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Notfeom t he Editor

Welcome to Issue 7 ofWild Roof Journal ! Inevitably, as the previous
six issues have been released over the past year, there are certain themes
that emerge to complement the cycle of the seasons. Whether it is
through a direct engagement with themes such as rebirth, renewal, and
growthorthrough a more suggestive use of |
difficult not to read some of the pieces contained in this issue in the
context of the seasonal shift into early spring. Perhaps this is a bit ofan
anticipatory reading on my part, as many of the pieces included in this
issue were submitted in the depths of winter; however, they emerge now
in published form on the cusp of the vernal days that lay ahead.
Given this context, the artwork selected for the cover of this issue was
quite aremarkablefit.lti s ti tl ed fABeauty Persist
Ul evicus. Of course, the connection
of the oniond in my analysis here, w
introduction t o the issue. Thereis such a richness and depth to the
selection of visual art, poetry, and prose that is included, and | will pass
the remainder of the analytical possibilities to you, the reader, as you
spend some time with the issue.
In addition, a new roundtable discussion is released as a complement
to the issue. You canlisten in here. Roundtable regular Chris Vogt and |
are joined by Anna Schechter and Phoebe Phelps, who & both integral
members of the WRJ submission review team. In this discussion, we
focus in on some favorites from the recent January issue and give some
of our thoughts about what makes these pieces so appealing.
Speaking of the previous issue, | have ado released an interview with
one of the artists featured in the January issue, Ashley Pryor Geiger. |
encourage you tocheck it out, especially if you have an interest in digital
art, photography, or philosophy, which all intersectin As hl ey é6s wor
As for the art and writing contained in this issue, | hope you find it
entertaining, engaging,and inspirational!

Aaron Lelito T Founder and editor in chief


https://wildroofjournal.com/podcast/#roundtable_march2021
https://wildroofjournal.com/podcast/#interview_feb2021




Audio Feature: Wild Roof Roundtable

Click here to listen

Allw orks discussed appear inIssue 6 of  Wild Roof Journal
Micaela Edelson, Fafien Firs 0

Olivia Lee Stogner, Th&@ Woodsl nsi de o

Victoria Hattersley, Thie Gol df i sho

Scout Roux, Th& Sandwich that Luck Boughto

Andrew Martin , | lilke the thought of being a lighthouse keepero


https://wildroofjournal.com/podcast/#roundtable_march2021

Stella Reed

Myth from the field where the fox runs with its tail on fire

When | say run, | mean outrun
your existence, the tongue of the holy
hot on your heels. | say fox

I mean fourteen and nowhere

to go. Tender grapes, a vineyard,
flames sputtering with each footstep.

| mean fourteen and no one anywhere

tender as the grapes. Bad circumstances
bottled and relief like curling vines,

the earth soft, falling away

with each footstep. | say fox

but vixen is what they said,

the tods, the reynards. Who gave her
the torch anyway? Skulk of foxes

in their bad circumstances.

Follow the tail. This is a myth
| say and mean this field
could be anywhere

you fight fire with fire.
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Colette Tennant

She was Braided Ivy

Butherei s what 1 6édm trying to tel

Not at first T at first she sent out green feelers

that inched their way through hedgerow shadows,
bashful of too much shine.

Eventually, she fell in love

with the number three 1

P 1 u tthoeé moons, for instance,

or the three fingers visible when you hold a pen just right,
the three pipes her father loved,

even Cerberus.

She understood the folly of his three thirsty tongues.
So one day she gathered herself into strands of ivyi
turned her long thoughts into beautiful comp lications

intertwined so tight no one could take apart the twisted threads.

My New Clock

is the lilac out back.
Its leaves clutch at time
the best they can.

They remind me of the way my
needles clicked doilies into being
out of almost nothing but slender thread.

They looked like little nets trying to catch the
minutes and hours and days that flitted
like the hummingbird | see

whose visits to the lilac are

faithful as minute hands,

the quick-circle wings of it,

while small angels in the branches

11
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wait in its green complications
to catch what slips through.

Hands Theater Mane Hovhannisyan
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White Dream
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Mane Hovhannisyan
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In-between Mane Hovhannisyan
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J. M. Eisenbrey
When a Bee Bounced Off the Window | Asked

Is the practice of joy
forgetting

or is it remembering what
we are

less bound by postal code
than by the purpose beyond purpose

Today, l etds not accumul ate comforts
for a cell

when the need is for the soul of another

to pierce the distance

We can cite the evidence

for dismay

in cacophony

in infection

or species lost

and can count ourselves culpable

How much plenty accrues
before the flood erodes each priceless breath
our mindful moments tainted by cringing

And the skulking sense of futility

ités a dodge

We are born to suffer the poisonous

and to get our pleasure where we can
within the resistance

our broken sofas aflame atop the barricade

But donot
Just for today

Grow lettuce, a maple tree, random acts
of art

16



smile and wave

make some repair

reverse the invasion in any small way
sing

shake that thing

place your shining grain upon the scale

17



Lara Veleda Vesta

Fire Ecology: Enduring Somatic Threat and a Theory of
Infinit e Loss

AiFor people who are chronically
permanent and therefore difficult to resolve. Because these losses

are unending, theyo6re kSoaaWwvorkas i
Today
ALi fe wild.l return t o rbungiareareadyr e a

crawling around in the ashes of the fire, laying the foundation for

soil that will support the plants that will — constitute the early stage of
the fofrgantwdshérAemd ash is natureds
disease and insects arereduced or eliminated by burns. Mineral soil

is the compost that Douglas fir

treesd orulsin aaf8ill \Weailéeewifdife habitat expert

Six Weeks Before

The face in the waterfall is clear.

| stand at the base of WahclellaFalls, one of the most powerful in the
Columbia Gorge, my feet to basalt 15 million years old, a memory of time
before humans, the Miocene era of
offering, an object of great value to me, tossed into the poolof the falls. In
my bones is a memory of this, gold
hoard. My partner snapped the photo without my knowing, and there an
image, a face emerging from the water.

| am an animist because it makes life more interesting. Animism
holds the simultaneous: that things can be real and not real at the same
time. We dondét really know much at
of evolution, the function of ecosystems both within and without our
bodies. Believing in consciousnes and reciprocd relationship has
supported me in the not knowing, for mystery is inherent in any student
of magic and myth.

