Its force was strong, as
if in direct proportion to the size of whatever had died. It dawned on me that
I was the oldest, responsible for the others, and I opened my mouth to call to
Laura and Mark to come back; but they had already reached the bridge. Laura
peered into the ravine and flinched, wrinkling her nose.
“Hey!” Mark called, turning toward me. “Come look at this!”
Over the edge of the bridge and into the Creek Bed, someone had
dumped the full carcass of a dead animal, stripped of its skin. A canine form,
it was splayed out on its side, legs askew, as if it were running. It rested flat on
a large board that must have served as a stretcher and kept the dumper from
having to touch the animal. Its red sinews could have been lifted from the
pages of an anatomy and physiology textbook for veterinary school, so cleanly
stripped were they. The body was perfectly formed in its dog-like shape, like
a sleek, muscle-y greyhound that had been relieved of its hide—a Hound of
the Apocalypse. Its shriveled eyes stared from its meat-covered skull, and flies
buzzed lazily about it. I was repelled and fascinated, having never seen so
brutally dead a specimen.
“Is it a dog?” Laura asked in a near whisper.
“I don’t know. I think so,” I said.
“Let’s go down there,” Mark said, already scrambling down the
embankment. Laura and I stayed on the bridge, a protected distance from the
dead animal. Mark dropped his few remaining blackberries to pick up a stick,
and, positioning himself toward the relative security of the animal’s backside,
he poked at the carcass’s spine as if expecting it to move. His jab sent up a
small cloud of flies, which he ignored. He leaned in more closely to show that
he was not so perturbed that he couldn’t examine the cadaver with the
requisite amount of clinical detachment. Upon reaching his diagnosis that the
animal was indeed dead, Mark crawled back up the bank to where Laura and
I stood, on the newly installed bridge. “How long do you think it’s been here?”
he asked, panting.
“It wasn’t here yesterday,” I said.
Laura, who loved animals more than even Mark and I, murmured,
“Who would do this? It’s so awful.” Dad sometimes hunted, but this was
something altogether different.
We contemplated the animal a while longer before returning soberly
to our mobile home in the woods. No one said anything until we got there
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and told Mom about it. “Stay away from it,” she warned, “it could be
diseased,” and she forbade us to return to see it again. Even when Dad came
home and declared the body to be that of a skinned coyote, and even when he
went back later that evening—at Mom’s urging—to burn it where it lay, we
weren’t allowed to go back and see it.
I wondered, why burn it? Why not bury it or leave it for varmints, which
would surely eat it before the night was over? I stood next to our trailer house
where I could see the smoke rising from between the trees and the bridge.
The next day, I went back to see what remained. Dad, or animals later
in the night, must have cleared away the burnt remnants because nothing was
left of the coyote carcass—just a burned-out hole in the dirt at the base of the
Creek Bed, under the bridge, where the fire pit had been. The finality of the
animal’s erasure was as unsettling as its presence had been.
I recalled this same disquiet when, a decade later—after my parents’
divorce but before a car accident would kill my father—I stared at the expanse
of water laid out before me, having driven up the dirt road as far as I could
before it met the new lake. I had previously visited two short years before, and
at that time I could drive all the way to the skeleton of the bridge. At that
time, I had walked across the girders and up to the overgrown end of what
had been our long driveway. I had made my way to where the large barn had
been and beyond, to where our trailer house had once stood in the trees. My
family had always planned to build a home on that land, but after the Army
Corps of Engineers had contacted us about the lake that was to come, there
was just no point.
As I stood there, I envisioned the long-ago nights when my entire
family would lie on the trampoline, staring at the stars. I recalled how my
brothers, sister, and I had cut paths through the woods by kicking the leaves
from side to side, waving long sticks to clear away the spider webs stretched
between the trees. I remembered how silent it had been one winter when it
snowed several inches, and the trees were coated with ice so that it all looked
like a magical forest of glass. On that visit, when I peered through the void in
the woods where the mobile home had once stood, I could see our treehouse
still intact; the planks were stretched up high between the post oaks, and the
rotted rope still hung from its frame.
But now, hardly twenty-four months later, all was water. I stood at
the lake’s edge and tried to pinpoint where the bridge had been, where our
home had been, where all of that time had gone. If only I could get to the
place, then perhaps my family would be there as it had been. But the flat
expanse of lake before me eliminated all perspective.
THE MENTEUR | 68

While an art student in college, I had studied Poussin’s painting Et in
Arcadia Ego, in which a group of youths wandering the pastoral countryside,
stumble upon a tomb. Later I would learn that Poussin painted this theme
often, showing carefree young people suddenly confronted by death while
roaming a classical idyll. Only now, as I was so physically close to—but so
absolutely separated from—where I had once lived, was I learning that this
was more than a mere motif. This erasure was absolute and unsettling.
From someplace nearby, I could smell the faint stink of an animal that
had died, concealed by underbrush, decaying and deflating until it would, in
due course, be indiscernible from the landscape around it. I walked back to
where I’d parked. For the first time since I’d arrived, I noticed blackberries
growing on either side of the path. I picked them as I made my way back to
the car. They were warm from the sun, and their juice left reddish purple spots
on my hands and fingers.

Hannah Dean, Fishing, acrylic on canvas, Lubbock TX, USA 2017
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The Compass
Michael Sutton

At one time, technology was a stick, and for many of our primate cousins a
stick is still the height of technological sophistication. Have you ever seen
those chimps who poke twigs into termite mounds to hook out their supper?
Pretty clever if you ask me.
One of my favourite pieces of technology when I was child was
invented over a thousand years ago, one of the four great inventions of ancient
China: the compass. My compass was given to me by my grandpa from his
time in the army.
It was bit battered, paint chipped, slight crack in the glass, but it
worked well enough. The dial was a little jittery, but this was to be expected
after many decades of use. I loved my compass. I took it with me everywhere.
I used to get it out even though I knew where I was, just to see what direction
I was facing – north, east, south, west?
There is a lacuna of understanding relating to how ancient peoples
navigated their way across barren planes, for they could not always rely on the
celestial in the ferocious conditions they faced. Perhaps, like birds
flying south, they had an inbuilt navigation mechanism, aiding their
survival through those unforgiving times. With the advent of technologies like
the compass this innate, extrasensory navigation has rapidly waned, to the
point where we now need little boxes in our cars to tell us when to turn
left or right. Were people better or worse at mental arithmetic prior to the
prevalence of calculators? You tell me.
not all those who wander are lost
After about a week of fascination (I still couldn’t understand precisely
how the compass worked) it all came to an end when I was standing on the
beach, watching the sunset, remembering how the sun rises in the east and sets
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in the west. I got my compass out, expecting it to confirm this simple fact,
when I saw that the dial was pointing south east, an almost 180-degree
discrepancy. I actually considered whether the sun might be at fault for this
incongruity, as if it might be having on off day. But eventually I accepted it;
I had been facing the wrong way for some time.
I stopped carrying my compass around. It still sits on my shelf though.
I got it fixed a while ago, but it never gets used. I have a compass on my phone
now anyway.

Silas Plum, Doctor, oil and acrylic on cardboard, Halfway VA USA, 2017
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Metaphysics on the Cheap
Terence Young

It doesn’t take much,
a car that won’t start, keys lost,
a reluctant stove, no gas in the line.
Inconvenience at best, that’s all,
though heaven knows
the newspapers offer more
compelling food for such thoughts,
places my imagination refuses to go,
and which I certainly won’t mention
here,
not for the sake of a poem.
Sufficient to say the urge
to dissect is always lurking
somewhere, behind
the cork pulled from a bottle,
the door that closes on
the appalling snow just outside,
questions no more precise
than why
most of the time:
Why so short a lease?
Why the expiry date?
The ordinary despair of a
complacent cow
in the chute, curious,
a little anxious, no rebel, hoping only
it will be a lot like sleep.
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Ronald Walker, The Wild West, gouache on board with black pencil,
Fair Oaks CA, USA, 2018
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Skull Tastes Like
Maggie Goscinski

The sound of the radio in the kitchen. My brothers in the backyard. Sunlight
filling the living room. My cousin, biting the shit out of my forehead.
He was five, but his muscles were made of lead and he could pin you,
and if he wanted, feast on your face, training his four teeth (two on top, two
on bottom) right around the narrowest part of your forehead. I was ten, and
I thought he was adorable, with his blonde curls and his giant baby head and
smell, so I let him. At least until my mom saw me, covered in mud and the
general grime that coats childhood in the summer. The marks on my head,
not deep enough to bleed, but a dozen tiny indentations where the baby teeth
had tried to break through.
My aunt made costumes. She had long, beautiful hair that frizzed right
up in the summer, which of course, was the only time I saw her, so that’s how
she looks in my memory of those years, barefoot except for the occasional toering, frizzy auburn hair down to her waist. She smelled like the coop –
patchouli, jasmine, and coffee. My mom smelled like warm, clean soap and
wore closed-toe sandals.
This aunt, wonderful and gentle like a goddess from someone’s high
dream was the type to discuss things. Discuss the reasons why, perhaps, a fiveyear-old might choose to bite someone’s face, and discuss why, perhaps, we
shouldn’t do that again. Maybe this works for some people but, to my fiveyear-old cousin, it was a joke, a mandatory stepping stone of conversation on
the way to sharpening his teeth on the soft flesh of my forehead once more.
You could see it in his beautiful round eyes that he wanted to know what skull
tasted like.
His father was different. I never understood as a child, why they were
married to each other. Opposites attract, my aunt would say. Not yet familiar
with the science of magnetic force, I was never quite sure about the logic
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behind this, and as it turns out, neither were they, as they divorced some time
later.
In the course of our family’s exploration in that delicate science of
attraction, we discovered that my parents were also opposites, as were my
grandparents, and later, all of my boyfriends and me. The laws of magnetism
only work in very specific circumstances, and only if those circumstances don’t
involve anyone I’d prefer to stay very much in love with.
My uncle drank and swore and yelled as much as he could, maybe in
an effort to live as fully as possible, or, more likely, in an effort to piss off his
mother to his best ability during those short summer vacations we were all
together in her house. I, too, would discover the innate pleasure of pissing my
grandmother off, but this was before all of that, so I mostly thought he was
pretty rude, but also really fun.
My mother wasn’t one for incredible patience, but in observing the
impressions of my dear cousin’s newly grown teeth on my forehead, exercised
some of it, stashed away from some inner corner of her heart where all the
beer was kept, knelt down, investigated, and said, quietly, “Next time he tries
to bite you, kick him in the balls.”

