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Abstract

“Dandelions in the Wind” is a collection of moments, of seemingly insignificant
seconds that may otherwise drift across the eye, the nose, and the lips. It is the
stringing of memories into a single experience for the reader. Heavily influenced
by actual events, and inspired by works of others, poetry and prose come together
under a theme to form the beautiful, the natural moment. It is about the seconds
stretched into something longer, the minutes slowed to an hour, and allowing

these moments to simply breathe.
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Introduction

It is January.

Outside my window the grey of winter blows through the shine of the
streetlamp, a whirl of flurries, a howl of wind, a moment; yet, through the glass
pane—and I stare so very intently—the wind does still, the flurries do slow, and
that split second suspends.

It breathes.

It breathes like red wine uncorked on a summer table along the coast in
June. I take it in, consuming the aroma of the bottle for its aged grapes, wafting
through the afternoon along the salt tide, the air, the mist, and its bittersweet sting
within my head. I smell the beach, the stink of dead fish upon the rocky shore,
crumpled under the weight of the lapping white-tipped waves. There are rocks,
yes, rocks.

But, it is not June, and I stare into the long winter night. It is neither
January, and I am finally free.

It is, instead, April.

And my words are: “Now What?”

I resign my place amongst the corporate cubicle, the plastic wall, the
computer terminal reflecting the image of me with a decorated cloth around my
throat tied into a knot—I escape with both feet, legs moving as though the ground
behind me crumbles in a quake. I am without iron shackle, without despicable

coffee and horrid powdered cream, I am free. And, in that release, | ask myself for



direction: Sea salt in the breeze, too long since I have driven, top-down along the
rocks & waves. It is the first visceral image to enter my head, to play in my
thoughts as the wind howls through my jeep, its top down. Even as my foot
presses the gas pedal, | am free. Even as the whir of green Midwestern fields
disintegrates behind me, I drive for the coast: / know the coast, I said the coast.

No, I asked you, now what?

On occasion, these moments weave together to create my past: a string of pearls
thread together slide next to one another with a quiet fick as they connect.

Under the “Willows in July” my grandfather and I enjoy the sounds of
Jazz along the Salem shore; white willow trees drift lazily in the late afternoon.
We lick rum-raisin ice cream from sugar cones—a choice few grow to appreciate.

When he was a boy, his own father died a young man. I know not the
reason, but on that afternoon day Bell's palsy twisted my grandfather’s face in a
grief-stricken instant, his lips frozen in a permanent smile. I have never known
my grandfather to frown, nor know if he actually could.

He is a gentle spirit, a true saint amongst men.

But, he leaves the Salem Willows for good. It is '92 and he inhales one
final breath from the plastic respirator and into my grandmother’s arms, he fades

into the stone sitting atop the graveyard hill.

I don’t understand death. I don’t think anyone does. What are we if not flesh,

wrapped over bone, with the occasion for inspiration to make us something more?
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Perhaps we are the spark of self-actualization. “My Pen, My Shovel” is my
introduction, of me, my writing, of the voices always chattering in my head. It is
why I write. The mental fingers of my mind claw through the soil dig to
remember some detail of significance that brings order to my disorder. It is a
piece of letting go, or the attempt to.

That is the strength of moments, the precious few: that we remember our
wandering deep within the flesh of the mind, or the spirit of the soul.

I remember my grandfather fondly.

I write “Against the Curb” in this fashion.

He rests within the casket and memories of a girl come to him. It begins
fondly: boy meets girl. She is a beautiful girl that loiters in his head throughout
his life, only to recall her one final time, when he is dead. A more somber piece, it
creates a sense of power in the otherwise fleeting and unobservable space between
two people who meet so casually. He is in love with her from a literal distance

that translates into his last memory.

By now, I am lost in words. Nothing prepares me for my lust for writing more
than the aspiration of “Bending Moments.” A sister-piece to the “My Pen, My
Shovel,” and one certainly inspired by the work of Terry Tempest Williams. Her
essay “Why I Write” provides a repetitive movement that captured my attention.

In this work, Williams writes like this:
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I'write by accident. I write past the embarrassment of exposure... I write

as though I am whispering in the ear of the one I love (Williams 6-7).

[ begin with exploring my upbringing. It is a work that makes an unlikely
comparison between my childhood and the brewing of ale. I abandon it, but its
remaining words become a poetic message to Hemingway. My poetic message is,
“Letter to My Friend.” I think of poets, of writers.

[ write this letter to Hemingway. His, “Hills Like White Elephants™
exemplifies my mood, my message. The American and the Girl toast to the hills
that appear to her as white elephants. The moment is their conversation. She is
pregnant; she is the pregnant pause in their relationship.

It is indeed November, even though I have not mentioned this until now. 1
stare through my University window at a pitiful tree whose remaining leaves turn
yellow and fall to windswept grass.

Tomorrow, the leaves on the ground turn red and everything shivers when
the wind stirs. I stare at the grass.

I think of Hemingway.

[ desire to share that brief flash of memory, to find my own white

elephants in the hills so that [, too, may look upon them while deep in thought.

It is not November.
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It is now, and I am lost in the printed word; in love with one letter that
follows the other. In “Today” | conjure images in my head, into a poem; simple,
not flowered, not pretty.

That is the lust that wanders into the head of the writer—a love of words
no matter their form. Entwine them together. Swirl them together. Allow the pen

to flourish across the page in an inky-ballet until meaning awakens.

July.

Beyond my window—not the one at the University—sits a “Sparrow.” In
my head, the creature is already a poem; I borrow its movement, as it hops, and
flutters. Or: flaps away, to the tree in the yard. This is simplicity, and I sigh
through the sheer-curtain that ripples over the screen.