In graduate school my research interests included the myths of
Northern Europe, how mythic consciousness teaches us new ways of
viewing time. These models have disappeared from most dominant
systems of thought, but they exist still (in the complex of spiral eternity
that is myth itself) in indigenous spiritualities. As a person of European
descent, the indigenous spirituality of my fo rebearers (Celtic, Slavic,
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Nordic, Germanic) is largely fragmented, and | am separated by oceans
and hundreds of years from earth-based ancestral homé. So | choose to
live where | live, to learn about these traditional lands of the
i Mul t no ma h et, Ckhekamad,Cowiitz bands of Chinook, Tualatin,
Kalapuya, Molalla and many other Tribes who made their homes along
the Columbia River.o0 Here | weave fa
severed threads.
When | pray to the waterfall spirit my own thread s are severed|ife
fragmented by a diagnosis as mysterious as myth, as improbable as
animism in a capitalist culture. Myalgic Encephalomyelitis. Chronic
Fatigue Syndrome. Six months ago my health collapsed after a semester
of teaching. | had been in decline for years hut rationalized my ailments
as stress related divorce, long distance parenting, a child abandoned by
a parent, a child on the autism spectrum, homeschooling, moving,
financi al instability, professional
not return to complete my doctorate, spent weeks, then months, in bed.
As the weather improved in the spring so did my health, enough that |
could walk to the waterfall, enough that | could pray. But in chronic,
cyclic iliness, respite is temporary and improvement is only half the
norm.

Four Weeks Before

The trail is shaded by dripping moss and the fertile, loamy smell of
needled dirt drifts up, balsam. Even in these ideal conditionsd seventy
degrees in Eagle Creek Canyon, good sleep, a respite from symptomthis

week asthe airis sunnyanddrydl am not feeling wel/
understand this illness, not yet. | keep trying to do these things | have
al ways done easily, |l i ke take my thr

less than a mile in and the sheer drop diff, the narrow trail 120 feet up
with cable lines for security, is prohibitive. We will never see Punch Bowl
Falls, Loowit Falls, the High Bridge unburned. On the way back to the car
| drift into trance, children far ahead. In another photo from this tim e,
air gold, backdrop green, | levitate in a pool of sun a foot above the
ground.

One month later, a child the same age as my daughter, in that same
stretch of hike, lobs a smoke bomb into the tinder woods. The canyon
explodes in flame, the gart of a burn that will last two months, charring
50,000 acres.

One year later, my ME/CFS has cycled from moderate to severe.

1|jist.com/featured/acknowledging -native-land
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I spend my days i n arisedvihout shakiegjrumr o o m

fevers daily, have symptoms resembling the worst, most endless flu. |
wait until my family is at home before bathing for fear of falling,
drowning. | lie on my side, my pillow constantly wet with tears. | make a
video, which | later delete.

fils this a |ife?20 | sob into the

AThis ie?nbtmast ithe dyi ng. Thi s

Within days | will receive a phone call from the specialist at Stanford,
confirming that my brain is on fire, my body inflamed, my i mmune
system unable to function in the midst of so much internal heat. My body
is working, inefficiently, to suppress the fires that smolder at the edges of
my consciousness.

In that moon the fires swept through my body. | became charred
earth.

Rainfall

Here in the Pacific Northwest the rains & persistent, continual 8 come
in November. In N ovember of 2017 the rains extinguished the Gorge fire.
For the next year hotspots would crop up, fire deep in a root ball or soil
duff preserved over winter to emerge in the new light of spring.

In November of 2018 | finally learned what was making me so ill:
viruses, five at least, smoldering low grade in my body, jacking up levels

of an inflammatory protein dC4a, one most doctors

test ford to thre e times what they should be. | began a course of
treatment both conventional and naturopathic and within two days | was
able to walk without assistance.

Now, two years later, in spite of some flare ups and the persistent
threat of a viral pandemic, my health is stable. But | walk the world
changed, trail not recognizable, a new self, or maybe a cglic self. Self
dead and reborn.

Cycles

In all myth there are cycles. In the myths of my Norwegian ancestors,
shared with me by my grandfather, Sigurd, the end of the world is the
beginning of the world. At Ragnarok all is devastated, the sun turns dark,
the earth is submerged, fire giants emerge from Muspelheim and steam
fills the air, even gods are doomed to die. But in the Eddic poem Vo6luspa,
Ragnarok representsa necessary ending. After the death, a rebirth. Some
gods survive, along with two humans, Ask and Embla (tree names, Ash
and Elm), the fields sprout without needing to be sown, and the gold
game pieces of the gods are retrieved from grass newly green.

20
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In his work Sacred and Profane, Mircea Eliade introduced the idea
of Eternal Return, that thr ough a mythic/religious consciousness, certain
acts could bring us into relationship with divine cycles through symbolic
action and ritual.

i One e s s en tebeweendhedetwe qualities of (profane and
sacred) time strikes us immediately: by its very nature sacred time is
reversible in the sense that, properly speaking, it is a primordial
mythical time made present . 20

Profane time is time without meaning, w hereas mythic time is time
made meaningful. In a culture so firmly subscribed to the model of
profane, linear time, any thing or person existing outside this model is an
aberration, monstrous. For exampl e,
want to work, but because my cyclic illness precludes a linear progression
through an academic year. Reasonabé accommodation for disability
doesnét allow absence, and | candt w
need a week of rest or year to heal.

Written in my journal when | was deeply ill:

Al thought that when you became si
thought there were doctors, systems, people who could hold your hand,

offer education, support. | thought there was a financial safety net, social
security disability, au tomatically enacted. Instead | have existed for years
without a doctor who knows anything about my iliness, therefore | have

no ability to access services, or disability insurance. | have flatlined in a

culture of independent expectation and no one seems b notice. No one
seems to care. o

In profane, linear, socially acceptable time my experience iswithout
meaning. It becomes what the Journal of Social Work calls a litany of
Ainfinite loss.0 There is no end to
profession, ability both physical and mental, friends, connections,
possibility, security, opportunitie s, belief, trust, hope. People with
chronic illness candét properly griev
they perpetuate, become an inescapable story of entéss death. The
losses stack and threaten, for with a self so firmly dissolved and no
support in sight, is this a life?