Patrice Sullivan, Easter, watercolour, Phoenix AZ, USA, 2017
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Cephalophore
Emma Dee

The tower stands alone and gated. It’s been there for a very long time. They
say the city grew up around it, once it stood alone atop the hill, a white pillar
to the sky.
Montmartre, mount of martyrs.
Can you hear the stamp of sandaled feet, as they bore our saint onwards,
through the crowd? The shouts, and screams, the rip of cloth. White birds in
a summer sky. It is a sin to separate the body from the head. And yet, he stood.
Took up his head and walked, and that holy blood that spouted with each
beat of his sacred heart, did not diminish, did not fail.
Here it fell, into the soil, onto a dusty patch of earth. Those sacred
drops like points of a diadem, burrowed down into the ground, and
nourished. Turned to veins of rubies in the earth, flowered up in a jewelled
growth, as our saint walked onwards.
And so, the tree of rubies grew, spirals of bloody roses, wet open
mouths, flowering upon the vine, the swirl of crystals turning inwards towards
the heart that beat and beat. Those living close soon saw the tree as it grew,
first a sapling, then taller, stronger. They leant bushels of wheat around it
whilst they thought of what to do. But on a bright day, the sun shone down
and struck the bloody petals, turned all the light to colour, as bright as the
rose window of Notre Dame and soon the people came, the pilgrims, to touch
the crystal blood of our saint. To break a petal from that rose, to pull a branch
from the tree, and though this rose had no thorns, blood calls to blood. Each
one that tree touched bled as our saint bled, knew one tenth of the pain he
felt, to fall to their knees in the depth and the dark and the stillness. Turned
bloody hands into the earth, ground their teeth, cried tears tinged with
redness, as water tinged with wine. The petals turned to liquid in their hands,
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the branches fell as rain. Their blood fell to the earth and so the tree grew
stronger, and it began to whisper.
All the secret ache of the heart, desires and pains, fell to the earth to be remade
and grown. In the breezes the vermillion leaves spoke, the deep budding heart
of the rose sighed. It got so bad that those who lived nearby could not sleep,
could not eat, for who can bear the secrets of a city, listen to the dark heart of
a saint.
They made the bricks from the white mud of the Seine, and so they
built the tower, winding round, laid them one upon the other, careful not to
touch the leaves, the petals, as the voices hushed and whispered and the breeze
blew through them like a lover’s kiss. Built the tower higher, until it blocked
the sun. They fashioned windows for the tree, and they closed the roof, and
sealed it. The tower without a door. So put your ear against it, feel the warmth
of the sun on white stone, like the palm of a father’s hand. What do you hear?
Listen.

Paul Luikart, Altar, oil on canvas, Chattanooga TN, USA, 2019
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A Grey Sky Low Over Dark Water
Mark Mulholland

A grey sky low over dark water and the curtain held with one hand. The tide
is out, a pencil line seals the seam of the horizon. Is the sea leaving or turning,
or is it coming again? I drop my hand and let the day fall. I sit on the bed.
Another sleepless night and, inside, the noise continues on, and on, and on,
and . . .
I hold moments. I try to push them away, but it is not possible.
Thoughts come, rush at me, throw me, beat me, and I am broken. I get
together, this piece here, that piece there, and then it comes again. Energy
runs through, thoughts flying at night and I think it is useful, different,
unique. Then the doubts. Then the tumble. At times I get ahead, get clear
and into clean air. But I never get away.
They hate you. Even those doctors with their consultations and questions
and poking about and labels and remedies and prescriptions they pluck from books.
Like any book could fix you. Depression, paranoia, conspiracy, and no control; are
up your hole.
I rise from the bed and walk to the stairs where a rope is tied to the
landing banister. Check it’s tied good and proper — we wouldn’t want a slip-up.
The experts don’t help. How can they? Only we who carry know
anything of it. Counselling. Encouragement. Motivation. And the meds. It’s
like they feed us oxygen because that’s good for us, good for everybody. But
by some quirk of construction we crazies are made to need hydrogen or radon
or krypton or some other crazy shit no one yet knows. Crazy shit for our crazy
heads, there could be something in that. Who knows? But still they feed us
oxygen because it’s good for us, because that’s what they know.
I go to my old home and get into my old bed and close the shell, close
it all out. We must move on, they say, everything changes, it’s just life. God
is good. What? And why must everything move on?

THE MENTEUR | 78

Day after day on the news some crazy kills someone or dies trying.
There’s a hostage taken and it’s an unstable suspect, police move in, shooting
the unstable dead; there’s a knife attack and a madman is arrested, the
madman’s home is searched and it is full of Nazi paraphernalia or child
pornography or a collection of reptiles, you know, three dozen pet snakes and
a lizard the size of a sofa. There’s a multiple shooting and some unbalanced
loony has brought a machine gun and a bullet-belt to school instead of a
satchel and a packed lunch. Or there’s a husband who kills his wife and
children, cut their lovely soft throats in their beds, blood all over the fluffy
pillows, and he is known locally as Mr Normally So Quiet And Really Quite
Nice but once had a nervous breakdown and, neighbours suspect, probably
stopped taking the meds. The neighbours are shocked, of course, but they still
manage the television interviews. Hey, listen up: Crazies Are Dangerous!! I
mean, let’s face it, we’re pretty messed up. And there’s one other thing we
have in common, we who have it. We die alone. It’s a bad joke, but we do
stick together in that.
I lift the letter from the kitchen to the hallstand. I move the fold-down
table from the front room to the hallway. It slips and I fall. Oh do get up. Can
you not even get this right? I get up. I undo my shoes and leave them at the foot
of the stairs. I remove my watch and place it beside the letter. I kneel onto the
table. I stand up, wobble, hold the rope, steady. The noise grows. I open the
rope and push through, pulling it tight at the side of my neck. Check it again.
I test the rope again.
The doctor sent me for a referral and the specialist launched a flare
and help rushed in and the treatment started and the meds came and the
therapist tried. But I was all over the place. And it wasn’t getting better. It
wasn’t going to get better. I couldn’t grasp anything, couldn’t keep thoughts
straight. Just keeping the madness in, and not letting it spill out, took
everything. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know where to go. I couldn’t
find direction. Don’t worry about that, the therapist told me during the peptalk. Only the stupid are cocksure. The gifted are always full of doubt. You
seem very certain of that, I told her.
Quit the messing about and get on with it. Quit that wishy-washy
reminiscing. Oh you poor thing, is it all too much? Depression, paranoia,
conspiracy, and no control; are up your hole.
We must move on, they say, everything changes; it’s just life. God is
good. But I’m tired. And I’m tired of being tired.
Depression, paranoia, conspiracy, and no control; are up your hole, are up
your hole, are up your hole, are up your hole.
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They say you see it at the end, life. I don’t want that. I want quiet. I
want peace. There is no consideration, no debate, no doubt, just tiredness and
relief as the table rolls.

Janise Yntema, Someplace Else, beeswax, resin and pigment on photo,
Brussels, Belgium, 2018
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Migratory
Clara Burghelea

Why should the exiled go back home?
Even if there is a country, a heart,
a spring to find awaiting.
The mother tongue is tissue-borne,
a place of inwardness
and smouldering fire.
Yet, the path back seems barely findable,
no crumbles, no flags, no undersongs.
Here, winter still claims dominion,
and no crickets shrill in the grass,
yet freedom is an idiom built in flesh
and you grow on it until your skin ripples.
Meanwhile, you turn, measure up
the sky sliding away like an old Egyptian boat
and wear your body of choices. Inside-out.
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A Mother’s Dream

(on the Eve of Her Son’s First Day in Eleventh Grade)
Maria Sebastian

I can only remember sketches
usually dream of forgetting lunch or water bottles
the first week of school always one giant to-do list
this time I woke half a dozen times
editing his list and mine
in between was a series of chilling clips
dim yellow-lit stairwells cautioning
a twenty-something man quickly casting
shadows across a boiler room hallway
I huddled in a closet with a rifle
I apparently owned or found or stole
then aimed through the cracked doorway
bullet navigating black air in slow motion
bloodying the intruder’s bulky Rambo arm
I screamed loud enough to deafen decades
for my son to run the other way
he wasn’t even there
scenes pooled in whirls of what now
between that shot and my blazing alarm
I tried to brush it off at the coffeemaker
watched him walk into school like always
just another mother clinging like mortar to brick
I used to feel safe once a bad dream ended
and it was just a dream to me
but each day I send my boy back in
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Toccata and Feud
Ramona Lee Pérez

Witnessing my subconscious was not intentional. Devotee of the “know thyself”
creed, all I wanted was a pros and cons list for starting a new project. After only four
lines, a frantic burst of mind chatter exploded onto the page.

Alone. Scared. Awkward. Clumsy. Can’t take care of me, cos I’m too little. I got
to be big and I hate it. Invisible. Nobody can see me. I'm a broken, beaten
superhero without a cape and holes ripped in my dirty clothes. Too ugly and too
dumb. Why would anyone listen to me? I want to die. I hate everything. I hate
me. I hate yucky stuff. Grown-up business always has yucky stuff. I like crunchy
because it’s the opposite of ooey gooey sticky slimy. I like potato chips. I like corn
chips. I want a warm blanket made out of corn. I wish I could eat whatever I
want. I wish I was a cat so I could purr and sleep and somebody else would clean
up my poop.
I was shocked to find this infantile inner critic trapped inside my head,
sabotaging two-dozen years of hard-earned healing. What good are
appointments, supplements, feminist rituals, and lucid dreaming when a
subversive id is still at large? Already intimate with the trauma underlying the
poisonous tide, I thought that my self-awareness could stem it. But the
floodgates were open. Every fermenting bubble in the cesspool of suffering
was ready to pop at the surface of my mind.
Loser. Never gonna be good enough. Never gonna be in-de-pen-dent.
Can't grow up cos that makes you a meanie. Failure. Coward. Ugly. Stupid.
Nobody cares. Overwhelming. Needy. Greedy. Incompetent. Old. Washed up.
Burnt out. No talent.
Suspended between grief and disbelief, my analytical mind noticed the
slippage from first to second person. I tried to parry the PTSD diatribe with
positive thinking. “You’ve accomplished so much. You are surrounded by
love. Look how much your life has changed. Be grateful for your blessings.”
83 | THE MENTEUR