To the observer, it is not the second window that I sit; it 1s not the third
through which I stare. In May, I sit upon the bench. In June, I stare through the
glass. And at last, summer follows to my “Coffee House Window” where I wait,
staring outside over the Missouri river: dark water flows [like] liquid midnight.

Slowly.

Unfortunately, to follow the word is to follow its voice wherever it leads the
writer. Not every frozen minute is a creation of the beautiful. On occasion, a
much darker story is to be told. Darkness is emptiness under a starlit sky.

“Even Goats Cry” is short prose; fear and courage separate by action, and

nothing more. It is fiction, and Aafia is a young girl struggling through a long
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drawn out moment of hurt. She was afraid, of him, of herself, of the vast
empliness that were the rocky hills strewn across the countryside, of the vast
emptiness inside of her. This is my first female character sketch. In the story, it is
summer among the rock-strewn hills of a goat-laden valley; for Aafia, it is a

wretched prison.

A dull image on the television in ‘89 & I jumped, startling my friend who said,
“Fuck man!”"—I turned the volume up. When Tiananmen Square erupts into a
blood-red shower of violence, I sit before the television—helpless. I am on the
opposite side of the planet and too far to make a difference, too far to hear the
crying, the gun-shots, the tanks. “Man Wearing White Shirt & Dark Slacks in
Tiananmen Square” is the grainy image of courage.

I am too young for Vietnam, or the bullet that went through Kennedy’s
head. I am too young, and do not cry. [ don’t cry when the space shuttle explodes
in '86—this is a crippling site for my invincible America.

On this January morning, I am in a classroom staring at yellow-brick walls
as the spaceship erupts into a ball of fire that transforms its crew into charred
flecks of bone and flesh. The explosion scatters their flesh like dust across the
ocean. Because of the television in my school, I see this image again and again.

Three years later, I learn how to cry. In June of "89 I stare at the grainy

image on the television.



I write “Customer.” I depart from the usual somber nature in my words. I try
something more: His eyes closed when she touched him, a sort of basic instinct
that took him by the collar leading him to dark, desirable places where he and
Crystal would entwine into each other, becoming a single writhing creature of
flesh and vanilla doing lustful things in the dark.

This is a sensual moment, a different moment, and a slow motion

distraction that plays to the otherwise ordinary day in one man’s life.

“Main Street River” is my observation written over a series of visits to a coffee
house window that overlooks the Missouri River. I play the role of the observer,
the teller of events as they unfold—struggling against my pen, my paper.

I think of friends in this the passage of time. I think of the man and the
woman, of the boy. /I think of friends whom I have not written, or I think of friends

who have not written.

Midnight and I am asleep.

I am alone in the dust plains stretching endlessly in all directions; red dust
mountains in the distance. In the dry wind, my pajamas flap against my body. My
feet are bare.

Here comes the “Dreamephant.” A creature of pure dream, of pure
goodness: Mighty Behemoth trundles listless & languid, [the] cracked ground

trembles. [He is] a creature older than ancient, [and] looms like a moving hill.
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I rarely write of my spirituality, even as it appears to me in a dream. Yet,
this creature is an inspiration of pure fiction. My search for higher answers
manifests as this creation. Slowly, it marches across the red dust plains of my

dream-head. Some words weave into Hindu mythology, of Ganesha.

Backstage.

Ramsey, a theatrical manager, asks Max Ferris about his want for travel to
Australia. Max Ferris is an aged magician who never makes the A-list. A lifetime
of back-alley theaters, and small town performances, Max sees himself as an
aging failure. He suffers from arthritis in his fingers, and pains in his leg; more, he
suffers a broken heart for the love of his son, Alex.

Alex is remembered in flashback, in memories that linger in Max’s head.
Alex is a boy, though how old, I cannot say—Max last saw him six years prior. In
“The Miracle of Max Ferris,” Alex is the personification of Max’s soul, Australia
is his hope. Max sees himself as a failed father, failed husband, and failed
magician. Max Ferris is a study of forlorn regret. It is a piece linked together
through paused moments of flashback.

By midsummer, Max stands in the city street, in the rain. Ramsey walks
away. Max’s abandonment toward his career frustrates Ramsey. For the reader,
this is a moment, a question: Max crumbled up the glossy paper and threw it on
the ground. He stuffed his hands into his coat pockets and walked along the curb,

into the city, into the rain.
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James Wright’s "Lying in a Hammock at William Duffy's Farm in Pine Island,
Minnesota” inspires me.

I see the “Horse in Mist.” Sunlight streams through the morning clouds,
and fog rolls across the surface of the river. A horse appears to me and commands
the morning. I cannot help but write this moment. I surrender to it.

In this moment, I am in love with the horse, with the morning, with the
poem they create together. This moment fills me up and something inside myself

begins to heal.

[ am young, a child in the yard as the evening smothers the line of trees beyond
the grass. I chase the “Fireflies.” As a boy, my father traveled—never home, save
the weekends. Perhaps this poem, of any, best personifies the sporatic and fleeting
nature of moments by comparing the frozen seconds to the flash of the firefly:
blaze here, burst there.

A perfect metaphor, it is a flicker of yellow light against the backdrop of
the darkness of night. It is my father’s time.

Years later, it is June and [ am lying in the long grass along the river
enjoying Shakespeare: If we shadows have offended, think but this, and all is
mended, that you have but slumber’d here, while these visions did appear
(Shakespeare 174).

In the darkness of night, against the midsummer theater of actors, the

music of cricket, I see fireflies. I see them, and think of the house in the country
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where I chase after them.