People with Myalgic Encephalomyelitis are six times more likely than
the general population to kill themselves. We have an illness thatis not
just widely misunderstood by the medical community, but actively

2 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (1959:
CourseWorks Columbia University), chap. 1,
www.columbia.edu/itc/religion/f2001/edit/docs/Eliadel.html
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maligned, dismissed and disbelieved. Without experts, like medical
doctors, who can advocate for us in the twisted system of disability
insurance and resources, many of us go wittout financial support or
services. |1 06ve had doctors makeldme w
| had depression instead of an incurable chronic illness and an
adjustment disorder instead of medical PTSD, and most recently | was
told by the determination arm of Social Security that | could return to
work full time as a university professor because my illness was not
considered severe enough to warrant benefits.

There is nho way to prove severity with ME/CFS, no tests to confirm
physical abilities, and to the outside world, | look fine. My specialist at
Stanford, the only MD who will treat me,isover whel med and wo
compl ete any patientds Residual Func
care physician is a FNP and candét sp
limi ts it imposes on my physical and cognitive abilities. If | exceed those
limits, | am at risk f or relapse.

There is an emotion attached to this equation. In linear time, some
may call it hopelessness. In linear time, | call it despair.

But in mythic time, obstacles are opportunities, and losses are

offerings to the sacred, to the potentiate of a unique and potent whole.

lliness as a Rite of Passage

Last year my family and | returned to Wahclella Falls. | carried an
Oregon sunstone in my mouth for the hike, a gift infused with words |
canb6t yet speak.

The trail was different. Rock and slip, ash and dust, what was once a
partial loop is now an out and back. The forest burned in pastiche, a quilt
of char, some trees down and dead, some elder firs blackened but still
alive. And everywhere in the woods, a wealth of green, herbaceous stands

of mugwortand queen Anned s | ace r e mesebdedfrendtwa nd
years ago, alive. On the path, a yellow woolly bear, nibbling its way to
chrysalis.
In the canyon | stood again on the ancient stone to commune with
the spirits.
AYou are still hehimg! 6 | wave, hand

AOfurcwe we are. o0 The water rushes,
roaring laugh.

The canyon walls drip vines the same as before, there is no easy path
to the waterfall pool. | tiptoe over flotsam and throw in the sunstone.
Behind me, my partner takes a photo.

In the waterfall, eyes emerge.

22



In mythic time, we make meaning from essential devastations, we
see the cycles of death and birth as necessary, we move from linear,
infinite losses into regenerative growth.

In a mythic life, the cycles of trial and loss become initiatory,
patterned after ancient stories, after the natural world, where fire is not
enemy but ally, where death nourishes new growth.

We are a part of nature, not apart. My ecological systems, immune,
respiratory, cardiovascular, digestive, are dependent on an infinitude of
mysterious processes and beings, connected to a greater story of
waterfall, fire, ash and tree. We acknowledge each other, this knowing
that is more than I, this truth greater than any contemporary, human
awareness.Through the eyes of natural cycles we learn to surrender; with
meaning we grow.

In the past years | have begun a journey through the nonlinear, to
seeing my illness and its subsequent losses as a death transition, a rite of
passage with initiatory power. | n death transitions we move out of the
known and into the liminal, the underworld, where the work of
transformation can occur. Storyteller Martin Shaw says that in order for
an initiatory process to be mythic, effective, something has to die in the
underworld, an offering to the goddess of death, the dark mother in
Joseph Campbell s herobds journey cyc
an offering, and in every myth cycle, a bastion of return.

On return the world is changed. There is absence. And fertility. There
is transformation. And new growth.

Good Ecological Fire

fi Ea s i ithyrds brmore of the Gorge fire is really good ecological
fige. O

In a world of profane time, we run from death. In a capitalist culture,
profiting from fear of death is the norm. Transition s that lead us close to
deathd the controlled burn of messy, physical transformations like
birthing, illness, old age, and the decline to death itselfd are hidden from
view. Sanitized, unseen, relegated to the underworld, never to emerge.

Denial of death is a kind of fire suppression in the soul of a culture.
Looking to the mythologies points the way toward a potential embrace of
passage, fire, flood, cataclysm, through ritual. When meaning is made
from deaths, an alliance begins. We returnto a source on the loom, a
warp and woof ever woven: in cyclic time, in natural time, in mythic
space, we gain perspective, we ranember.

3 iafi.org/the -columbia-river-gorge-eagle-creek-fire -ruin -or-renewal
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Denial of death and the attendant fear of anything resembling it puts
us on the run. We tamp down flares in the wilderness of our collective
consciousness, the tinder builds, with the potential for great destruction.

Do you see where | am headed? Capitalism, rampant consumerism,
climate change, all invaded with a persistent, insidious and helpless fear
of what is, in fact, anatural part of life.

Most of us in the US will die from some form of chronic illness. Could
that be why invisible disabilities are themselves so unpalatable, so easy to
disbelieve? By denying illness, we deny our own fates. The threat,
extinguished. For atime.

For those of us living with chronic illness we live with what
psychologists are just beginning to understand as Enduring Somatic
Threat. Much like our grief, which cannot be quantified because it has no
end, this threat also is persistent. This is the root of my trauma,
embedded deep in my body. That every time | become sick, it is an
ember, ready to strike the fire of my immune system again. Ignition can
happen at any time, for any reason. Already in this past year of relative
health | have experienced symptomatic relapses due to viruses, bacterial
infections, environmental toxins and stress. | have wakened with the old
ache in head, joints and eyes. | fear starting anythingd a job, a projectd as
| know it is likely 1 will be unable to complete it due to necessary
vigilance around my health. The vigilance is exhausting.

Or is it? In the model of mythic t
cycle? We know from Campbell 6s wor k
rites of passage at one time. Wha if the se periodic relapses are somehow
essential to my growth, to the new green emerging from my soil, to the
habitat in me, so specific, so rare?

What if relapse is, in fact, good ecological fire?

Ancestors

féresearchers specul allioryearhagdavinab r e
infection in a primitive mammal uploaded a gene that helped the
pl acent& evolve. 0

My illness was caused by viruses.

Viruses evolved billions of years ago. In my meditations and rituals, |
have found it useful to see viruses not asadversaries, but as ancestors.