My lukewarm affirmations failed.
It’s my fault. I’m bad. I HATE being me. I want to be pretty, but I’m
not. I want to be fast, but I’m slow. They always catch me, then they throw me
away. I’m afraid they’ll notice me, see me. I’m lazy. I never finish what I start.
This was all familiar, from the realm of half-memories, bad dreams,
and decades of hesitation while classmates and colleagues soared. I grew up in
a mindscape of deadly nightmares and daytime superhero fantasies, but on the
outside I have always been a wannabe perfectionist: spelling bee dropout,
second to last across the finish line, queen of the honorable mention. All those
titles shape my identity just like craving refried beans for breakfast. I am the
behind-the-scenes wonder woman who makes others shine while I slink
through the shadows. Then again, I am really good at what I do, so what is
with all the nastiness? “I get it, kid, you had it rough. Are we done now?”
Nope.
Waste of time. Waste of breath. Waste of love. Waste of being born.
Dumb, dumb, dumb. Grown-ups are mean and stupid and are bad, ugly pirates.
Now I’m a grown-up, so that means me. I’m afraid of red. It looks like blood.
Brown is dirty. I’m brown. Brown is shit. Eat shit, dirty nasty ugly brown girl.
I winced with the intensity of loathing, then slipped into a lifecoaching pep talk. “Don’t let eight years of therapy go to waste. Lighten up
already. You’ve overcome a tough start. You’re the scholarship kid all grown
up, a great teacher, an awesome mom, a loyal friend. Be nice to yourself.” My
adult mind made a valiant effort, but the (k)id was on a roll.
I’m afraid of dark closets and Daddy and mean Grandpa. I hate tongue
kissing. It’s slimy, feels like a pirate robbing a ship, and it’s gross. My stomach hurts
from worrying and being mean and because I deserve it.
Fear of failure is reasonable, yet I do not let it stop me. I was terrified
to move to New York, of solo travel in foreign countries, of natural childbirth,
but I jumped those hurdles with concerted effort, if not grace and ease. So
what is with the Debbie Downer syndrome? Caught in the purgatorial loop
of a depressive hamster wheel, I haplessly took dictation from the meanspirited narrator lodged in my brain.
It’s cleaner if you’re gone. I hate you forever because you’re bad. Rotten
fish bad. Spoiled milk bad. Got a B on a spelling test bad. Bled through your
underwear bad. Everybody knows what I did with Daddy because I bled on the
seat on the school bus in the fifth grade, then had to get off and walk away up the
hill. The stain spread behind me and ruined my favorite skirt.
Panting with effort, I finally ran out of words and lay stunned next to
a dozen scrawled pages. Where did all of that come from? I am well aware of
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years of incest as the root of early wounding, but the internal harangue had
never been so explicit. What happened to the love thyself mantras, emotional
release techniques, journaling, movement therapy, psychotherapy, holistic
medicine sessions, and esoteric pursuits? Utterly devoid of hope, I fell into an
exhausted stupor but soon awoke to round two.
I’m faking it. I’m a liar. I’ll hurt people because I’m dangerous. I’ll hurt
myself because I deserve it. Nothing makes any difference so why try? I don’t want
anyone else to ever suffer like this. Pain is all I have.
What an utterly sordid mess. I felt like a ton of feathers. No single
thought was solid enough to latch onto and discard, but collectively they were
heavier than an elephant sitting on my head. I did not logically believe any of
this putridness, but it sounded convincing in my sleep-deprived brain. Over
the next few minutes, I quickly slipped from disbelief to resignation to
resistance, then succumbed all over again.
This is the way it is and how it’s meant to be. I did something bad a long
time ago. That’s why everything hurts now. It’s what I deserve. I’ll never be happy
because I’m bad. It’s better if I die. The world would be better without me.
“This bitterness is not who I want to be,” I protested. “Where is this
coming from? I thought I was past this.” But the inner critic does not care
about degrees and certificates, self-help books, motivational seminars or
feminist empowerment circles. The insistent voice felt like graffiti on my
brain, slogans for perpetual suffering tagged inside my skull.
People will get hurt if they see you because you’re so ugly. Ugly, ugly, ugly.
You will fail because you’re not worth it. You will fail because no one cares, because
no one likes you. You will fail because you are stupid and ugly and dumb.
Trapped in the echo chamber, I grit my teeth and resist.
You will fail because I want you to. You will fail because I can make you.
You will fail because that’s the only way it can be. All you do is hurt people. Loser,
loser, loser. Empty.
Ready to rip my head off, I had a breakthrough. If I witnessed a friend
in this state of mind, I’d automatically offer a compassionate ear and a
shoulder to cry on. What if, instead of resisting this toxic ooze, I pulled up a
chair to listen? It was nearing dawn, so it was worth a shot.
“This mean voice is not me, but fine, what else do you have to say?”
You’re right. It’s not you. I’ve been waiting for a long time. I hate you.
I’m going to kill you. You deserve to suffer. I’m never going to let you go.
“You’re a little, broken thing,” I coo. “I feel sorry for you.”
I don’t want your pity. I want you to die. I am going to kill everything
good about you - all your hopes, all your dreams, all your love. You don’t deserve
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joy. You are a bad, bad girl, and everybody knows.
Ouch. I must have hit a nerve. “I can’t make it stop,” I despair silently.
Of course not. You’re weak. That’s why I can control you. You are an ugly
puppet, waste of time and breath and life. You should die.
I take a deep breath and infuse another dose of empathy into the
exchange: “I love you. I’m sorry you are in pain.”
What? You feel sorry for me? I want you to suffer. I’m going to make you
bad like me. I’m your father. I made you. I’m his father. I made him. I’m your
mother, you worthless piece of trash. You are the child of evil. How dare you reject
me? I’m your father.
Feeling trapped in a psycho-babble remake of The Empire Strikes Back,
I protest, “I’m not rejecting you.”
You have been, declares the voice.
“True,” I admit. The logic of monkey mind is inescapable.
I’m going to stab you to death with poisoned knives. I’ve already been
doing it. You were just too stupid and lazy to notice. I killed all your joy already.
There’s none left.
Damn, this thing is relentless like a squadron of ninjas. Keep your
head screwed on, girlfriend, and hold your ground. “That’s not true. Joy isn’t
gone. I can’t find it right now, but it's there.”
Joy is dead. You don't deserve any. You killed Monika.
That is downright unfair. Monika was my best friend who committed
suicide at forty-two. I most certainly did not push her off a cliff, but the
demon-spawn of Darth Vader is merciless.
She was joy. You are the worst friend ever. No one wants you around
because you’re too heavy, too dense, too much. No one wants to look as deep as you
have to go. That’s why your son left - before you could break him with your need.
That’s why no one wants to love you.
I weep as the diatribe gains momentum.
That’s right, cry you little baby, so weak and soft. I’m gonna kick you in
the stomach and make all your insides hurt. I’ve been living inside you since
forever. You can’t ever make it end. I am the center of the pit of darkness. I am
the kernel of pain. I am the end.
We are nearing the climax of this long night, so I seize the opportunity
to flip the script. “What do you want from me?”
I don’t want you to leave me, it whimpers. I’d be so sad and lonely. You
have to stay.
I catch a glimpse of dirty fangs and matted hair. The thought pattern
has coalesced into visible form. Can I get a closer look?
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“Let me see you,” I ask.
I’m too ugly, says the monster.
“Let me see all of you,” I insist.
But then you won’t stay. You’ll make me go cos I’m so ugly and mean.
Hatred has turned in on itself. That deserves genuine compassion.
“Please let me see you,” I repeat gently.
There is an unfurling of golden fur and iridescent wings. One pinion
is broken and crimson rivulets well from deep cuts on its back.
“Who did this to you?” I demand.
Me! it bellows, lashing itself with a barbed tail and scratching its face
with long diamond claws. I’m bad and ugly. That’s why everyone always leaves,
mourns the half-obscured, blood-drenched creature.
Self-flagellation? Seriously, that is how my subconscious entertains
itself while I am sleeping? It is pivotal for reconstructing the psyche for me to
become aware of this hidden torment. I take a deep breath, vow to keep the
faith and I dive in for another dose of self-love. “How can I help you?”
I need water. There is no water here, nothing but pain and ugliness.
“You are so beautiful, like a magical creature from a story,” I say.
But do you remember how people always torture beauty in stories. They
try to steal pieces of joy to make it their own, break wings and torture children to
turn a profit. I might as well do it to myself so they leave me alone.
I mourn the trauma of child abuse, but say only, “So you let them
win?”
They won a long time ago. Evil always wins. People die. People hurt.
Can’t you hear the screaming?
Sensory overload is an empath’s dilemma. I spent years trying to block
amplified perception, only to discover that feeling is my greatest gift. “I hear
them all the time,” I admit.
Why are you talking to me? I’m a griffin. No one cares about griffins
anymore.
My id is a wounded griffin? That is fascinating, even if torturous. As
a shamanic practitioner, I have acquired a menagerie of spirit guides over the
years, but have rarely encountered mythical creatures in altered-consciousness
journeys. This critter is the most raw, confrontational, and oddly loveable
thing that I have ever met. “I’m talking to you because I care,” I finally
respond. “Because I love you. Because you loved me by staying with me and
trying to protect me.”
I don’t want you to fall from the sky. I did. I don’t want you to fall.
“I know. Can we fix this together?”
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My wing is broken.
It flexes with a grimace, but resists shrieking in suffering.
“Can I help you?”
I have more to tell you, but we can do this another time.
“But you're in pain,”
I’ve been in pain since halfway from forever. I can handle it. I won’t keep
shouting at you. Thanks for listening.
“Let’s have tea,” I say, taking a gulp of herbal brew. It is quiet for a
moment as we pass the cup between us.
Thanks for the hibiscus drink.
By now it feels normal to be chatting with a maimed fantastic beast.
I like eating flowers.
“Me too,”
Speaking of #MeToo, how are you doing? it asks. I try to keep up with
current events.
“I’m pissed off. Everyone is telling their story but me.”
It’s not a competition.
When did this self-flagellating griffin become Buddha? “I know. But
I get jealous when I’m still sitting on my words like a dragon hoarding gold.
By the way, what’s your name?”
James Charles Leonard Rolphington III, but you can call me Jimmy.
This is officially speculative-fiction-quality weird. I have spent the predawn hours hanging out in my wounded psyche with an otherwise invisible
mythical creature nicknamed after early Star Trek aliens. All I can muster for
dialogue is, “Nice meeting you, Jimmy-cubed. Hey, I’m beat tired. Mind if
we stop for a while?”
Sure, seeya later.
Healing transpires in myriad ways, including anticlimactic endings to PTSDinduced psychic duels. The night of the griffin was pure internal alchemy. I
hurt, I heard, I helped, I healed. Witnessing that exquisite, tortured being
brought me gratitude for the strength, beauty, complexity, empathy, and
vulnerability that has held together a fragmented self for the past four and a
half decades. After a seemingly endless quest for wellness, embracing the
wounded id is a perfect place to take a rest.

THE MENTEUR | 88

Barbara Martin, Aim High, acrylic, oil pastel and pencil on cradled plywood,
Portland OR, USA, 2016

89 | THE MENTEUR

Inside Forests
Athena Melliar

I have scattered my parts inside forests.
Fallen in ambuscades, wide eyes, free mouth:
I lost all battles, even the smallest
one. I lost one mouth, lost, lost my mouth, promised
my mother that I will speak foreign mouths,
scattered words — fallen leaves in forests.
Cold house, dark town, festered with dust and rust:
I lost at birth, Ι see what you allow;
for orphan girls, this battle is the shortest.
I hide smiles, hide, hide my smiles in gusts
of wind dancing through branches, in hollow
roots; I shield my smiles inside a forest.
Shine, smiles; dance, gusts; appear, parts, and be forests.
You said that I was born with a muted mouth.
See, eyes; speak, mouth; rise, leaves; I was born with forests.
I hunt the nearest hope, hunt, hunt the nearest
hope, a cavalcade of hopes, homes and mouths.
I have scattered my parts inside forests;
I lost and fought my battles. I will fight to finish, honest.
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Digsite
Ian Capelli

In some silt freckled
furnace on the Earth, unshattered by the pumice from ancient magmatic flow, but by time’s sudden shake to the surface,
geologists and archaeologists attempt to puzzle together 200,000-year-old hominid
bones,
as if there is a sol-
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The Island
Ellie Wright