“Crossroads” brings together a series of vignette moments. Perhaps this work,
among the others, best represents the message of my writing. Inspired by the
works of Susan Minot’s “Lust” and Rick Moody’s “Boys,” it is here, and perhaps
appropriately so, that this collection comes to a completion.

It is late summer, autumn is fast approaching. Daniel and Sara drive along
the country road, and are in conversation—their daughter is with them. Along a
different road, Randal mouths the words of Billy Joel’s “Baby Grand,” which is a
purposefully chosen song of a musician’s long nights with his piano; a lyrical
collection of moments that my own words trail behind.

At the crossroad, the convertible connects with the car. Randal is thrown
into an unwelcomed moment with Daniel, Sara, and their daughter. All around
them are moments in motion, observing, listening, and reacting.

It is Robert Creeley who first suggested the answer to darkness is to buy a
God damned big car (Creeley 641). In my head, in this case, it is the car that
creates the darkness—in the end, upside down on top of Daniel.

But I want more, more than random events chaotically moving through the
universe without purpose. I turn to Howard Nemerov’s, “A Primer of the Daily
Round.” His is a poem that connects unlabeled things: 4 peels an apple, while B
kneels to God, C telephones to D, who has a hand on E's knee, F coughs

(Nemerov 672-673). Some events lead to other events. Some events simple exist.
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Unfolding, the accident reveals similar interactions: Stu, a boy, saw
Randal drive by; Avery saw the two cars collide; Red is nearby, yet unaware;
Janie runs away.

[ include an intentional nod to my first graduate short story, “Peter the
Lionheart.” Peter and his brother Thomas live with their mother and her abusive
boyfriend, Bill.

This story i1s about moments, about unlikely characters becoming part of
an event even if their course is inaction. Psychic distance moves wildly, as does
my pen, my fingers, and my lens: the reader follows. Words fly apart and together
like glass and steel.

' I think:

In life, there is a slow motion right before something bad happens—the
way a bird flutters its wings in the branches, or how a woman stares at a man for
just a moment too long, or the feeling of the wind as it whispers along the summer
grass.

Everything has a smell, a taste, or a sound, but only one will remain over
time. And no matter how hard anyone tries, no one picks the same one.

It becomes clear—those little things of unimportance—what holds true.

There isn’t time to waste away.

But none of that matters, because it can’t be understood until after, when

everything is finished. Nothing is appreciated until it becomes nothing.
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It is now February.

Outside my window is snow, a white blanket, heavy. Everything is
covered, and nothing but white unfolds before my eye. I open my window, and
inhale the cold. I smell the night, tasting its frigid air upon my tongue.

Ghosts leap off my tongue. They are breaths in the cold. The tree in the
yard is still, its branches frozen. I stretch my neck, leaning my head outside my
window. I see no stars under midnight clouds that drift slowly. I stare into the
stillness, into this moment. I stare, and inhale deeply. In the night, the darkness,

the white, I breathe.

XVl



Willows in July

Summer dawdles
Along the coast
Orange glow
& white willow trees sway, lazy

Sailboats bobble

Beside their docks
White-tipped waves explode
Thunder, salty mist, spray

Jazz is in my head
Golden horns,

I dance atop the grass,

Cricket-legs violin.

Beyond evening’s breeze
Hush,

Clangs arcade

Bells, bells, bells.

Rum-raisin ice cream
Along fingers drip

Like tears

1 miss my grandfather.

We came here

Often & I was a kid
Not quite knowing
All this—would one day end.

Quietly, as the evening comes,

[ need to say nothing
Among the willow trees,
Swaying.



My Pen, My Shovel

My writing: it used to serve as my shovel, used to allow me to dig up my life and
explore past experiences, mostly regrets—a kind of personal therapy. Wielding
my pen, I would dig through the pages and let the black ink swirl around my
shoes like mud. My writing: it used to go to the hurtful places, the dark places,
and the dead places. I used to forget, or I used to try to forget.

And yet, here | am again.

Writing.

One shovelful of memories at a time, I dig deeper through the ink, through
the paper—but the real darkness is buried, deep down.

Rainwater trickles into the hole like tears as I excavate the answers,
forcing the dirt to surround me in a mess. It is futile to dig-up a memory in an
October storm, to dig up a grave. With every shovelful of slurping muck, of
saturated remembrance, I become weary. I become unsure. With every shovelful
of memory, I am closer to the wood box buried in this pit.

[ write like this: Death is carved in stone, looming over the grave and
urging me further with his scythe. Whether his image is in place to taunt me, or to
give direction, I cannot say. But my heart already feels heavy.

I shudder.

A fork of lightning stretches across the midnight sky. I can count to four-
Mississippi before a low rumble of thunder follows behind the storm. Water

trickles down my nose, or I am crying—I can no longer tell.



With my sleeves rolled up, I stab the shovel into the dark, muddy, hole. I
am aware. With each shovelful of mud I am not simply digging.

[ am furious.

It’s been more than twenty years since I've returned to this place, this empty
hillside littered with headstones, surrounded by an iron gate and overgrown brush.
I used to come here all the time just to sit, stare at the sky, and escape the home
that all miserable children runaway from.

This is the place inside my head.

This is the place I came to write.

Over there, the tall grass grew along the edge of the fence. And there, a
tree sat atop the hill. I used to sit here, under the branches, for hours—sometimes
just to see the sunset.

But now, the grass is brown and no longer waves in the wind. The tree is
leafless and no longer shades me from yesterday. | am a writer and no longer
afraid. But the field is empty, a hill of stone, lonely, everywhere, and in all
directions.