There is a collaborative nature to the ancient myths, a nonbinary
complexity of relationship. The goddess Gullveig appears in the Voluspa
as a victim, kidnapped by a warring faction of gods, burned three times

4 cosmosmagazine.com/biology/what -came-first -cells-or-viruses
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and stabbed with spears. But she emerges powerful, a survivor, infused
with gifts, a healer, a teacher. She brings a magic into the world that is
later shared with the same gods that harmed her. Soon the pantheon is
interwoven by marriage and shared parentage,the old wrongs forgiven in
the service of community growth. In these myths the world is
challenging; the natural powers, often embodied as giants, are wild and
unpredictable. Yet they are not demonized; their roles are essential to a
wholeness, which bendits everyone.

Wholeness. The etymological root of the word healing isheal,
meaning whole. In an integrative mythos, all parts are essential to the
collective.

In the mythic, we are whole. However the pain, however the infinite
losses and enduring threats, the reality is that beneath the scorched earth
of our death transitions, another cycle has already begun.

Even now in the burned-out vistas of the west, just weeks after fire,
seeds sprout in soil rich with ash.

25



Reilly Cook

The Message i n Silence

The sil ent and beautiful

flows forth in its own knowing
exactly what it has done to me.

It has made me vain;

every day | walk outside

and do not bother to thank the river
with a kiss.

My face hugs thestrong Wind

as it journeys to and from the water;
again, | refrain from asking it

to thank the river for me,

for being there through it all.

For this | am ashamed.

When will this place feel foreign again?

When will | feel regret that this place

is no longer my home?

Will the excitement in newness return yet againd
can | return to that ignorance?

| hope that once | set sall

| remember to embrace the Wind
who pushes me forth.

26
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Softly, Moving Toward Winter
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Judy Bales
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Edge of Winter, Looking Eastward
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Judy Bales
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Jasmine Khaliq
Invierno |

what is there to say / | washed my hair in the kitchen sink all december /
fished it halved from the disposal and told myself / jagged suited my face
more / | orphaned groceries on the porch for weeks / bundles of brown

cloth stork -dropped / rancid / and a Il | have to say / | could never bring
them i n. / there are things that ca
buried rubberneck to regard me. shriveled / bushels of jasmine left belly

up / hair fanned out long for spiderwebs / gossamer highlights fruit fl y
barrettes / and all | wanted a cracked window / you open / buds with your

nail / you have to see the weeping / your voice / a bark, adreamd | dton 6
understand the things you say to me. room of mountains. you interpret

this as you please. | see the deemi the woods; it means nothing to me.
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Karen Lethlean
Catch and Release

The first ti me | hagedem ntoiethanhtwelvecao ul dn
little ferret of a kid, sharp and quick. Caleb Johnson, haloed in the eager
light of a hunter -gatherer, was first to talk to me on the wharf that
afternoon.

Aiwhat kind of rod is that, Mi ster?

A0l d oneautsocomantyi,c caster. 0

iAiAntdhat fl oat, never seen one |ike

iltds a bubble, used to use it for
bite, it goes under and then | just put pressure on, not too sharp. Here we
go. 0

Onto estuary edge grass came an undersized Bream, notte  f i r st |
hooked today. Caleb reached out with skinny, scabby arms to grab our
extracted aquatic life.

AWait a minute, lad, |l et the flipp
hand down fishing line and firmly hold the thing around its belly o that
wayitcanbt spike you. Not everything o
us. o

He watched eagerly while | disengaged a tiny hook, but then frowned
as | went to toss my fi shvrioangk? ilntdos
undersize and has to go back. o

AYes, ilt Ksnosmal | but can you put i
shock when theybére dropped or tossed

ASur e, I can do that. o

We squatted and watched textured, scaled silved so evident on
grassd dull to a mercury-like grey; tiny fish creature gasped a fewtimes
and orientated itself again into liquid surrounds. Promptly disappeared
into depths, maybe to grow and present a meatsized catch after holiday
crowds were packed up and gone.

AWant to try?2?0o

AOa | ?20

Caleb rode a bike with a bashedabout seatthatwas n 6t at t he
angle, with a dirty semi-rusted chain but swanky wheels. | wondered if he
nicked them from somewhere.

Reminded myself | should stop being so judgemental, that all kids
ar e n 0 ntotheocore. dust like all old men fishing near summer
holiday caravan parks arendédt paedoph
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AHow | ong you down here for?0

AfCouple of weeks; my dad tries to
year, says itds cleansing. o

AHeds rightg sgpemd spdhaccoel thol i days.

AYou |Iive here?o

iYes , haclupthahilsused to be more fun when my wife was
alive, but sheds been gone for a few

AMy mumdésddemdatobpdent, or so dad

Before Caleb could give any details, my bubble vatished, and we
repeated the same catch and release.
Betrt to be getting bites, even if
Yer, this is fun.o
You never been fishing before?o
Dad has heaps of times. 0

As typical a small crowd gathered and | was reminded that fishing,
particularly someone with different gear or having ca ught something,
could quickly become a centre of attention. People were gathering like
ancients coming together to celebrat
type of rod, significance of the bubble, my catch. Whole time Caleb
beamed and lapped up attention. Smiled with emerging celebrity status
associated with his success, as if some cultural secrets will magically
appear.

| noticed a beer-gutted, large man looming, stubby holder-cloaked
bottle in hand. Leer of ownership evident as he rested a gaze on Caleb,
and up to me. A changed expression captured pure disdain. As Caleb
noticed our inspection he jumped on his bike and vanished.

Skinny arms sticking out of oversized, in need of wash, tshirt. Hai r
dishevelled, poorly trimmed, worse than a beach holiday look from too
much salt water. Caleb fronted up every day for a whole fortnight, and |
have to tell you | looked forward to his arrival during the next long
holiday season, after his dad promisedthe y 6d r et ur n. Kid w
and great company. Sort of grandson | always wished for, probably even
nicer, due to a lack of family obligation. Caleb kept me company because
he wanted.

One year he tapped me on the shoulder while | read newspapers,
struggling with crossword clues. Snuck up outside our village post dfice

1 e ) S ) Jien 1

shop. | noticed hedd been caught in
have gained spider arms and legs since the last time | saw him.
AYou still got that rod and bubbl e
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Once as | wandered back up to my shack through crowded Lakeside
Caravan Park, population swollen with holiday makers again, must have
been four years later when | spied a dreadful exchange.