From somewhere above the atmosphere, the moon is whispering to me. Its
silver light blends into the darkness around it. My vision blurs.
Are you coming home?
We’ve been living on this island for a while now. David and I, the birds, and
the moon. I don’t know how I got here. I remember water filling up my lungs
until it flowed up my throat and out of my nose. I remember choking, falling,
too dizzy to stand and too dark to see. Later, my eyes were half-open, my body
was dry, and David was there, blinking at me. If he’d ever seen another person,
it was a long time ago.
This side of the island is filled with sand and sprouting plants, and the
air with the echoes of gunshots and birdsong. I stay at my rock most days. It
sits on a mound of yellowed grass, surrounded by sand. The sand stretches far
outwards until a thick forest marks its end. Often, gulls fly over the trees from
the lake and peck at me or flap their wings until I move from my rock to send
them away.
It’s pretty hard, my rock, but I’m used to it.
My eyes open and I see that the moon has left. I see, for the first time, the
glimmering of the lake through the trees. It flashes like bursts of moonlight in
my eyes; a code, a calling. My stomach squirms, hands squeezing, pulling,
kneading my insides. My heartbeats quicken, adrenaline pulls me into a
standing position. My joints crack. I step forward. The glimmers brighten.
The sand around my rock is soft and smooth, but as I move away the ground
becomes uneven. Unearthed roots and dead leaves prick my feet. My legs tire
from the dips and the hills. I wish I had stayed on my rock.
The lake and the lights and my guts pull me on; finally, I reach the
forest. The trees are thick and tall, and skinny and winding, with branches in
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all directions, and they’re leaning together so closely that they could be
whispering in each other’s ears. I feel the weight in my chest of a person who
will never be in on the secret. The stirring within my abdomen is
overwhelming, but my legs shake as if they're saying no. The lake, now I’m
close, blinds me as it shines through the trees, and it begs for me like I’m a
claim it has lost.
Come home, come home, come home.
I start to climb over the trees’ leaning bodies and jutting arms.
Tree, after tree, after tree. In between branches, my knees lock, and I
fall to the ground. Fatigue has built up in my bloodstream since I left my rock
and it is clotting in my arteries. I lie on the ground in between leaves and
lazing roots. As I drift into rest, the trees around me lower their arms and
stroke my head.
You did your best, they say.
Red. Flash of light. Then black. See sand black spots and sky ripped open.
Intestines drag. Eyelids red, blinding white, black holes black spots then white.
Scream. Brain, balloon out and shrink down and scream. Loud and
red, black and flash white. I crawl hands and knees. Swollen breath, my brain.
Wails:
Get back to the rock.
Out. Then in:
Rock. Back.
Out.
The rock, whimper, claw at sticks and weeds, pull myself along.
Rock, dips and hills, sand scratch the skin. Red.
Brain burst and bleeding. Black.
Then. Warmth. Moon quiet watching. And limbs to comfort me.
When I regain consciousness, I’m pressed tightly to my rock. My arm lies on
the grass, and my thighs are against the rock’s edge, trying to fit into its jagged
curve. The sky is light, but the moon is waiting for me in the sky.
“It hasn’t left for days,” a voice drones above me. My oesophagus has
collapsed in on itself, so I can’t move my throat to speak. I push my eyebrows
down, hoping David will understand.
“You’ve been out a while. You okay?”
I roll my eyes towards him, then towards the forest. He hums in reply,
then I feel his footsteps shuffling away through the sand. My eyes won’t close,
but they won’t focus, so the sand and the grass and David’s scrawny legs
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limping away all look like they’re in my peripheral vision. I spend three more
moon-visits curled around my rock.
Each time I recover my senses, all I hear is the pleading of the lake. I want to
ask David if he hears it, too. I pick up my body and follow the echo of
gunshots, in the opposite direction from the lake. I step around piles of shells
and stones, down a pathway under arching palm trees, and see him, halfburied in sand, shotgun pointing up towards a wrinkled cliff face.
“Why—"I croak, before remembering I haven’t fixed my throat.
David glares at me. Bent over, coughing and gagging, I bring up some
yellow grass and a couple of twigs. Then I cough up a few mouthfuls of sand.
It sticks in clumps to the inside of my mouth. I take a breath.
“Why are you shooting the cliff, David?”
“My name’s not David.”
“Yes it is, David.”
“No it’s not. I’m shooting the cliff ’cos I don’t like it.”
“What’d it do to you?” I ask, coming closer to him.
“Lookin’ at me all funny. Like I couldn’t climb it if I wanted to.”
He takes another shot at the cliff. He isn't close enough to hit it, but
the noise rips through the air as if he’s trying to tear the atmosphere itself. He
fires again. Between the blasts sounds something softer, like a child’s voice.
Before the hairs in my ears manage to sit up straight enough to listen, notDavid shoots again and they fall back down.
“Sounds good, don’t it?” he says, with limp lips.
I sit behind not-David for a while, listening to the bullets shuddering
through the air. Each shot jumps onto the echo of the last one so all there is,
is the shaking, bleeding air. The sky begins to darken.
“David?”
“What?”
“I think the lake is calling me.” There’s a pause. “Does it ever pull at
you?”
Maybe-David’s eyebrows fall down. His pupils flicker forward, then
he looks me in the eye.
“No. Means nothin’ to me.”
I go back to my rock, shots still blasting through my skull.
Through closed eyelids, I hear a shout. A skinny, grey body smacks into the
ground at the bottom of a cliff. Bones stick out of his skin like branches from
a tree trunk. He stands and steps onto a low ledge, crying out like a gull as he
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pushes his body up the cliff face. He shouts.
“I’m coming!”
“I’m trying!”
“Help me for God’s sake!”
Five or six times, he falls. Then he gives in to rest, blood and bones
scattered around him.
The sky is purple and heavy with clouds. Their peaks are white, but lilac bleeds
into them from the sky. Each cloud that drifts by is more and more flooded
with purple, and before long they become a deep, intense violet. My pupils
fixate on the colour, my mouth open. They get darker and darker and darker,
their smiles quieter, and at some point, I begin to cry.
I fall from my rock onto the sand. Tears all around me. They are
purple. Or sky is. Raining, or liquid or leaking eye sockets escaping water.
Heart shake, gasp, dry, but cannot. Move. Do. But cry.
Violet. Again. Fall down on me and. Everything. Black. Night. No
moon.
The gull with messy brown feathers pokes at my calves.
“Get away from my rock, pigeon,” I spit. It looks as offended as I
sensed it would be.
I guess I’ll fly back to the lake then.
I squint. I’ve never acquainted with the gulls. They come over from
their nests, high up on the cliff and in the trees, with their flock and their
families and their feathers keeping them warm.
“What do you know about the lake?”
I know that it’s calling you. Are you happy here, rock-dweller?
“Where else would I be?" I say. "This is my rock.” My breathing has
quickened, and I know this because the pigeon gull taps its beak along with
each of my breaths on the rock.
It shakes its head and takes off. Its up-and-down laughter sounds
bounce around in my ears.
Maybe-David decides to disturb me next. I tell him to go back to his sandpit.
He sits behind me. I can hear his lungs inflating and deflating, and even
though they’re inside his ribs I feel like they’re pushing against my face. He’s
far behind me and sitting still but his bony fingers poke me in the brain and
the phlegm in his chest clogs up my throat. I vomit over the side of the rock.
Bitter and lumpy.
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After my stomach acid dissolves into the sand, I realise I need his ears.
“The lake keeps calling me.” He doesn’t answer.
“I thought the rock was my home.”
Stillness moves between us.
“Why can’t I remember how to leave?”
I crane my neck around to glare at maybe-David. My vertebrae click
and crunch as they push against each other in order to move. Nobody is there.
That night the moon comes back, and it’s joined by lots of tiny moons,
scattered around the sky. From somewhere above the atmosphere, they sing to
me. A song about loss, and longing.
When light comes back, my body is shivering; the rock has grown cold now
it knows it’s not mine. Its edges cut into my thighs and there is blood drying
on my skin. I look at my legs, my stomach, and my arms. Under the goose
bumps and the hairs lie the pink lines of old scars. Each of them matches up
to the sharp spikes I’m lying against. I shout to the pigeon gull. It must have
been listening, because a few blinks later it is standing on my forearm. Its claws
dig into my flesh. Smirking.
“I have to get to the lake.”
Are you sure you don’t want to stay here, on your comfy little rock?
“Help me,” I breathe. The air is stale. “Please.”
It finally agrees. If we do this, rock-dweller, you can’t come back.
I spend the rest of the light and the next dark curled up against the rock, its
cold ridges poking into me. My brain is breathing heavily. My intestines are
in knots, and my heart is filling with water again. My lungs are punctured and
screaming and there is blood, wet and dry, all over me.
Maybe something purple happens in the sky or maybe my organs have
disowned me, too, but my heart is starting to rip and I am drowning in tears
and blood. I pull myself closer and closer to the rock.
When I dry out, I crawl back to the cliff face in search of maybeDavid. He’s asleep under the sand, holding his gun like a new born baby. The
cliff looks at him with a nostalgic expression.
I know, it says. I should stop waiting for him to come back.
The cliff is worn. What could be white and proud is grey and ragged.
It’s hunching, as if it can’t bear to stand any longer. A pile of rocks lies at the
bottom, having fallen as one, and breaking into rubble as it hit the ground. If
it had a chest, this cliff, it might feel as heavy as mine.
I turn my back on the cliff face and sit by maybe-David. His face is
withdrawn, bones pushing against his skin as if they long to be on the outside.
Behind him, the sand turns to grass and slopes upwards. Between this and the
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cliff, the area is almost fully sheltered, our two bodies hidden in the valley they
create. Maybe-David is still and expressionless. He looks dead, until his torso
snaps upwards and he shoots a bullet into the air.
“What are you doing here?” he grumbles.
“What is your name then, David?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“I’m going to the lake,” I say. “I can’t come back.”
He reloads his gun with shards of shells, and shoots again, towards the
cliff. “Then it matters even less.”
The cliff sighs.
“Do you want to come to the lake with me? You don’t seem happy
either.”
He scoffs. “What does that mean?”
I don’t reply because I don’t know.
“I don’t need the lake like you do.” He fires again at the mourning cliff
face. “I’ll be staying,” he says. I stand and leave. Between bullets, he whispers
something about strength.
The sound of shots morphs into the unsettling squawk of gulls. The pigeon
gull arrives with two others. One is large and white with long yellow legs, and
the other is dappled with grey. They each have an orange tag around one leg.
I wonder who they could possibly belong to.
They stare at me, then make a start towards the trees. Two gulls fly
above me, while the pigeon gull hops along the sand. I follow.
We’ll help you to the lake, but we won't go further, the large gull says.
I look him in the eyes as a reply. My eyeballs scrape against my skull
as they move. My stomach begins to swell.
The trees are still when we reach them, standing like family members
at the side of a soon-to-be-vacant hospital bed. Their backs are hunched, their
branches intertwined. A leaf falls onto my shoulder. I stroke the rough trunk
of a palm.
We’re sorry, the palm says. We only wanted to protect you. You wanted us
to, you grew us like this. But it wasn’t right.
I shush it, petting it still. Then I edge my body between the trunks,
searching for a glimmer from the lake.
Stop, moans a gull. You'll never make it that way.
“What do I do then?”
Listen, says pigeon gull. You’ve got to get rid of these. You can’t just climb
through and leave them here. It gestures to a pile of dry sticks and stones on the
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ground.
I walk between the trees, scratching twigs with flints and letting the
sparks jump onto their leaves. Tears gather in my eyes. A branch catches, and
from it grows a flame. It falls from the trunk to the ground and the fire spreads;
the light explodes into a wall of bright white.
Goodbye, say the trees, then lie into the fire. I fall, too. The flames
dance, twist and roll through the air. My skin pulses. Blood hot inside my
veins. More intense than anything. Ever felt. Organs burst, cook inside me.
Boil and melt. Flames feed on my skin. I rise with the smoke. What’s left of
me. Heart catches and blackens. Below, embers. My body. Around. Crackling.
Seagull song. Quiet eyes of the moon.
Down. Drift. Find my. Red. Limbs. Raw. Over ashes.
The fire dwindles. Dies. Before sleep, whispers.
Something. Pride.
The gulls, who have been resting with their chins inside their breasts,
stand and walk over the ashy ground. My head rolls to its side to see the lake,
a translucent white, sitting patiently, with a smile. I feel a jab in my shoulder,
then my neck. There is a crack, then a hit to the thigh. I turn to see pigeon
gull waiting. I push myself onto my hands and knees, and follow the trail of
dusty claw-prints with it sitting between my shoulder blades. Hot chunks of
bark melt into my knees as I crawl. Holes burn into my skin but I only feel
relief, so I step over as many remains as I can. I stand up at the edge of the
lake. The water moves quietly; it is blank, reflecting the whiteness of the sky.
I feel like I’m walking into nothingness.
What are you waiting for? comes the tired moan of the big white gull.
I can’t reply. My mind is empty, reflecting the landscape before me.
There is silence. Then, a fish jumps from the water and lands back from where
it emerged. Ripples start to form, small at first, right from the centre of the
lake.
“Well, what do I do now?” I ask the pigeon gull.
What has it been telling you?
All three gulls bend their legs and push off into the air before I
respond. Two of them fly away, over where the trees once stood. The pigeon
gull lands on my shoulder. The movement of the lake finally reaches me, wet
fingers touching my toes before returning to their body.
“To come home.”
He presses into my skin before launching his body upwards and away.
I hear the squawks of his return from the birds in the distance. I take a
ruptured breath.
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Gina Lafont, Home, acrylic and oil on canvas, Mumbai, India, 2012
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Doubles