Atop the hill sits a house, dilapidated and collapsed. There is no glass in
the window. Only jagged edges remain along the wood-frames, grinning like a
toothless old bitch standing atop the hill and leaning upon her cane. It was the
house where I grew up, where my family lived.

In the knothole of the rotted tree I find my old journal full of penciled

words and scribbles—though ruined, smeared and curled in the page, some of my



writings are still legible. There is something honest and healing about sketching
out my thoughts on a piece of paper:

Today, you let me down again. While I don’t know why you continue to do
these things—not showing up, not being around, not caring; know that I love you,
that I am angry with you.

Someday, when I'm older, I'm going to show you. And, despite everything,
1 will make you proud of me even when you do not say such.

Even today as I stood before that decrepit tree with rainwater running
down my face and splotching the old pages of my journal into further ruin, I knew
something still remained deep inside—inside of me, inside of that ruined book,
inside of that old tree. Mystery, the great unknown cosmic amalgamation of all
things, waited for me to return to the paper and the pencil.

But it is smudged, smeared by the rain, by the tears. Memories are blurry .
like that.

Now, on this hilltop—the apotheoses of all October graveyards—I stab
this shovel into the mud filled hole and strike the lid of the coffin I so longed to
find after all these years. Without hesitation, I toss the shovel out of the grave and
fall to my knees scraping fistfuls of black water, root-strewn muck, and maggots.
Ink is all around me, black pools. Only in the flash of lightning am I able to see
the wooden-lid appear in the inky black growing around my feet.

I could open it—pry it free with my bare hands and stare into the death of
the body that lies in that box. I could open it—wrench that lid into a thousand

splinters with the handle of the shovel and cleave the carcass into a messy



destruction. I could open it—with the heel of my boot, shattering the skeleton of
the memory that lays decayed and sick. I could open it—but we both know the
digging would not stop there, it never does.

And yet, I am full of frustration that I do not understand.

Maybe I'm not ready to lay down this shovel or to look into the eyes of the
dead—Ileaving the body to the diseased vermin that tunnel through the wood
casket, through the dried-up flesh, through the bone.

Maybe I’'m just not over your words: Why a writer? That's for girls.

Maybe?

No, I’ve come to this hilltop as a man full of ambition and hope; no longer
the son living in his father’s shadow. It’s behind me now.

In the grave, his decrepit face is pitiful. He was just a man who didn’t
know how to love, maybe because no one loved him. He probably wasn’t the
monster I made him out to be, but to the eyes of a kid just looking for that one
moment, to hear those words: You did good kid.

He wasn’t the man I wanted.

It is time to let go.

I am no longer that son, no longer the boy endlessly digging up the past to satisfy
some inane need to fuel a passion for words, for writing, for self diagnosis.
No, I am a man spinning his next story—the pursuer of that combination

of ink, paper and word that stirs the spirit within the living body; a writer who no
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longer spends his endless sheets of paper and pen tip pining away regrettable
events long gone.

For my father, whom I loved without understanding, I wish you better than
we had together. Maybe you should be here, digging this hole, instead of me.
Maybe there is someone in your own mud-filled grave who you need to see, to
understand.

For the rest of you, whom I share this experience, I leave my pen, my
shovel. Maybe you should continue to dig to answer your own curiosities. I can
leave my tools here and even show you how to use them. Why?

Why not? Maybe it’s time I finish writing my own story, my own book
and while doing so, spend my spare moments helping others figure out what lies
at the bottom of their muddy, rain filled holes— we all have one.

While tomorrow may yet rain again, I will not dismay.

Tonight, I will let this grave fill itself in by way of the thunder and rain. I
will throw my pen, my shovel into the back of the car, and I will call you from the
next gas station to let you know how far I plan to go, how far I plan to go as a
writer.

Just wait until you hear from me.



Now What?

You know, since it’s over

I hadn’t considered starting
Over? Yes, so late

It just sort of ended
Abruptly.

Now what?
Hrm. I don’t really know myself—
—maybe travel, you know, see the coast
Of course
I said the coast, Hrm.

1 know, the coast, the coast, sea
Salt in the breeze, too

Long since I've driven, top-down
Along the rocks & waves

I know the coast,

[ said the coast.

No, I asked you,

Now what?




Against the Curb

She rides the Merry-Go-Round with untied shoes.
Popsicles drip purple

Children dizzy themselves.

I stand in this crowd.

Echoes cheer about the park.

Summer hair flicks the wind.

It twirls forever

On a white-rusted axel, metallic whine,
On the grey-pavement. I sit

Against the curb. concrete edging,

One shoe over the other

I fidget. She tames the carousel horse.

Wind foists its armfuls of yellow
Around my limbs. 1 wave

Hello, see me. I love

This sticky cotton. I fidget

My balloon free. I watch:

Sky replace its red orb & string.

Now my face is old, two boiled eggs
Sink & I breathe

When will she notice me?

Pulling my brown-striped tie & hat
Her window light flickers, I walk by.
I smell of spice & think of her.

People visit me, fingers laced.

For some, it has been awhile. I am grey.
Wrapped in wood & organ music.

I ‘m stretched out, pale.

Yet, in the nearest pew, under the sobbing veil.
She came after all. A pin in the balloon.



Letter to My Friend

It is November

& leaves have fallen.

Still, few linger against the already sleeping tree,
Linger as tarnished amber stains,

Fleeing in all directions

Early morning

It is November

& leaves have fallen,
Leaping to the red ground,
To the dry dirt, dying
Yellow-tipped grasses roll
In wind, even now

The girl was looking off at the line of hills.

They were white in the sun and the country was brown and dry.
"They look like white elephants," she said.