Caleb is dragged off his bike, lots of shouting, and a kingsized whack
across the poor kidds ear do€shéb ¢ece
puts boots in for a few kicks. I 6m t
His tiny frame spreadeagle as if a longdead carcass of seagupicked-
over fish body.CalebGovererdoanytking m&rginally n

close to warrantinganys ort of admoni shment, at |
with me.

iwhat are you |l ooking at, you old
touch up little boys? Thatés right b

My hand hovered over the phone, not too difficult to find a number .
Right in the first page of telephone directories, under abuse and assault,
but then | thought about potential conversations | might have. So, you
are? And how do you know the boy? You spend time fishing with him,
you talk to the kyoddo?Whathossibler e, t hat o
connections and links could | make? Only detail | know is a surname,
Johnson...too common. Stays in Lakeside Caravan Park, so do numerous
families. | need more information, like where they normally live and
where is his mum?
i Wh a pppefedto your face?0
ASlipped and fell of f me bike. 0
ANo you didnét. Your Dad did this,
Caleb clammed up, just stared out into tiny swells, mini jostled
waves, tossed up by a noreasterly. Early breeze today, bringing the
promise of a thunderstorm. Then he turned tear-brimming eyes to me, so
much spilling out | can barely stop my own eyes from watering.

Al think it is great how when we ¢
back, dondt you?o

AYoudre 16 now arendt you?o

AYer, why?o

Al thinkavglomeicfan tlées not safe to re
at ocean, as i f somehow itds sending
No way | can read secrets the boy appears to understand.

AThen where would | go?b90

ACome down here, | have plenty of

i Gee,how woul d | afford bus fare on

ACoul dndt you get a paper run; del
your bike, some odd jobs and save up

34



ANi ce ideas, Dennis, but there jus
kidlikeme.Ever yone al ways thinks |1 d&dm goi ng¢
want money to buy smokes. 0

Now | &m hopelessly staring at my h

ALook | know Dadés | i ke he is, but
somet hing that will get odflkemsmalifisbo r ea
taking bait, getting pulled in and t
in if some giant Marlin or Shark too

Winter Into Spring Owen Brown
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Jessica Manack
Preparations

They say it's gonna be a big one,| gasp

at Neil on the long trudge up the hill to my place,
sherpa, burdened with toilet roll and cereal.

Neil sits on his porch with a Yuengling, the bottle
the only thing green as far as the eye can see.

Yep. Neil answers back, almost allthere is to say.
Stocked up. Liquid bread, he laughs,

raising it in salute. It is not until then

that | wonder if all the things | have done to prepare
were the wrong things,

all the sustenance | hoarded the wrong sustenance.
| wonder if, on the second or third day,

hair matting, the cold suppressing my scent,

| will feel up to wandering out to scavenge,

wonder what | will bring myself to do to acquire
what other people smartly thought to procure,
Wielding a shovel, chipping a path through the ice.
And will it be worth it, that taste of tart wheat,
sharp and sweet on the tongue?
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Cecilia Stancell

Saint Martindéds Cross

Where is Saint Mar ti
Where are the animals? The veal calves?

|l 6ve run the I ength

And found nothing to sustai n me,
Not even the forlorn or tragic.

Only the old, indifferent
Air of the mound -dwellers
Moves with any purpose.

More than once, amidst devastation,
Sorrow found us side by side,
And may yet agan, | know,

Permeating time, as it does,
Like mycelium beneath soil as still and
Black as the space between stars.

| forgot that such stililness may cover
These long threads of loss knotted
Tightly with roots of joy and wonder,

But here they are.
White gannet that now streaks upwards
Like a comet from the dark sea

Nor the black sails climbing the
Far side of the horizon, piercing the thin

Dividing line that keeps the sea from the sky.
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Below the Rapids Bonnie Matthews Brock
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Thank you to our sponsor for Issue 7

Available for pre  -order from Finishing Line Press

———

PLEASE PLANT THIS BOOK
COAST TO COAST

A Memoir by Susan Kay Anderson

olitics, although we had many

o :
Mist. His energy was appalling
I] s

€re, talking incess@nt]y

an ;
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Please Plant This Book Coast to Coast

Susan Kay Anderson

In H\iisistartling and fascinatinggook, S;a;l Kay Anderson takes the reader on a journey from
California to Oaxaca to Hawaii, through the life and words of Virginia Brautigan Aste—married to
Richard Brautigan for a decade—in a series of interviews that reveal Ms. Aste’s courage, creativity
and sheer survival instinct. With original Linoleum cut prints by the author and photographs that
bring Ms. Aste to life, this book "takes you to places you've never been before." As Ms. Aste says,
"Everyone wants to feel they had something to add to human consciousness." In Please Plant
This Book Coast to Coast, Susan Kay Anderson does just that.

—Erica Bodwell, author of Crown of Wild
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Alice B . Fogel

Om

maybe the mystic by prayer goes where
the painter goes by paint and blackness
goes by shades maybe it’s discretionary
how we render our personal tabernacles
the dubious by its lights and not by reason
fears another’s hesitation and the greyed
submerged is envious of flames we lift off
where the brush touched down
where is your edge what else burns
in the sanctuaries of darkened rooms and what is
that pregnant silence maybe another thought
not yet mortal nor yet ambiguous soon

into the material will be born
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Logos

what could you mean

by avalanche by moss or mildew by window

our thoughts weep through

so many frames to a vanishing we'll fall in love
and falling reconcile
everything ravishing with a replica of gestures

the form the body makes as it divides

the sky a line a sine wave a flaw

repeated in the architecture of recovery
why you mean it’s all in your mind
well o) everything
and nothing is priceless crisis
of yearning pure dirt
glazed with weightless trespass all the returning
innocence and endless  depths of glass

41




Author 6 s n ®he poems published here are part of aseries titled
Nothing But: A Series of Indirect Considerations on Art &
Consciousness Eachis anindirect consideration of a single work of
contemporary abstract expressionist art and a meditation upon the
disruption that happens to our consciousness or cognition when we are
confronted by the nonrepresentational.

fiOmao Justin R. Lytle: A Lo @mium@g,| t ered photograpt
sculpture (shown below). www.justinrlytle.com

flLogoso. Peter Wegner: AMi ner al Logic |I|.Viewadb mi c
peterwegner.com/detail.asp?id=570.
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M. A. H. Hinton
Unkempt

you lay the words down
like a mason would stones
for the wall of a small cathedral

no
not a cathedral

a small gatehouse then

at the edge of a little frontier town
where a road comes outof a forest
and up and over an old wooden bridge

again
no

how about this

a small garden

where stones are set randomly
as aborder between wild roses
and an unkempt yard

yes
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Sam Schramski

Direct to Somewhere

R o g o ©mat your typical stopping point on a European rail
system. Especially in the twilight period of December, when the
festiveness of Christmas is nigh but melancholy begins to sink in
alignment with the setting sun. It is, like numerous nondescript train
stations in Eastern Europe, in the middle of a railyard -cum-industrial
quarter-cum-city park. Passengers are only likely to stay long enough to
look up from Sudoku or texting, unless of course they must disembark.