Lauren Bishop
Ruby is in trouble. She called me at work in a panic, her voice rushed and
breathy for the third time this month. She had better be dying.
Ruby has been attracted to trouble her entire life. She clings to it like
a bug to bright lights. Ruby the Beauty can get away with it because she’s so
pretty. Just like our mom, and nothing like me.
The boardwalk seems busy for 1pm on a Wednesday, not that I have
the luxury of leisure time like my sister. I park close enough to see the river
glistening in the sun. A white oak tree provides shade for my leather seats. In
its branches two birds poke at each other as if they’re fighting. They’re the
color of the Aegean Sea with dark wings and eyes. Bluer than the sky. Blue is
a royal color. Or is it purple? Well, I think it should be blue.
Ruby’s silky black hair blows behind her, waving in the wind. Her
short yellow skirt flaps, but I’m not sure if it’s because of the weather or
because she’s bouncing up and down against the wooden railing as she talks
on her cell phone. She must sense me walking towards her because she turns
around and waves me over. She doesn’t look like she’s in trouble to me. She
hangs up and sticks her phone in her shirt, underneath her bra strap.
Gracefully, of course. Her green eyes glint and sparkle as she smiles at me.
The waves below us dance in her stare. The sound of them hitting the rocks
plays in the background. I ask her what she’s doing here and why she isn’t in
school. Of course she doesn’t answer. She smirks to herself and twirls away
from the railing. She starts to walk along the boardwalk, the wood creaking
with each step. She looks to the t-shirt shop ahead and shrugs her shoulders.
The dimple in her chin caves in, the way it always does when she’s keeping a
secret.
We stop in front of the ice cream shop and sit on a bench. A redhaired kid yanks her mom’s linen pants until she hands over her single scoop
of chocolate. The little girl stares at me. I wave but she doesn’t wave back.
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“I was meeting a friend,” Ruby says.
As she’s talking to me my mind wanders. I see another bluebird. But
this one is hopping across the ground. Playing hopscotch maybe. I follow its
path and it leads me to a girl who’s walking across the boardwalk in long,
hurried strides. She looks straight ahead, knocking into people in her path.
They give her dirty looks but she doesn’t care. She looks over her shoulder
and for a second it’s like I’m looking in a mirror. Fluffy hair, freckles, full lips
and big almond eyes.
The hopping bluebird starts to chirp incessantly and it’s starting to
sound like a siren. The noise rips me away from the girl and towards where
the bird is perched, on a pair of feet that are pointing to the sky. White
sneakers with a red stripe peek from behind a garbage can. I use my hand as a
visor and squint to be sure. Dingy shoe strings and blue jeans. I look around
for the girl as I walk towards the sneakers, but she’s gone.
“Opal, hello? I was talking to you.” Ruby gets up and follows me.
Between Ronnie’s Taco Shop and Sue’s Candy Emporium lies an
unconscious man. His pockets are pulled out and his red shirt is torn to shreds.
“Oh my God! Is he breathing?” Ruby’s voice seems miles away.
Before I know it, I’m crouching next to his body. We’re practically
nose to nose. I yank the sour apple sucker from my back pocket, ignoring the
churning in my stomach and shove it into my mouth. The flavor punches me
in the throat. God, I wish it were blue raspberry. “He’s not breathing,” I say.
Blood leaks from his neck where there is a jagged cut from one end to the
other. His mouth is slightly open and a fly rests on his bruised lips.
Underneath the blood and grime I see a face I know. Nicholas.
“Opal, get away from him!” Ruby’s voice quivers. I’ve never heard my
sister sound this way. I can feel the fear radiating from her body and it travels
up my spine. When I look back at her, Nicholas has more visitors. Linen pants
and red-hair chocolate girl. The chocolate drips down her stubby fingers and
lands in tiny puddles around her matching stubby toes. She stares at me, her
pink face scrunched up in a grimace. Her mother is on the phone and I see
her lips moving but there’s no sound. Ruby looks like she’s hyperventilating
but I cannot hear her. Even the lapping of the waves is gone. There’s ringing,
like a high-pitched squeal, in my ears. My head is going to explode. Before it
does, cops swarm us. I’m being moved but I don’t feel my legs. The farther
away from Nicholas I get, the fresher the air gets and fills my lungs. I hadn’t
realised I wasn’t breathing.
◦◦◦
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I’m sitting in a steel chair at a scratched-up table across from Detective
Bruntler. The room is small, dark and smells of must. The dank air makes the
walls sweat. Bruntler shows me pictures of me and Nicholas. Together. I’m
wearing skin-tight jeans with a black velvet choker in one photo while I give
him a hug. In another we’re arguing. Nicholas’s hands grip my wrists so tight
I can feel the bruising. Only I don’t remember any of it.
“I don’t understand. I don’t know how you have these pictures. None
of this ever happened.” My voice rises a few octaves. Bruntler scoffs at me. His
skin jiggles like a turkey. He doesn’t believe me.
Bruntler shows me a video on a cell phone. It’s of me and Nicholas at
the boardwalk. I push him and say, “You’ll regret this, Nick. Just watch.” I
point my red claw in his face before I storm off.
Bruntler smirks at me and taps my red manicured nails. “Coincidence
huh?” Bruntler’s skin is dry and peeling. He looks like an overweight reptile.
“I promise I don’t know what’s going on or how you have pictures
and video. I’ve never even been to the boardwalk with Nicholas.”
“Except for when you were found at the crime scene.”
“It’s not like that. We only hung out for like a month and I haven’t
seen him in forever!”
Bruntler raises his furry eyebrows. “Oh, really?” He slams some papers
on the desk and I almost jump out of my chair. They’re envelopes with my
name on them but not with my address. Bills and newsletters. The dates on
them span over the course of eight months. “Then how do you explain
receiving mail at Nicholas’s place? Were you living there?” Bruntler folds his
arms and leans back onto his chair like he’s daring me to deny it.
My brain spins and sweat starts to form at my hairline.
“I want a lawyer.” I push the papers away with shaking fingers.
◦◦◦
My cell is a small cinderblock cage. The walls are gray and there isn’t an ounce
of sunlight. I think my skin is starting to turn gray. My bed is more like a cot.
I was more comfortable sleeping on the ground in a sleeping bag when I went
camping as a kid.
It’s been a few days since my DNA came back as a perfect match to
the DNA found all over Nicholas’s body. My DNA was even found inside his
apartment. An apartment I’ve never been to. I don’t know why or how any of
this is happening but I know I won’t be going anywhere any time soon.
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Mom and Dad are supposed to visit me today. They should be here
any minute. I can’t wait to see their faces. I’d even be happy to see Ruby. It’s
funny, I would expect to see Ruby in this situation a million years before I
would have guessed it would be me.
I’m called into the visitor’s area and my mom’s face is as red as a
tomato. A Kleenex is glued to her nose and her eyes are like water faucets. My
dad sits stone faced next to her, patting her back. They both look tan like
they’ve just returned from vacation and I ruined their time on the beach.
I pick up the phone and my mom yanks hers on the other side of the
glass off of the hook.
“Opal, we’re so sorry! This is all our fault.”
“Mom, no it’s -,” she cuts me off.
“You were adopted, Opal.” I’ve known this for a while. “You were
born a twin.” That, I did not know.
“I’m sorry, I was what?” The girl from the boardwalk flashes in my
mind. I only saw her for a second but she was the spitting image of me. “Does
Ruby know this?”
My mom nods her head and turns to look at my dad who will not
look me in the face. All I see is the top of his salt and pepper head.
Ruby knew. “Opal, you have to hurry. It’s an emergency.” Ruby’s
voice plays in my mind. Black dots splatter across my eyesight.
“We’ve met her,” my mom continues. “She came looking for you
years ago but we paid her to stay away. We never wanted you to find out. We
never wanted you to feel as if you didn’t belong.” She says this as if she’s
reading from a grocery list. “But it didn’t work. She came back. She said she
would hurt you and Ruby if we didn’t help her. She knows things Opal, we
didn’t have a choice.”
“Mom, where is Ruby?”
Eleven seconds go by with no answer. Her eyes begin to dart back and
forth. “She’s out with a friend.”
“What friend?”
“September,” she whispers.
“Is September my sister?”
“Opal, you don’t understand.” My fist is now upon the glass. My
mom’s lips dribble and she begins to stutter. “You d-don’t understand!” She
begins to stand up with the phone still in her hand. My dad rises and holds
her close.
“There’s nothing we can do. You know that,” he whispers to her. “We
would’ve lost everything for how we got Opal.”
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My heart stops in my chest. They did this to me. They set me up.
Mom, Dad and Ruby. “I was meeting a friend.” Ruby’s voice is stuck in my
head. They begin to scurry away as I scream, “How could you do this to me?”
Neither one looks back.
The tiny window behind my mom’s head brings in the only light I’ve
seen in days. It reveals two Aegean Sea colored birds who are chirping right at
me.

Elžbieta Tamulionytė, Human Kind, photography, December 2017
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Reflections

Ivan de Monbrison

something not born
space filled up
the table where the trinkets are set
the blood filling the glasses
and the eyes punctured by our thoughts
*
nothing forever blood forever death forever ever bloody
gone from door to door we do not dare think anymore
the angles of the mirrors tuned into a ball
roll like reflections on
the table of the flat head of my dear dead daddy
lying right there on the floor
but buried deep in me
*
– it’s the end (I think) …
hands given away
you speak in secret (do not cry)
someone else is coming now to comfort you
on each star a spot of blood a spot over the smudged night
and my unscrewed shadow too
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Found: Pro Deceptions
Jessica Mehta

Deceptions profound! declared
time and again (and again). Children gone
missing, parents gnashing bars—
steal away. Everyone takes privilege,
white as bundled wool. Cross this:
bare deserts. Ravaging rivers. We are dying,
we are asking children for sacrifices. These
are what howling coyotes hear: You don’t
own your bodies. You’re thinking you’re
lucky even, or patriotic. Aren’t Americans
stars-spangled enough? Raped babies,
killed women, caged people. Masters
carry sticks for power, resisting mutiny.