& while I have never seen a white elephant,

Nor even a white hill that gives

Impressions of white elephants,

I could agree with her friend,

“Let’s drink beer.”

“Dos cervezas,”’ the man said into the curtain.

Of beer,

barley grain & hop

come together,

coarse grain & subtle flower .
Together they make beer,

Beer the American & the girl drink
He cannot see white elephants

Shadow of a cloud moved across the field of grain...
she saw the river through the trees.
“And we could have all this,” she said.

& yet, here I sit looking out my University window,
Looking at still falling leaves

Never have we spoken, never

Have we drunk the beer, never

Have you pointed to white hills that look like elephants



& never have I claimed not to have seen them.
& yet, I call you my friend.

Strangely, good friend

Like leaves in the grass,

We’re chance meeting,

Strangers in the wind

Like leaves in the grass,

We’re unique.

“Then what will we do afterwards?”’

“We will be fine afterwards. Just like we were before.”

It's windy today.

It's windy today & it's nice to have met you.
It's nice to land along the grasses

Where tarnished leaves meet,

Tumble, to flutter.

“We'll finish the beer.”
It's windy today.

It is November
& leaves have fallen.
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Bending Moments

I bend moments.

I bend moments with my words. I bend moments to my will, to my
surprise, to my delight and to my despair. | bend moments that I hate, that I loathe
in a blackening pit that rots deep within my stomach. I bend moments that make
me cry, that make me curl my hands into fists with rage, that make me sit quietly
by the rain-streaked glass of the window. I bend moments that ring of truth, and
yet reveal nothing. I bend moments that tell lies. I bend moments that border upon
lust, or perhaps craving, for things that are not mine. 1 bend moments to make the
unobvious obvious, or to simply obscure that which I want hidden.

I bend moments like leaves falling in the autumn breeze just before
abandoning the branch to which they so desperately cling, to which they release
from the stem with a subtle snap before quietly drifting in a lazy circular whirl, to
which they collect along the road, lose their color, and drift away as dried skeletal
husks clicking along the ground.

I bend moments with the girl I kiss under the park pavilion, under the rain
that falls with gentle pats across the cover of a wood shelter, under the tumbling
grey skies with thunder that lows in the distance. I bend moments as our mouths
press together, our tongues swirl as one, swishing; I suck on her lip, and her eyes
are wet—it’s our first time.

I bend moments late at night in my inebriation. I bend moments in the

dark, lonely, the green glass of the bottle in my hand flies free from the balcony,



flies free through the pale lamp light, flies free before smashing against the
sidewalk, smashing into an infinite number of green gemstones that dance like
Irish faeries in the flickering light, as though celebrating their release from
captivity, as though they too are lost in the intoxication of the alcohol still
lingering in the night air. I bend moments in the dance they perform before me,
and I hear the music played on strings, the music played in the wind, the music
that weaves memories of the child I never met, will never know, nor will never
hold. I bend moments because I am not the father, not the man that some children
look upon as their hero, no one to drive my car.

I am a writer, an educator, an ink thinker. I ride the same stretch of grey-
highway each of us drives in the morning, in the night. I write around the road
because you see the mundane, the ordinary, and the everyday. I escape and bring
freedom, so literal an explosion that bursts from bones hardening with the
sedentary ass-fo-chair pose, keyboard typing beyond the sea of souls moaning for
the appetite of creativity they so desperately lack.

The rose decays, bitter, a sweet smell lingering in the air like a song in
your ear that repeats, that repeats, that repeats. I bring lyrical mayhem, beating my
head against the corner countertop drowning the tune with agony and throbbing
pain because that song reminds me of suicides, of abandonment and surrender, of
the friends who fall away, of the memories that fade, of the stories left untold.

[ write to tell stories, to draw pictures, to remember faces. Because it is

who I am, what I do, and how [ am able to share these thoughts, these




experiences, these happenings with you, my close companion, my friend, my
reader—for you:

I bend moments.



Today

Today I shall remain in my pajamas,
pour coffee in my favorite cup
& sit before my window
sit & wait,
even contemplate.

I’1l snatch-up

pen & paper,
throw some random words together,
crazy words—maybe uneven words
recite them loudly two or three times
make them rhyme
or not

or not

make them rhyme

recite them loudly two or three times

crazy words—maybe uneven words

throw some random words together,
pen & paper

1l snatch up

even contemplate
sit & wait,
& sit before my window
pour coffee in my favorite cup
Today I shall remain in my pajamas.
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Sparrow

ripple sheer,

flap

over window-screen
gentle wind

expose

sparrow-bird

sit

on grey-shingled ledge
flutter

& dip,

little sharp beak
chip

at the white rain-gutter
look,

look,

look,

for stick & twig

& scrap of leaf

little bird, twitch,
skip

back & forth

chirp,

then launch,

flap,

flap,

flap

to the big green tree
away


















“Max—" Ramsey protested.

“—this was it, my last performance. | want you to call ahead of the
schedule, and cancel us out. I'll cover whatever fees they want to punch us with
from tonight’s show.”

Ramsey sunk his head into his shoulders into a drawn-out irritated shrug:
what the hell do I do now? Or: what the fuck is wrong with you?

Max cocked his head in response and spoke plainly, “I just can’t do this
anymore.”

“Can’t do what anymore? Perform magic so we get paid?” Ramsey poked

a finger at Max and raised his voice, “That’s right, buddy. I said ‘we’ as in you

and me! It’s not that complicated.”