But disembark | do, the dankness and typical pallor of Poland in the
winter unabated. Indeed, my fondness would grow disproportionate to
any gratifying results. My connection to a not-so-distant ancestry would
remain as tenuous as the sunds rays.
anyone who spits in a vial and squirrels it away in a FedEx envelope.

#

When the entire human genome was revealed in 2001 (completely,
two years later), it was declared one of the singular achievements in the
history of science. Some members of the scientific conmunity adjured
that it was as significant as the achievements of Watson and Crick, the
discoverers of DNA, or at least more important than putting a man on the
moon. Headlines flooded the pages and grainy web pages, such ashe

Daily Telegraph , which breathlesslyr e por t ed, AAl I human
This picture marks a milestone in ma
good or evil .o

But superlatives only started to wrap their double strands around the
public once new technologies surfaced, managing to transhte, simplify,
and economize formerly expensive and bulky exams designed for
individuals with rare diseases (or who somehow possessed severfigure
salaries and trust funds to spend down). The explosion in personal
genomic testing, often known as DTC (direct-to-consumer), has not only
charted the rise of accessible genetic science but has evolved into the
most dHddatvand means of measurifiugg oneod
cyclotrons of the world, there are even exams specialized for paternity,
diet, and improvin g athletic performance. In a curious and perhaps
insidious example, there are even infidelity exams, which have a wide
following and sport names | i ke fAShe
Even marginal civil libertarians are wary of these options.

44



Like any classic tech parable, the boundless enthusiasm early
promoters in medicine and genealogy felt about DTC has turned
dystopian. This is clearest in the health and medical fields. The same
sentiments that led those working on the Human Genome Project to
declare their work an unparalleled accomplishment now find themselves
plagued by partially informed consumers (or patients) often hell -bent on
proving a personal agenda, informed only by a sampled of a variantd in a
patientds genome.nlybreallthdoarremmetrdds not o
utilized by top DTC services samplebased, but the outputted raw data is
as well. They represent a minute fragment of genetic material. While
Al exander Pope taught wus that a Al it
never fathomed a situation where physicians, anthropologists, and
lawyersd not to mention the hoi polloi dwoul d be at each ot
collective throats over alleles.

As Andelka Phillips, a scholar who studies the legal and ethical
implications of DTC, explains: even many of the more reputable firms
consumers use& 23andme for medical testing, Ancestry.com for lineage,
as examples of the top two businesgsin their respective fieldsd have
terms of use that are inequitable, to speak the least of it.

AThe pr i v augndinglDaGus paltyrcompared to what exists
for consumers even in other technologies. Regulation has not come up to
speed as it has with other technolog
for these data to be used or sold without the consumer ever redly being
aware of it.o

Buyers could, and may well now, include insurance companies or
government agencie® entities who, while not prima facie willing to use
genetic results for nefarious aims, might be more than willing if given an
opportunity. There is already a cottage industry of cases in which
individuals have submitted genetic data, only to then be haunted by their
imprudence.

AiDepending on the goodwill of comp
has not turned out well for those allowing their genetic info rmation to be
harvested, o Phillips notes, fand the

be significantly different now even
This premise stands for the most reputable firms. For those services,

both the actual scientific pr ecision of the results, as well as the fate of

onebds digital DNA, is unknown at bes

possible to sign away your personal information in a way in which

neither the Federal Trade Commission nor the Federal Drug

Administration can provide recourse or any official grievance at all.

There simply isndt a regulation on t
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arguably, even in much more consumer-protective regimes like those in
the European Union, which have made strides in online and social media
privacy law that forced Big Tech to institute policy changes.

Personal information and privacy concerns may seem like a tired
concern of digital activists and civil liberty advocates, but infringements
on these very persmal matters may in fact rank secondary to the science
behind DTC testing. Consumers seem to be broken down by those who
are interested in their ancestry, congenital health risks, or some
admixture of both. Others & including those to determine a perfect
ancestral diet or the aforementioned paternity kits d form a small portion
of market share, perhaps less than 10%. Even with the most reputable
tests, the sampling necessary to bring the genetic results of your Sicilian
ancestry at a price equivalent to a pastadinn er are not insignificant.

AThe problem with DTC testing is n
Stephany TandpConnor, a genetics counselor
come to believe the results to be 100% accurate. What folks need to
understand when they look at these results is that they are an incomplete
picture. Theydre not a puzzle with a

Tandy-Connor has been on the frontlines of this debate with those
seeking to better understand their risk factors for disease. In a clinical
setting, a geneticist, for no small price, may offer a patient a full and
compl ete sequencing of a patientods g
than-desirable) traits. Even if they were to somehow choose instead to
only run a confirmatory exam on the output of a previous DTC test, that
too would require the operation of a more advanced genome sequencer.

Barring these options, DTC results come from microarrays or outputs
from biochips. Both are scans over vast arrays of minute genetic material,
which produce | ittle Achipsd or fragm
efficiently acquire and transit. But by their very efficiency, including the
cost variety, they pale in comparison to what one wields with the raw
data from a full sequence.