Now start again from the bottom and read up.
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The Land of Theirs
Sujash Islam Purna

Without falling you cannot see the sky,
it takes some perspective from the lowhigh up are the gods that breathe down
your neck as you scratch your names
and your families, separated at the borders.
They will dictate who you are and when
you’re dead, they will tell you who you are
again, as if it’s a wheel within wheels
puckered up to the road to Hell.
Unplug the computer from the electricity.
Your dad wants you to be gone from this
and far away where he can call you on
video chat, the rest of his life, his guilt
will make sure you’re safe abroad.
Come days of snow or wet tornadoes,
you’re trying to write a poem about those
who came with the families and thrown
Inside the jails. Better be alive pathetic
than dead in the hands of the love
for the country that always told you to go
Away and settle and become famous.
Only then we’ll acknowledge you and bring
you back to give lecture on our young
Tell them to go away like you did,
or dogs of wrath will hound them down.
Refuge, go, save yourselves among
the so-called settlers, blend in, come back
only once you become like the ones
that don’t have to leave “the land of theirs”.
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Om

John Simes
Picture an English garden. Level lawn freshly cut. A shiver of autumn shaking
the fronds of oaks and elms, their emerald leaves tinged with russet and rust.
The dead heads of roses and chrysanthemums uncut, awaiting execution. The
first gatherings of dry leaves scuttling like rodents across the grey terrace and
clustering in dead bundles beneath the grey stone steps or floating on the
ornamental pond like abandoned ships and castaways.
Come with me now. Stand with me beneath the branch of the oak
tree. Turn your head. See the glittering ocean at Eastcombe, its waves
unravelling in curling and curving sea surges. Catch the sound of its shingle
clatter and the sucking, shrinking, shifting of grinding gravel, sea stones and
debris of splintered wood. On that beach at Eastcombe is a block of oak,
bigger than your bed, its sea-scoured surface bears the cuts of axe head and
sword. Its voice is ancient. Listen.
See the ruined Dream Factory, its seaward wall bears the shattered
fireplace, the hearth where children sat and dreamt and felt safe and held each
other in a crucible of hope. The stones that composed its wall are scattered,
like the heads of martyrs, on the tussocky bank of Eastcombe brook, or lay
blankly staring upward from the bounding stream’s rushing bed.
Turn now. The wind shudders the patient woodland and dry leaves
swirl, their desiccated slivers spinning to the forest floor. Look back to the
house of granite and stout medieval timbers. There is Peter Young, sitting on
a thin wooden chair; his elbows on the table, a chessboard between him and
the battle-scarred village cat.
Monty stared back across the table. For Peter, to look at Monty was
to feel a bond of faith and knowledge that he could not explain. There still,
the yellow eyes, probing stare, and tiger stripes. What wordless message was
this creature imparting to Peter on the eve of his journey to find his parents?
Peter concentrated hard. Was he imbibing through mere eye-contact
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some wisdom, some feline intuition, a set of truths defining his course of
action? He did not know, but the longer he looked, the deeper his well of
certainty.
Peter had found a dog-eared essay written by his father; Peter had read
Annica: A Study slowly, negotiating his way through scrawled handwriting,
coffee rings, smudges of cigarette ash and, he suspected, beer stains. He had
finished reading and had arrived at the shores of reason. He sat back, watching
a hawk carving brilliant lines and arcs in the bright sky.
“Everything is in a constant state of change, nothing is permanent,”
he murmured to the autumn air. This made sense. He stared at Monty again,
the yellow eyes and peculiar peppered nose.
“We do not matter, Monty,” he said. Monty blinked. “The
chessboard is order. To move the pieces is to create suffering.” I could stay here,
he thought. He felt the train ticket in his pocket. But I have to go. A vision of
playing chess with his father rose before his eyes.
“You can’t take the king, Peter. You must not kill the king.” His father
had smiled.
“But I have won.” Peter had said.
His father tipped the black king on its side. “I am leaving the field,
Peter. You have won. Don’t kill the king. There is no need to.” Peter saw the
gentle enquiring eyes of his father; he had placed his spectacles on the table
and smiled.
“No need to kill the idea.” The vision shivered and departed. Peter
shivered too, a stab of pain at the memory of his lost parents; he could feel a
smouldering intent and anger at war with his suffering.
“Monty. I have to put the king and queen back on their spaces.”
Monty gazed. “I have to.”
Peter had found other treasures of student life in John and Esther’s
study. Love letters from ‘Victoria’, a crude birthday card from ‘Roger’ showing
a sketch of male genitalia sporting a pair of purple sunglasses, a photo of John
and Esther at a student party, dressed as Jarvis Cocker and Ginger Spice. John
sported oversize, chunky plastic glasses, a Cool Britannia t-shirt and the green
Goth jacket that he had given to Peter. Esther’s red wig flared and sprang,
startled, her Union Jack dress not quite concealing her patriotic knickers.
There were other discoveries: a ticket for a Parrotheads gig, a purple wallet of
battered CDs (Automatic for The People, Different Class), a newspaper
cutting about Esther winning a prize for Physics (on the back, something
about a dead princess), crumbling marijuana in a round Ogden’s tin, an
Einstein doll with wild hair and staring eyes. Peter had carefully arranged these
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curiosities - the chess pieces of his parents’ life - on his father’s desk. Jarvis
Cocker and Ginger Spice had pride of place, colourfully occupying the
thrones of power. Peter smiled down at these eclectic memorabilia. Was this
what being at university was like? Buddhism and Cool Britannia, the Astra
Prize for Physics and Union Jack pants. Now in his garden, the early evening
sun descending – a blinding red orb above Eastcombe, a symphony of bloodcrimson, peach and burnt umber – Peter mused that he probably knew his
parents more profoundly in their absence. Strange. Peter’s eyes turned to Om,
the intel-unit Esther had designed. A shimmer of purple light flowed over
Om’s elliptical surface.
“Om, I want you to take a really good picture of Monty.”
“What do you mean really good? Of Monty? That’s not possible.”
“No. A picture of him. See what I see.”
“Well, if the Master of All He Surveys will deign to keep still.” Om
projected a vertical point of light. It was the length of your forearm. At its tip,
a concentrated beam rotated ninety degrees and faced Monty. In a blink it
was done, and Monty’s image – not entirely free of vanity – flooded Om’s
surface.
“Any good?” said Om.
“Got it,” said Peter. “That is him. That is who he is.”
“What he is.”
“No, who he is. Who, Om. Remember that. I might need him.”
“On your journey? You might,” agreed Om. “You are meeting
Navinda at midday. Don’t forget.”
“At the Old Bailey cafe. How could I forget?”
Peter placed Om in his pocket and walked through the silent dusk
into his home. He stood in the hall. He smiled at the old cardboard suit of
armour guarding the stairs; he and Dad had made it for the village
pantomime. The soft contours of the house, its oak bookshelves lined with
volumes – jackets of old leather and gaudy paperbacks, and big picture-books;
Peter’s school exercise books and those of his parents jostled for space in a
creaking mahogany bookcase by the stairs. As he ascended, he gazed at the
vivid photographs John and Esther had accumulated on their travels, framed
romantically with knotty driftwood studded with coloured glass and seashells.
The garish kitsch of the Venice Beach Blues Bar – their favourite haunt; the
supernatural steaming chasms of Rotorua and the sacred waters at Lake
Rotokakahi; at Cape Farewell, Mum and Dad had said, you could feel a sense
of departure from this planet just by sitting on the strange, vast seashell spit,
curving like a divine arc of light to enclose the ethereal calm of Golden Bay.
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Peter pictured himself swimming with Navinda, with the seals and dolphins
in the warm waters, the burning sun hung in a cobalt sky. They would then
sit on the beach of shells and talk, the light glancing off her storm of black
hair. He closed his eyes to hold on to the dream a moment longer. One day.
“One day,” he murmured.
Peter studied his image in the bathroom mirror; the tousled hair,
ragged green jacket and restless eyes. He had never threatened anyone in his
life. Peter cleaned his teeth and washed his face, all the while pondering his
appearance and who he was. He walked across to his bed and placed Om on
the bedside table.
So, what should he do? What was right? He sat up in bed with a
glass of milk, flicking through the pages of Dad’s essay while Om glowed.
Monty had slipped into the bedroom and settled comfortably on Peter’s jacket
that he had hurled onto a chair.
Once again, he recalled his parents’ violent abduction with a shudder.
Monty and Om were Peter’s only companions since the police left. True,
Gideon was always at The Whodhavethoughtit pub. Gideon had helped Peter
restore pride and beauty to his parents’ garden; they had spent a joyful
afternoon together plundering the beds of choking knotweed, blood-red
clover and ragged groundsel. Gideon was a true friend. There was Thomas,
the vicar, and Olivia, busy with their new family. And Yvonne. Peter’s heart
warmed at the thought of his big sister – but where was she? Gone away. Police
business. Peter finished his milk.
“Have I shown you my latest trick?” Om glowed a soft purple.
“Go on. Impress me.” Peter eased himself upright in his bed.
Om projected the beam of light once more. At its peak it fanned out
and pointed towards the silent bedroom door. A shifting spectral image
formed slowly in the soft light. Peter concentrated hard. Magically, he was
looking at Navinda. The black jacket. The blue jeans. Her dark hair.
“I love Navinda,” said Peter. “Can you make her speak?” He glanced
at the elliptical disk on his bedside table. The alarm clock ticked. It was late.
“No, not yet. But meet Navinda’s friend.” Om shimmered, and a
myriad of colours projected into the dark space. Peter saw himself emerge
from his bedroom door and stand, the green Goth jacket, bird’s nest of hair,
black scruffy jeans and carelessly laced boots. The image turned to Navinda
and smiled.
“Perfect. Amazing, Om.”
“I like to please,” said Om.
“Except...”
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“Ah, ‘except’! Now for the criticism.”
“No, Om, it’s brilliant.” Peter gazed at the images, marvellously
detailed, firm, strong – not shifting or floating. “Incredible.”
“But?” said Om.
“The scar on my forehead. My bike accident.” He stifled a yawn.
“A mere detail,” said Om. “And your own stupid fault. Cycling down
Eastcombe cliff!”
“Alright!”
“No brakes. No hands.”
“I said alright.”
“Screaming like a banshee.”
“Enough! I am going to switch you off!” Peter seized Om.
“If I was your father, I would have...”
Peter Young returned abruptly to the present. He placed Om back on
the table and gasped as the holograms dissipated into the darkness. He
shivered and looked pleadingly at Om.
“Get some sleep,” said Om. “You have a long journey tomorrow. If
that dim-witted alarm clock doesn’t wake you up, I will.”
Peter lay his head on the pillow. “It’s just that...”
“I know,” said Om. “Remember. I am here to look after you. Don’t
forget that.”
Peter thought of the shattered Dream Factory, the family’s stone
cottage on Eastcombe beach, where, until now, he had spent every day. And
when he was not there, he had dreamt of being there. He sighed.
“It’s not so bad without Mum and Dad.”
Om glowed blue. A single beam of light travelled across the walls and
illuminated some of Peter’s hastily dabbed landscapes.
“I like that one,” said Om.
“Eastcombe. From the sea. I used one of Dad’s photographs.” The
light drifted on and came to rest, a gentle pool enveloping Peter’s face.
“Why is it not so bad?” said Om.
Peter considered the matter, staring into the gentle centre of the light.
“I know them so much better now.”
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A Trans-America Trek via Amtrak
from New York City to Flagstaff AZ
Katie King