“You're right, it’s the magic. I can’t do the magic, the empty seats, fooling
myself, take your pick. Or was collapsing on stage tonight not a big enough thrill
for you?” Max turned his attention to street, to the light stream of traffic whirring
passed the curb. “I am an old man, and I'm tired, tired of being on the road, tired
of the doldrums, the empty stares. It’s time I grow up. My fingers aren’t what they
used to be and my body is collapsing. I'm tired of existing in this... this concrete
reality, tired of tugging on the imaginations of others to help them escape from it,
and certainly tired of failing.”

“You can’t just walk away. Max, we both know your savings account is
shit. Page took what little you had and the rest... well. You need this. I mean, you
haven’t thought it through.”

Max said, “You were right.”

I‘



“Max...”

“It’s Alex. It’s Australia. It’s—"

Ramsey simply stared. “Don’t do this to yourself, don’t quit now. It will
ruin you. No one books a no-show; not in this market, anyway.”

“I’'m going to Australia.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’m leaving as soon as | can book a flight.”

“Max—"

Max whirled around, and exploded, “God dam n it, Ramsey! What don’t
you understand? I miss my son!”

Ramsey folded his arms lightly. Stillness settled between the two men
standing on the sidewalk. Max relaxed his shoulders and allowed his eyes to
soften; his demeanor was calming like the pigeons cooing under the overpass that
loomed over the alley—soothing, yet longing, and full of uncertainty. He could
add one more failure to his litany of disappointments: Ramsey. Max considered
the career they shared together, what each of them gave up. The deal in this
business was, over time, it always went from bad to worse; an inevitable
downward spiral that Max desperately wanted to stop—even if it meant grabbing
the rope with his bare hands to slow the free-fall.

Deep down, he respected Ramsey, even loved him, for all their years
together. He knew he was hurting him, being a huge disappointment. But, the
truth was Max didn’t love himself enough to perpetuate the charade; he was

unhappy with too many things.




He was broken.

It was a long moment that was erased in an instant by the whoosh of a
passing city bus. Ramsey flinched. Both men looked up in time to see the hollow
gazes of its few passengers—all of them in a unified depression—as they sat
under flickering fluorescents. Ramsey and Max watched the bus turn and head
further into the city. Max wondered when it would come back to collect his own
vacant body.

“Max,” Ramsey said, finally breaking the silence, “You're right. I can’t do
this bullshit anymore. You want out? Fine, you’re done. We’re done. I’ll make
some calls later and close out our bookings.” Ramsey turned on his heels, stuffed
his hands into his coat pockets, and began walking away, his footfalls echoing off
the brick buildings. “I’'m pissed, Max. I’m really pissed this time.”

“Ram, will you stop—"

Ramsey didn’t turn around. He didn’t even slow his stride. Instead, he
stated coldly, “Go fuck yourself!” and continued on his direction.

Max stood motionless on the curb. A shiver worked through him. The
folds of his coat fluttered in the wind against his body like a winged-animal trying
desperately to set itself free. He watched Ramsey walk to the end of the block,
turn left, and disappear around the corner. Chart your course, he thought.

Drizzle turned to rain, and water poured down on Max, soaking his coat.

He just stood there for a long while.




Alex pressed his face against the large pane of glass that overlooked the boarding
gate to the fueling airline. “It’s ginormous!” he said, slapping his hands against
the glass with glee singing through his voice. “Where do [ sit?”

Max stooped over and rested a hand on Alex’s shoulder, pointing just past
his ear, “Right next to the window above the wing. You’ll be able to wave and I'll
see you.” He snuck his fingers under his son’s arms and tickled him until he
squealed.

Alex caught his breath, “I’ll bet it goes fast. Do you think it goes fast?”

“It goes fast.”

“I want to see everything.”

Max ruffled Alex’s curly hair, “You’re next to the window kiddo. But it’s
a long flight. I'm going to miss you, you know that?”

Alex turned away from the window, “But you’re coming next weekend
like you said?”

Max nodded, “Absolutely. Didn’t I promise?”

“You did,” Alex jumped up and down, either: excitement. Or: need to use
the toilet.

And then, a woman’s voice came over the intercom: ...now boarding. “Is
that me?”

Max lifted Alex off of his feet and hugged him tightly. When he set him
down, he reached behind Alex’s ear and produced a miniature plastic airplane,

seemingly from out of nowhere. “This is for you,” said Max.



Alex held the toy in his hands, zoomed it in front of him while making a
neerrooww noise with his lips. He clutched it tightly and hugged Max’s legs.
“Bye dad,” he said. Alex trotted over to the woman wearing an airline uniform,
standing next to the boarding gate.

Her brass name tag read, Jill Faraday. She looked like a young woman
approaching thirty, who had skipped adolescence altogether. She had thin,
sympathetic lips, and fine hair draping in compliment to her small, slender body
with casualness intended for the subtle pretense of a stewardess, but instead made
over into the casual attractiveness of a girl. She looked complicated but cheerful.
“I’ll bet you're Alex,” she said.

Max walked up, “He sure is. Are you certain he’ll be okay?”

Jill took Alex’s hand, “Kids fly all the time without their parents. I'll make
sure he gets to his destination.” She lowered her voice into a whisper: and that he
eats his vegetables. Jill smiled, looked at Alex and said, “Well? Are you ready?”

Alex nodded. He looked back. Max could read the trepidation on his son’s
face. Alex smiled. “Bye dad,” he said for the second time.

Jill and Alex passed through the gate, Alex stumbling backwards as he
waved. Max watched his son disappear.

Max stood at the large pane of glass still smeared by Alex’s hand prints.
He thought he saw Alex waving at him through a small window just over the
wing, but maybe he was making that up; it was hard to tell. He stood there long
enough to watch the plane back out of the gate, make its way to the runway, and

then launch into the sky. When he could no longer see it, he left.