AThesearef @t sno doubt aboCobninbro &
a lot of the data are incomplete. Some people call it dirty. Even the raw
[uninterpreted DTC] outputs arendt n
clinical lab settingdt hat 6 s why t heyo6re Ouncl ean

Indeed, the cost of a full genome sequence ranges from $7065,000,
depending on the level of precision and insurance coverage. A similarly
complete exome exam, which measures
and peptidesd its exonsd comes in at between $400-15000. A
confirmatory test, solicited after rushing over to your nearest physician
in a diseaseinduced pique, costs roughly the same; the operation of the
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equipment and materials would be only marginally different. For the
satisfaction engendered after ruling out a propensity for a specific breast

cancer or Al zheimerds, this undertak
The question remains, though: Why would you start with a DTC kit
to begin with if youbre not troubl ed
#

In Rog o ©,my first serious interaction with a local in broken Polish
and then a more broken German-English pidgin, was with the proprietor
of our motel. He was an older gentleman, a little surprised to see my wife
and | stumble into his lobby with backpacks and the appearance of
adventurous spring breakers. When | asked him if he knew any
Schramskis (or $Sramskis or Szramski s
might, he grew ashen.

AThe only person who knows would b
the historical record s . 0

The next two days saw us trudging along muddy roads, hopelessly
scanning gravestones and speaking with the local priest. | had copies of
baptisms and marriage records in my possession dating back to the early
18th century, both fladjRogeriino @mndcit
where my great-great-grandfather was born. The father was amiable,
although terribly busy with a coterie of shawled babcie in his foyer, many
of whom likely had more pressing concerns than those of a genealogical
hobbyist. Regardless,when we did speak, he suggested | check into the

regional curiabs archives.
iwWe donét keep anything before 197
fond as the Roman Cat holic Church is

fonder still of centralizing docum ents and policy.

Even though European history was never my strength, | was
reasonably sure that 1970 did not coincide with the reign of the Prussian
Empire. Even in rustic Greater Poland, the best sleuthing was already
performed by a distant cousin in Mich igan. She had already obtained the
documents the Church kept in storage hundreds of miles away, having
beaten the cleric to the communion cup by months.

The use of DNA for determining ancestry is not new. Anthropological
genetics is a field that came of ag in the 1970s at a time when physical
anthropology (including forensics) and genetics intertwined for the first
time. After the human genome had been sequenced, calls from both the
medical community and the public & not to mention clever
entrepreneursdtouseitt o unwrap everyoneds ance
appeared within days. But the basis
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genetic makeup, whether via mDNA, Y chromosome, or single nucleotide
polymorphisms (SNPs), is wrapped up in a series of often-subjective

decisions about race and ethnicity. Ancestry.com and MyHeritage, which

are more commonly referred to as fige
anthropological these days, are premised on data held within their own
corporate coffers. Such repositories, while ample,are contingent upon

matching incoming samples to preexisting data built upon over the last

decade.

Initiatives such as the National Geographic and National HapMap
Projects have helped connect modern samples in a way that might better
provide an understanding of historical human migration not tied to
direct consumer demand, but they are also limited in their reach. While
information on the exact growth of databases of genetic information held
by DTC companies is not publicly available, keep in mind that 330,000
people utilized these services by the end of 2012. More than 8 million
people purchased these kits in 2019 alone. That is a staggering number of
our chromosomes in storage.

When [ first received an email from an outmost relative in the
steppes of theMidwest, a landscape that would have been uncannily
familiar to a 19th-century Pole, | could only assume it was from a shirt-
tail cousin who wished to chat about a shared greatgreat-grandfather. Or
perhaps it was an adoptee hoping to gain better insight into their current
existential crisis: could | provide more information about a wayward
father or uncontacted mother? Cindy was neither; just a very eager and
persistent genealogist who contacted me with documents out of the blue.
Our shared great-great-grandfather was kindle for my eventual
exploration, one which saw me traipsing around the cobblestones of a
(restored) 13th-century Catholic church in pursuit of an 18th-century
patriarch whose name at the very | ea
untrained ears.

The joy of being able to affirm a speculative claim to an imagined
ethnic identity is exhilarating. Especially when, not unlike Elizabeth
Warren, my family lore about apocryphal Native American ancestry
refused to fully materialize from my saliva.

ABtu t hatds not the experience ever:
Professor of Sociology at the University of British Columbia.

She recently caauthored a research paper based on 100 qualitative
interviews of DTC ancestry recipients in which she demonstrated that the
often-fluid notions of race and ethnicity provide multiple valences for
people to perceive their backgrounds. Theseidentities fit into a theory of
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fgenetic options, 0 which, like many
some than others.
fi Yuomay have had a good experience interpreting your results. And
t hat 68maygypeople feel this from these [DTC] testsd but they can
confirm biases that people already have, partially feed into others, or be
completely disbelieved by the person taking them. People choose
selectively how they want to be repr
Given the high rate of imprecision in DTC testing to date, the
consequences may be twofold: the information transmitted to the
recipient and the interpretation of the recipient may be incongru ent. But
itds not always as simple as you mig
hiding their black ancestry out of concerns over social desirability, or
non-white populations explicitly desirous of a single, homogenized racial
identity. In fact, intervi ewees of diverse backgrounds accepted or
discarded identities based on their specific contexts. A Latino respondent
had a test returned with Celtic ancestry, which he was less favorable
toward, but there were other Latino or black respondents who were
comfortable with their European influences.
Part of the dilemma for white respondents, Roth notes, is that they
may seekesscavht t eness after viewing
AA White respondent may seek to op
their exoticness, to be less boring. But doing so comes from a place of
privilege where now, at this moment, that is possibled as is being free of
stigma and prejudice, which would have defined a non-white person who
wasnét so able to choose freely. o
One method in doing this for whites, of course, is to focus on
ethnicity. After all, many black and Latino folks will never be able to
identify with exa ct precision from where their ancestors hailed, using
DTC or the resources of historians like Henry Louis Gates and the
producers on his Finding Your Roots series. Chattel slavery of Africans,
and slavery and political-economic control close to it over indigenous
people, not to mention the dearth of written records from either of these
populations, ensures this.
Yulia Egorova, an anthropology professor at Durham University,
touched on this in a recent commentary about the empowering wonders
of DTC ancestry,albeit in a non-American example:
A T] he very agenda of <consspecidictin
genomes has been exposed as highly problematic, as the genetic
uniqueness of any population proved to be impossible to delimit.
For instance, scientists involved in the Mexican genome diversity
project themselves asserted thatthesoc al | e & adM@rxin o me 6
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could not be either defined or separated from other populations of
the worl d. o

This is notable given that the results are from the Human Genome
Diversity Project, whose analyses are more systematic than a typical DTC
test. That and the Mexican nation-state affirms its distinctive mestizo or
Aimi xedd raci al hi s triapsyhe @opulatoviesoy t ur n
decidedly intermixed and that is the point.