I figure most people who take a train across long distances are either extremely
patient or terrified of flying.
The woman across from me in the diner car is enjoying her first beer
of the adventure at four in the afternoon.
I seldom drink, she says.
Me neither, I say, and immediately want a can. An ice cold one to
bring out the hard facts. Things were on the upswing.
Castles and loons on lakes, green crusted mossy marshlands and east
coast lush catch my eye outside. I’m here to photograph the US by train, after
all.
The woman was less scenic and more like a skeleton from a seventies’
horror movie with a denim jacket, hair that was born dyed, and teeth and
eyebrows that were almost non-existent. Clasping the beer were bright purple
fingertips and tattooed knuckles with crosses on them.
Beer overflow! she says, addressing the foamy stain on the starch white
tablecloths.
Hot dog overflow! I say, as I rip open my packaged wiener and it
squirts on my glasses.
She asks me if I’ve been to college. I say yes, and she says it doesn’t
seem like it. I tell her it does because I haven’t watched television in ten years.
We agree that TV can be an educational portal to the world and we should
watch it more often.
Outside there are water-skiers being pulled taut behind boats. It’s
almost fall and the trees are feeling it. She’s watching the latest season of
Bionic Woman as America turns on the charm outside. I could be out there
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on the lake, moving on a boat instead of a train. Thinking about how we are
all tied to something like Pig-Pen and his company dirt.
She recommends Chip Shop to me and twice-fried cherry pie. She
tells me she is adopted, and just successfully fought a ten-year sentence while
living in a women’s homeless shelter.
She raises her glass to a random passenger on the train.
To fighting federal law! And winning!
She toasts. I congratulate her and ask how it feels, but she’s watching
Bionic Woman again.
I’m writing in a yellow Wexford 70 sheet realising this woman across
from me is happy. And smart. I admit, when the train food car conductor
placed us at the same table, I was eager to re-seat myself with some more
pleasant-faced, regular folk, until I saw that hers was the only table with a
power outlet. Edging aside my shame, I enjoy her company.
Bionic Woman is smart, she says, to no one. Bionic Woman says there
is no Mr Right, there’s just Mr Right now.
We drive past a graveyard.
My territory! she says, and I accept this as one would any other answer
to “so what do you do”, not questioning the fact that she was clearly raised
from the dead not too long ago and still had a bit of bringing to life to do.
Without me inquiring, she elaborates. She has a degree in paranormal studies,
and an IQ of 178. I believe her. Despite her appearance, the woman is clearly
and sincerely sane.
UFOs and stuff? I say.
No, real stuff – stuff that they take. A field that only a few are able to
enter. Ghosts, possessions of demons. It takes someone like me to do jobs like
that. I was immediately interested. I’d been known to need a demon-getterouter. I wondered if she had a business card, what her rates were, and if she
was currently taking on any cases. I want to ask her if she has any expertise
with dreams, if dead people have them, and if, when I have them about dead
people, it means anything. But she’s off with her second beer to another part
of the train. She departs telling me that she prefers hanging out with dead
people.
I find them funnier, and more interesting.
Oh, I fully agree with that.
She’s going west, like me. And I’m sure there will be more chances to
hear from her later on in the journey. It’s common to think we'll always have
time to do things when we won’t. I can hear her getting louder on the other
side of the car.
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aback.

When I asked how the woman’s shelter was, she had looked taken

I’d rather be on my Tempurpedic, she says.
There are two major lessons I learned this past year.
One. Life is important.
Two. Death is interesting.
Three. Twice-fried cherry pie rocks.

Ronald Walker, The Wild West, gouache on board with black pencil,
Fair Oaks CA, USA, 2018
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The Forerunner of Cinema
Manon Kerjean

On December 28th 1895, in the basement of the Grand Café in Paris, Auguste
and Louis Lumière gave their first paid public screening of ten short film clips,
each between thirty-eight and forty-nine seconds long. Earlier that year, the
Lumière brothers had bought the rights to, and improved, the
cinematographe, an all-in-one motion picture camera, printer and projector.
The following January, they debuted L'arrivée d'un train en gare de La Ciotat,
a fifty-second film depicting a train moving into a station, which was groundbreaking for its time.
While inventors across the Atlantic raced to develop and patent new
devices – such as the many variations of kinetoscope – the cinematographe
enabled whole audiences to watch motion pictures, paving the way for cinema
as we know it.
France was also home to Alice Guy-Blaché, one of the earliest known
filmmakers, who helped develop the popularity of narrative films. And
in 1902, George Méliès wrote, directed, and produced A Trip to the Moon, a
pioneering film for editing and special effects.
The debut of the Cannes Film Festival in the mid-1900s positioned
film festivals as a staple of the global cultural scene and increased the artistic
value of films. Cannes is now considered the leading platform for filmmakers
around the world to showcase their work.
The French New Wave of cinema in the 1950’s associated with
French film critic and theorist André Bazin, made major breakthroughs in
cinematic theory and philosophy. This movement is credited as building
upon “auteur theory”, viewing the role of director as the artistic visionary who
brings their aesthetic and narrative ideas to life on screen.
Today, more people go to the movies in France than in any other
European country, with over 200 million cinema tickets sold last year.
Considering its major contributions to the industry, it is only fitting that in
France, cinema continues to stand the test of time.
Manon Kerjean runs Lost in Frenchlation, an organisation that brings subtitled
French films to Paris’s international community. For more information, visit
lostinfrenchlation.com
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Screen Grabs
Julie Anne McElhone

I
f rom two s i remember remember nd by me was
mr sontag ‘it ne er occur rd t me’ lis on tous les ar pas t
[piano music]
I theorise while i write
film/recollection
watch happenings
people in sacks
wheeling around
serious trash thwack
ouch holy hell batman
so m uch honing
so m uch wanting
de m so ideo ah
pl w are these words?

short circuit

are they not?

II (birthday poem)
pink lips i was girly walking pfft lol
i tuo sir dehr no’ erdit spose donchoo
rise at your words, pretty half words, utter ughs
used to think we hung around after we die
not now
carp doo wit me doo wit me
I can remember being held/looking up at her face
III
little light light through the dark/fangs
set up: fire side make out
party/army guys find cut up a body
a woman’s/dismembered of course—‘knee
da hand’—dna and d’na ‘skin’s been removed’; ta-da!
head shot

credits/company log
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Ewa Struzynska, Untitled, gouache, 2019
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Letters from South Texas
Ben Said Scott

Last night I thought of a wall.
I hold up a white sheet and poke holes in it.
Set it against the black night sky - watch the blackness eke through it.
Throw it over my head, robes billowing out - some great Caesar in the night.
Divinity’s air, cool, blows over Buffalo Grass and Blue Grama - arching
them over like slaves.
Last night.
I made that sheet a wall. Mine. Even if it was not yet built, I’d be the one to
erect it. Protect it, and be obtected by it.
Their odium stirred immobile and living - fluttering and dark - at the verge
of the wall - un vol de papillons arrêté dans l'extase.
Last night I thought…
Thought of colour, like shit, splashing against my wall. All the vileness and
dirt of the outside world, and so I held it up, shielding my skin from the
putridity.
Aware of their hate sneaking in round the edges. A facsimile of every wall
built hurtled through me.
What belongs together will stay together.
I dream of a wall, I don’t have a dream of it, I’d never use those words.
If the sheet wasn’t there who would I be?
We’d watch on the news brave white Americans, and footage of riddle,
holed bullet walls.
My father pressing his corona “it’s the indolent town who bring this on
soldiers, defend yourself son.”
So, I gripped that wall tight, ready for their shooting.
Us vs them vs… us vs them… verse.
I dream of a wall.
Trace my fingers along the top. A cockroach,

Periplaneta,
skitters across it.
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Grabbing it
between middle and index
I imagine its bravery to face me in daylight like this.
What principle of humanity bid me not to squash it amidst its most brutal
struggle?
It crawled between my middle and ring - pinched - its head squeezed
through, ready for a lynch.
A child has no sense of the profundity.
The sky is dark and I shiver awake thinking of those bugs squirming for
revenge.
I don’t have a dream of it,
Those words are a dolorous stroke. I know the length of time it takes to
collapse a future.
A king of kings who fell for a belief that didn’t stand? Look at the works,
and laugh, at the disparity.
“Keep your beliefs to yourself” father joked and we were one, “no one’s a
hero who gets captured.”
I stay silent, and draw that wall around me.
Us vs
them verse…
The wall guards us.
When we find a quiet space we light fires
wood burning that most spiritual pyre, warmth,
so wondrous wild, though the whole might seem
the scenery of some foul, forgotten dream
though chance was few and far between
a secluded spot, to find
but that was past, and this the last, for soon the dawn would arise in its
manifest destiny...
So, I clung onto the wall, and watched through those holes
I clung onto the wall, until morning would banish the night
I clung onto the wall, as we crossed desert land uncharted
I clung onto the wall, as we crossed…
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Something Old and Unexpected
Tufik Shayeb

this is how it always begins,
a soft whisper cupped against the ear
then,
a twisted labyrinth caving in on itself,
the way a career sometimes fails
each hinge disassembled
and reassembled, crookedly, like
joints aching from a botched procedure
all the while, a curtain swaying
with each breath and groaning sigh,
at least you’re still alive
I see nothing from this room
except the inside out of it,
like an eyeball spinning in its socket
this home was built brick
by bruising brick, with stones
I brought freely from the quarry,
so I cannot blame you much
the many things stopped growing
and the water runs for no reason
or maybe for safety, or for comfort
who knows
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the yard is unfinished,
and this is no accident, no derailing
this is the planned construction
of purgatory
this place is nowhere,
to raise a monument in such sincerity,
that lays its shadow eagerly down
and makes us feel so small
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Joey Aronhalt, White Sheet, photography, silver gelatin print, 2018
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Islands and Oceans
River Adams