Crossing the airport parking lot, Max withdrew his cell phone from his
pocket and checked his messages: his doctor’s appointment, a reminder it was
next Tuesday; his ex-wife, did Alex make his flight on-time; some guy named

Ramsey—third call—wants to meet to discuss a performance opportunity.

Now, Max just stood there, in the rain. Ramsey wasn’t coming back and it was
getting late. Max was soaked, stuck in a moment of stillness, whirring cars and
city sounds— an occasional screeching tire, the now and then blast of an angry
horn, or the distant scream of police sirens—he blinked.

He crossed the street, ignoring the dull throbbing in his leg and the ache in
his hands. He barely avoided a careless cherry-colored machine as it sped by. He
watched as it reached the intersection, turned right without signaling, and zoomed
away on squalling tires.

Thunder rumbled across the night sky that floated over the city, lightning
flashed. Max retrieved the glossy blue brochure from his coat pocket: Chart your
course to a land down under. Stuffed inside was a plane ticket for one, dated six
years ago. He flipped the brochure over in his hand; in sloppy blue ink, scribbled
across the back, was: member your promise to come see me—love, Alex.

Rain drops pattered against the crinkled paper, blurring the blue ink and
the glossy picture of Australia. Max thought about Alex.

He couldn’t forgive himself for putting his son on that plane, but nor was

he okay with leaving Ramsey to flounder on his own.




His career really was over, of that he was certain. Max felt his knuckles
swell as the night turned cool. And then he thought: in every performance, there
was a finale.

Maybe it was time.

Max crumbled up the glossy paper and threw it on the ground. He stuffed
his hands into his coat pockets and walked along the curb, into the city, into the

rain.




Horse in Mist

When I looked across the morning,
out along the grasses & trees,
a horse in mist

regarded me gently,
& 1 paused, having never witnessed
equine prayer.

Slow horse, nodded to the wind.
Hooves melted into a patch of clover
heavy with yesterday's rain.

Whether the sky was held
by the trees & fence, or the
horse's gaze, | cannot say.



|

Fireflies

Decorate the evening
Yellow flashes against the black.

They are there
There they are

There,
Is stillness in the yard

Star-specks linger in the nighttime sky,
Waning moon drifts quietly by,
Tree leaves rustle,
Summer wind,
Fireflies,
Glow.

Dad, you are here,
In the backyard,
Worn blue jeans stained green by the lawn,
Thin, graying hair

You point to them,
say it's okay,
They find each other this way.
From the kitchen, a glass canning jar
To catch them in the yard,
Under moonlight,
Under stars

Casting yellow in the air

Blaze here
Burst there

Fireflies

Fireflies

Fireflies




Crossroads

The boys skipping stones in the creek didn’t give any notice to the convertible as
it sped across the one-lane bridge, but Stu did. He was a lot farther down, along
the road, and he recognized the familiar roar of the motor. Stu glanced up, saw the
car—its top folded back—and then dropped his head, hands in his pockets. He

continued his way home.

Red was a retired bus mechanic. He was walking Sadie, his golden retriever,
through the field, occasionally talking to her as though she understood. Because
he forgot to take his medication, he fed her a whole bag of potato chips that
morning. He lost his glasses yesterday—didn’t see the crash, but thought he heard

a passing chicken hawk ask about lunch.

It was midsummer; cicadas whined over and over from the trees.

Even though the sign read No Swimming, Lisa jumped in anyway—her clothes on
arock in a bundle. She planted her feet in the cool muck along the bottom and
stared up into the sky, her head leaned back, because she was finally free of

Randal, never wanting to see him again.

The note on Charlie’s Garage read: At lunch, back later. In fact, that note had

been there for three weeks.



Avery saw everything, saw one car speed toward the other until they connected,
like missiles, into a mess of steel and glass. He had just left the store with soda
and crackers in a brown-paper bag. His girlfriend was staying over at his house on
the hill, was huddled in the bathroom throwing up. Neither of them knew she was

carrying a child that wasn’t his.

Under a dying oak tree, Janie’s mouth was between Brandon’s legs. When the
convertible plowed into the other car, she got up and started running through the

tall grass in a panic because she was fifteen and he was older.

Sometimes small towns were all about nothing, until something happened.

It was late in the afternoon. Debbie was dialing the phone in her kitchen. She was
thinking about Charlotte and staring at the beagle calendar on her refrigerator with
next Saturday circled in green marker.

Charlotte was in the front seat, in her mother’s lap, staring out through the
windshield. She wasn’t talking yet, or else she might have said something about

the approaching convertible.

Brenda sat between Patrick and Roy in the pickup. They were talking about

hunting and guns. When they passed the family car heading in the opposite

direction she remembered she needed to call her dad.




According to the paper swirling around in the wind in the floorboard of Randal’s
convertible. it was the third hottest day that summer, unbearably so. Three ladies
died at the Breeze Point retirement home that week; the article attributed their

deaths to the heat.

Maybe someone screamed, “Jesus, save me!” Or maybe it was the sound of the

tires squealing against the pavement.

For a long time, Sara’s sister sat on the couch watching daytime soaps on the
television. Earlier in the morning, her mother said, “We’re out of apricot jelly”

and “I think it’s time you found a job” with no change in her voice.

“Get your ass back here!” Bill yelled.
Peter slammed the screen door with a hang and ran to the end of dirt drive.

He had just reached the road, breathing in uneven gulps, when he heard the crash.

Sharon worked for the Sherriff's office. She walked away from her desk and was

outside enjoying her third cigarette that hour. It was all bullshit, she thought and

fingered at the coffee-stain on her pants. She didn’t hear the phone ringing.




For no reason in particular, Sara’s sister shuddered while sitting on the couch. She
thought she started crying because she was either depressed or upset at her mother

or both.

When Randal looked up, it was too late. He was changing music discs in his
convertible. They were scattered in a mess. He was still mouthing the words to
“Baby Grand” from The Bridge when he dropped the CD and everything fell
apart. The other driver wasn’t looking. The passenger holding the little girl

seemed pretty.

Last Sunday, when it rained, Barry drove over a street sign at the intersection; his
old man didn’t notice the tiny dents in the front bumper, or that Barry had

- borrowed the truck.

Daniel was talking to Sara. She was with him in the front seat holding their little
girl. He was saying how they needed to fix the air conditioner in her car. She was
saying they should go out for dinner later, to the sandwich place near the house;
the one with live music on Thursday nights. He didn’t see the crumpled street sign

or the other driver.

Jim and Darrell sat on the curb outside. Jim downed a beer after he had taken off
his shirt, bitching about the heat. Darrell suggested they go fishing down at the

river, and then they saw smoke rising of in the distance. Instead of looking into it,



they decided to stare at Barb Sterling’s tits as she left the diner and walked passed

them.

Before the flames appeared, Avery dialed the sheriff’s office on his cell phone,

but it just rang and rang. He hung up, and tried again.

Dandelion seeds floated through the afternoon; they rode the wind in a sort of lazy
ballet as Janie ran further and further away, her shirt fluttering free like her hair,

her fingers trying to find the buttons.

John had no plans that afternoon. He sat in his patrol car with the windows rolled
down listening to a ballgame on the radio. Underneath his vest, sweat rolled down
his flesh. He could smell the medicinal cream he used to treat the skin rash it

caused.

Peter was breathless. He raced from the road, his heart banging against his chest
like an inmate screaming, enough is enough! His lungs ached as he gulped warm
air. When he slid in the loose dirt to reach Sara, he tore his jeans.

She was dead, her lifeless body folded over an expanding puddle of blood
that soaked into the dirt like a sponge; Peter saw the tiny motionless fingers of a
child from underneath the woman’s body. Peter was:

Breathing.

Breathing.



He thought about his brother, Thomas, and started to shake uncontrollably.

The fire under the convertible smelled like burned coffee. Peter was scared, but
not as scared as Avery—who hit redial for the fourth time, only this time someone

answered. “Sherriff’s department, this is Sharon.”

From the stoop of his porch, Bill called out for Peter. When that didn’t work, he
went inside, took a beer from the fridge and said to Peter’s mother: you make ugly

kids.

When John got the call, he switched on the siren. He asked Sharon to get a hold of
the boys at the firehouse; said to have Bradley call him on his cell.

He sped past Jim and Darrell who were still sitting on the curb. On the
main road, everyone pulled off to the shoulder when they heard the screaming
patrol car—everyone, except Marcy. She drove a large car, was eighty-three and

deaf.

Daniel didn’t know what happened and it was several minutes before he was
aware of being under the car, lying in glass. He felt something let go in his back
after he asked the other driver if there really was a God. Even though it’s what he

meant, his words were: “Where’s my daughter?”




There were sirens in the distance. Red was on his way back when Sadie asked,
“Do you think they are okay?”

“Are who okay?” he asked.

“Are you okay?”

“Hush, girl.” he said while standing in the field with an empty dog leash

dangling from his wrist. He was there the whole time.

Randal’s limp body was splayed cockeyed across his crumpled hood. He tongued
where a tooth used to be; blood filled his mouth. He spat. “What do you mean?”
he asked, but instead it sounded like: wud-yamee. Because he breathed through
his mouth, he left the question mark off the end.

“My daughter,” said no one he could see, “where is she?”

Randal couldn’t move to look at the desperation. He thought the flesh was

falling off his chin, or he was missing a finger; everything was a jumble.

From the convertible, the radio played this:
I've come far
From the life I've strayed in
I've got scars
From those dives ['ve played in
Now I'm home

And I'm weary




Randal was staring into the blaze of the afternoon directly above him. It was as

though the clouds were brushstrokes on a canvas of yellow, orange, and red.

Everything hurt. Daniel only saw shadow, under the wreck of his car; he tried to
move his arm, but it only scraped against the loose glass and pavement. “Sara?”
He could see she wasn’t moving.

He couldn’t see Charlotte lying motionless underneath her. Instead of

trying to move further, he muttered, “Oh God.”

Debbie left a message that said, “Hello Sara and Daniel, 1 hope your day is good

for you. Sara, would you call me back so we can plan Saturday for Charlotte?”

Daniel knew he was going to die. He thought about riding a bicycle down a long,

gravel drive the first time without the training wheels.

Lying on the hood of his car, Randal thought about a lot of things: making out
with Brooke under the park pavilion in the rain, stealing a candy-bar from
Wilson’s Food & Drug and getting caught, never telling Lisa he was sorry—or
never meaning it.

Instead, he just sort of lay there, motionless, staring upward with the
afternoon light on his face. Randal felt water in the corner of his eyes, he blinked
and everything went sort of blurry except for the sun. He kept staring into sky

until it brightened everything.



By the time John arrived, it was already too late.

Daniel thought more about God than he had since he was boy. He only went to
church when Sara asked him to come. Maybe he was sorry for that, maybe he
wasn’t.

Somewhere in the wreck, his cell phone played a familiar noise: rweedle-
deet-dee-lee. Someone had left a message. Daniel coughed in the blood-soaked
dust, which got into his nose until he choked.

He heard sirens and thought the sun was going down because it was

getting darker.

“Can you hear me? Can you hear me? Do you think you can you move?”

Dandelions 1in the wind.
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