I stayed up until five in the morning reading the letters. I cried a little more
after each one until finally, I felt like I had bridged a river and an ocean when
I read the last signature. Most of the letters were written by my biological
mother, but the last few were exchanged between my adoptive mother and
my biological father.
The night before, my mother told me she found a box in her closet
she thought she had lost. She explained that my adoption was an open one,
with the stipulation that she would have to send letters to them for the first
five years of my life, along with a picture of me at the time and a sentiment of
how I was doing.
I took the box into the living room after everyone had gone to sleep,
and read the letters with as much distance as I could get. I didn’t want to cry.
I didn’t want to wake my mother up and make her emotional. We’d had brief
conversations about my biological parents before, but she would always start
crying at the possibility that I might love them more. I struggle to rationalize
how I could love someone I have never met when I’m still struggling to love
the people I have. She would ask me if I had any questions, and I would say
no when she’d clarify that she doesn’t have the answers, she just wants to know
how I feel.
It took me longer to read the letters than I thought it would because
my thoughts would start to wander after each one. I tried to imagine my
biological mother writing the words, looking down at the same paper I held
between my fingers with eyes that must look so much like mine. I tried to
imagine everything she must have felt as she wrote about the breakup, her new
job, and going back to school. I imagined how different her upbringing must
have been from mine when she talked about how she was forgetting her
Spanish, and when my mother mentioned to her that she might want to send
me to Catholic school.
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I think of everything she didn’t say¾the first time she felt loved, the
first time she knew she was in it. I think about her, thinking about me. I want
to know all her questions that she must meditate on like seeds and I want to
bloom them into answers. I want to know what she imagined the birth of her
daughter to be like, what names she picked out that painted her dreams, that
felt like they were written in stars. I want to know about the wedding she must
have planned when she was eight, if she read the same fairytales I did. I wonder
if she still wants to be a princess.
After a while, I thought less about how the adoption must have
affected her and more about how it affects me. I started thinking about
everyone who has this small fact about me memorized, whether it was because
I told them or they had found out through someone else. It’s such an obvious,
integral part of me that I never think to mention it. I think about it all the
time though, like when I’m at the doctor’s office and they ask me about my
family medical history. That’s what I labelled my motivation as when I told
my parents I wanted one of those DNA testing kits. My father shot it down.
“Do you really want the government knowing that much about you?”
And I can’t mistake the jealousy for anything else, when I think about
how every other kid could make that easy comparison to see who they take
after in their wanting to be a doctor, whose laugh sounds like theirs, whose
eyes they have. They can look at people who look like them every single day.
Any time someone who knew my secret would bring up something about
adoption, they would quickly turn to me as if asking for my permission, and
I never knew if I wanted to give it to them.
Because when I say something about feeling like I don’t know my
identity, people rush to tell me that it’s not something you find, it’s something
you have to make. People always try to reassure me that it’s not about where
you come from, it’s where you go that’s more important. But they say this as
they talk about their idea of home, how they have a homesickness for places
they’ve never been, their wanderlust for the place they know they belong. And
while they’re talking about Paris or New York City, I’m talking about a
person.
Any time someone would get into a debate with me about abortion,
which was much too often having grown up in the Catholic school system, I
stood firm in my belief that every woman should be free to make her own
choice. I never revealed my own secret, selfish reasons for being against
adoption. I never said how the child will go the whole rest of their life trying,
but failing, to feel like they truly belong. I never said how I, an adopted child,
feel like an island while everyone else is an ocean.
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I never talk about the duality of love, how it can be selfless and selfish
in the same instance¾the same selfish love that made you have sex at eighteen
was the same love that made you decide you couldn’t give me everything I
needed. I thank you for that, but I also wonder if you regret it, the way that
my father talked about finding me in his new girlfriend’s child. I wonder if
you still love selfishly, the way that my father tries to but can’t let go of his
addiction.
I had managed to clean up my face by the time everyone had woken
up the next morning. And when my mother asked me again if I had any
questions, I bit my tongue, used the words I have always kept on standby.
“No, I don’t really care.”

Rebecca Pyle, Driving to the Great Salt Lake, a Dark Bird on Your Shoulder,
oil on canvas, Salt Lake City UT, USA, 2018
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Burn
Teesta S

She had felt a deep longing ever since she stepped foot in that cold cage. The
world had changed in many ways, their lungs were like coal and the trees pink
and raw. The only buildings were those belonging to the rich, carved from the
mountainsides of the Himalayas and Kilimanjaro.
She was from the grassland tunnels, where homes lay under miles of
dry and brittle plant. It was cooler underneath the surface, but
shriveled bodies blocking passageways were not entirely uncommon. Her own
home, where her mother and siblings were, was still hot, too hot. Clothes
couldn’t dry for the bloated air swollen above their shoulders. People spent
their whole lives hunched over, faces down so the sweat could roll straight to
the ground. That was how she had arrived at the palace: stumbling and
hunched, her thumbs starting to prune. She was told not to worry, for their
thimbles had held many a compromised thumb. It would not affect her work.
Her sewing gifts happened upon her as if by magic. She woke one
morning to find the walls of her house simmering. She placed her fingertips
briefly on the bubbling surface, gasping at the bolt that shot up her arm. A
knock sounded just then, and as she opened the door, the weight from her
shoulders evaporated.
The man who appeared had a coolness that crawled up the walls and
made them solid. Not a single drop of sweat marked his presence on her
mother’s floor. Chole, a treat, was served that night and he touched her hand
while she served him and disappeared himself soon after.
In the days after the strange visit, everything felt odd. Her fingers were
lighter and nimbler, her mother’s gaze bright, no longer veiled in the layer of
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dust-speckled sweat. She had checked the walls and felt for their coolness. It
remained, meaning she had to go.
At the palace, she was lucky to be in the presence of fine silks and golden
embroidery. The rich were not always careful with their clothing, often
throwing creased garments on their cold floors. Still, they were sure never to
let a single bead of moisture near. When she got them back for fixing, the
fabric might be wrinkled and crumpled or unrecognizable from shreds, but it
would always be bone dry.
She was looking across at the food cart reserved for honoured guests at the
palace, when she thought of how her family would be waiting for her at home.
Steaming hot gulab jamuns in a sticky sweet syrup, as brown as the circles
lining her eyes and crooks of her elbows and knees. She longed to eat one and
be warm again, to talk and dance in this new cold world. Her bones ached
with want, and every second sent a shiver of betrayal down her spine.
Despite her status as stylist and consultant to the rajas and ranis of this
world, she didn’t get to indulge herself the way she desired. Her closet was the
color of sand and wood; her clothes functional and boring, and her presence
at all functions forbidden. She wasn’t even allowed a scarf to protect her hair
from the heat or her face from the dripping gazes of others. She wasn’t allowed
to hide.
But here she was, doing just that behind a curtain, out of sight from
the palace’s invited guests, when she felt a set of eyes lazily graze past her. He
was not good news. A shuffling just a few inches away and a sudden warmth
in the air dared her to glance up. She was very still, the gauzy fabric not stirring
with her breath, and hoped he had not seen her. A few more seconds’ warning
and she could have disappeared through the window behind her and into the
garden, but he moved faster than he had the last time.
He stood tall and straight in a highly decorated coat. After a few
moments he held out his hand. In a swift movement, she was pulled from her
hiding place, the gauze curtain rippling around her body as she fell to the
ground. Her face turned the color of saffron and he crouched down next to
her.
Even in the center of the floor beneath the weighty stares of all the
clothes and their wearers, she did not dare to look into his eyes; rumors about
magic and mystery surrounded him. She thought instead of her mother,
working herself to the bone. He released his hand from hers and used strong
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fingers to tilt her face to his. A dark quiet slowly set in around her as they
moved, and suddenly she was stepping not on marble but on soil.
They must have come out to the garden and it was hot outside, very
hot. Sweat began to form beneath her hairline, and the still air was a wall of
heat. When the pressure on her sides released, she paused for a moment before
finally opening her eyes. They had drawn near a stone bench, one of the only
free-standing objects in the garden. Most of the yard was planted with beige
and brown bushes dotted with the occasional green leaf, plants barely clinging
to life. Pathways were paved with stones that wobbled slightly underfoot. She
had never liked these; they made too much noise and she always knew when
one of her wearers had come out here because of the small tears and rips on
their hems. Without thinking, she sunk onto the bench and he followed. She
kept her gaze down but saw him produce a piece of fabric from his pocket.
He folded her hands around it without saying anything. The emerald green
would go wonderfully with soft rose gauze, she thought, perhaps a gold
stitching.
He was wearing more clothing than most, a heavy jacket and long,
dark pants. Light reflected off the gold medallions that littered his top, awards
for bravery and selflessness. They were cold to the touch, and different shapes.
Some smooth, others harder. His chin was sharp and to her surprise, dry. By
normal estimations, he should be soaked. She wanted to ask what the cloth
was for but knew that giving him her gaze was one thing, her voice entirely
another.
She started to fold the cloth away, ready to use another time, but he
shook his head and reached over her torso, his jacket burning her skin. He
unfolded the cloth and tied it around her head, tucking her hair behind her
ears. Every woman inside had her hair bound inside a scarf and every man
covered underneath a turban. It was as much a shield as a decoration – another
thing to cling to.
His eyes were bewitching. She thought she should get up and leave,
drop the scarf and return to the tunnels but her skin tingled. Words started to
stumble out of her mouth but vanished as his cold lips touched hers. She
leaned back, grabbing at the scarf. Hot, it was so hot. The sparks grew more
intense, the stench of dead plants burgeoned, adding to the wall of heat that
had already made her perspire down her back.
She ran towards the end of the garden. The plants here were like those
of home, parched and sparse with no greenery at all. The gardeners never
watered here; nobody ever came this close to the edge. Below, there was an
abyss, dark and consuming. She knew that this was the end. But with his face
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coming closer, she gripped onto the scarf. Perhaps there was some magic in it
that could save her.
He came to a stop, his hands on the guardrail enclosing her. He
scanned. A stranger had entered her limbs and all she could do was watch the
actions play out in front of her. Her canvas dress, her perspiring skin, her
covered hair. His jacket seared her, and the lash of blinding heat pricked at
her eyes. His lips were cold when they were on her neck and her mouth. He
pushed harder, pressing well into the guardrail now, one slip and she would
fall. Was it cold there? It would be nice if it was cold there.
◦◦◦
It was very, very hot. Sweat dripped onto her nose and her underarms were
wet. The ground was dirty; she would have to call the cleaner. Her mother
called her, and her four siblings ran and hugged her. She sat there. Her bed
was the dirty ground again, she was the cleaner. There was nothing to be done
about the heat. Her mother was wearing the green and rose scarf, with the
gold embroidery she imagined. He was standing next to her, hands on her
hips. She smiled as she stirred the pot of chole, next to her arm was a pile of
rice.
Her siblings placed the rug on the ground and brought over big
banana leaves. Her mother doled out the chole and rice onto a leaf, cupping
each of their faces with the other hand. He took a seat, the air became charged
between them. Being very clean about it, he ate with his hands. Her others
devoured the food; this was the best in months. Her mother cleaned up and
then sent them away. She sat down in front of them.
Her mother gave her a golden bracelet for her arm. It glinted
maliciously in her eyes. For the first time, she dared to look at his face. Gold
would catch his impurities, although there was no way to describe it. He had
two eyes of a color she could not exactly say, with a nose between them. His
mouth was turned up into a smile and his lips were a shade lighter and pinker
than his skin, which itself was quite like the dying leaf of a bush. He smiled
and pulled his hands into a namaskar, her heart was beating fast. He stood up,
taking her with him, and led her out the door without a chance to say anything
to her mother. They turned for one final goodbye and closed the door behind
them. She tried the door again, but he locked it and hugged her. She didn’t
even get to design her gown.
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A big ball was held in their honor at the palace, the walls decorated in green
and rose and gold. He danced with her, medals clinking against his heavy
woollen coat, still not a drop of sweat anywhere to be found. Somewhere in
the middle of it all he fed her a gulab jamun. She remembered that the jamun
wasn’t hot enough in her throat.
Her life was no longer hers. Her life was theirs now. She wanted it to
be hot all the time, so she started to sweat a lot. Pretty soon she lost weight
and a few babies. She didn’t want the babies; she didn’t mind the weight. Her
mother was gone now, but only they knew where. In her heart, there was a
piece missing. She felt it and woke up one day, screaming and crying until he
kicked her out of their room. Nobody answered her because he made sure
they didn’t.
The dresses she wore now were of her own design. Her hair was
covered with a scarf, not the green and rose one, but silver and blue. He liked
silver better.
She longed for a sweet, slow burn.

Paul Luikart, Shore, oil on canvas, Chattanooga TN, USA, 2019
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Rebel

Zoë Blaylock
Rumor had her spending Sunday mornings reciting haiku
to a dozen or so captive succulents in glazed pots, referring
to politicos as triggers for her middle finger, and christening
the fattest of the fruit rats the neighbors called vermin, Olson.
Yet, even if accurate, rumors can only scratch the truth,
and I itch to tell you what I know. The simple why
of why I love her so.
She was determined
keen and content
to stand en plain air
perchance to paint
one perfect snowflake.
In a blizzard no less.
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Alice Gauthier, I Saw You on the Water, stone lithography, Paris, France, 2017
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