#

My |l ast few remaining hours in the
t own of Ro gpenblseekingmet gravestones with some
approximation of my last name etched into the tombston e, punctuated by
browsing the regional museum with a guide whose English was confident
but still unintelligible. In the latter, | encountered references to country

cousins who found themselves in the
important historicalevent s all in one | ifeti me:
independence, WorldWar | I, Soviet occupation,

independence. Two of these longlost uncles, neither Jewish but still
threatening to the Third Reich, met their demise in concentration cam ps
for Apolitical i nsubordination, 6 as

It seems telling that genetics provided me the avenue to this smart
little historical center on the plains of Eastern Europe. | took far more
interest in it compared to the other features of my disremembered spit
kit: the disease risk we shared in common, the degree to which some of
my ancestors were from Northern and Western Europe rather than
Eastern, even their lack of statistical precision.

Those concerns were trivial. Just like any clams | have to being a
line-bred Pole.
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Amanda Hartzell
X0s

This ends with fire but first 8 backseat,
brownstones and moonlit alleys.
Clothes soakedby an early snow
coming down over unsuspecting
foothill towns. Easy to believe people
we love are set on fire

or glow despite.

Twirl through night just to be deposited
at a door, touching your new body but
still

beggingthe young ghosts under skin:
Give me a chance to tear a forest apart
with my teeth . Small animal, bright -eyed.
Soil in matted paws. Nitrogen hovers
above a warming den.

A thousand years later,

not so long, and after

the strangest

and most delicate dream

where the body belongs

to itself, wake up hungry, ember
under eachshredded claw.
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Michelle L. Mowery
Glass and Black

Weightless

is what

we become when
the darkness of
lonely turns
bright

Everything
shifts downward
Every tiny thing
moves to cover
what was

once

al | |l i feds packet s
tucked away

full of microscopic

miracles

spill into continua
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The Beauty of Trees: Watertree Iris Koffijberg
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Paul Smit
The Water Fall

A second cigarette docked perfectly into Jacksor@ chiseled mouth.
He was quite content to suck on his ashy pacifier while | rambled on
about the funeral, as we sat, strangely, in a park with slides and svings.
Neither of us were particularly close with Robert, but we were both close,
at different points in time, with his suspected killers.

fiOf course those bitches killed him!ohe suddenly interjected. fHell
hath no fury like a tall, rail -thin Asian furnitu re designer.0Jackson had
fallen out with Robert & best friendsi the suspected killersi a few
months prior.

fl agree. Something happened theweekend before he died..0

fwell?! What do you think it was? 0 he asked, his smoldering cigarette
almost connecting with a nosy child.

| sat upright; unveiling a conspiracy theory was always a great thrill
for me. fiOkay, here® what | think happened: They did Molly all weekend
and Robert came home on Tuesday, took something to deal with the
comedown, and whatever he bok killed him that night. 0

fiHave you spoken with them?06 Jackson& nasal tone conveyed how
disgusted he was that | maintained contact.

fl have.o

fAnddddd?dHe waved his hand around in the air like a propeller,
urging me to hurry up with the details.

fwell, 18l say this: when | asked what he died of, their answer was
very rehearsedd

His eyes rolled right up into his skull, leaving me with mars hmallow
sockets to stare at.fiOf course it was. Death himself would say a prayer
before visiting them T more skeletons in their fucking closet than a
graveyard!0 We both cackled.

Only a year later, Jackson would also find himself knocking on
Heaven& door. A slew of health issues had crept up on him. With missing
enzymes, spontaneous headaches, and a throat burnt to siithereens by
vodka, his prospects of making it to thirty -five had begun to diminish.

We were sitting in Long Island City for our weekly catch up, eating
sushi by the water. Hedl just finished telling me a story about a
mysterious lump on his penis. fiYoude a messp| said casually.

fiYou say mess, | say opportunityphe drawled in return.
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Jackson changed the topic to my upcoming Mexico trip, smack bang
in the middle of the Covid pandemic.

fil thought you couldn & get in. Isnd their border closed?dhe asked.

fiOnly the land border is closed. 16n flying. 0

Jackson nodded and inhaled. Smoking agyravated his headaches but
he refused to scale back.

fiStop smoking you shipwreck!o

AT & NOT THE CIGARETTES YOU STUPID BITCHbhe wailed,
shaking his smokey fists at me and then taking a sip of water.

fiwell, something& not right. 0

fiObviously. Every doctor in Manhattan knows that. Why are you
going to Mexico again?

ifo find |l ove®dor die trying.
fis this the guy you met a few weeks ago8

fiSi.o

fHuh?0

fit means yes in Smnish. | speak Spanish nowo

Those boney, Tim Burton-esque fingers of Jackson shot up anddug
into his temples. Al don@ know what gives me more of a headacheyour
ridiculous escapades or the cigaretteso

fAWhy not? He& hot, the flight & cheap, wée staying at a palatial
hacienda all by ourselvesi what& keeping me here? New York? Please;
my odds of dying of Covid are just as high if | stay put in this cesspoolo

My flight to Merida had only six other passengers on board. Was |
being reckless?| asked myself, many, many times. Eventually |
concluded that | was seeking something else, a bigger beast than Covid. It
was calling out to me, and | wanted to face it head on. Was it love, sel
sabotage, variety, change? Did | want it to defeat me? Perlaps. Besides, a
dystopian mood had spread throughout New York; | wanted to unravel in
a location that wasnd so close to representing human purgatory. The
short drive from the airport to the address | @ been given, past
widespread poverty and eerie stillness, nevertheless made me keep
doubting why | came.

And then | arrived at the hacienda. Think Princess Jasmine and
Aladdin if they had a small holiday palace in Mexico, complete with a
bloodred clay outer wall, white curtains billowing out of swooping arche s,
and an imperial clock tower attached to the main house. | knew that
Christian had called in a favor to get us in; we were the only guests for
the next few days. A prominent member of the Bank of Mexico
maintained the hacienda for diplomatic events. As far as places to die go,
this was high on the list of exotic final resting places.Fi nd | oveéor
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trying. The thought felt poetic as the staff scurried away with my
luggage

Christian moseyed down the limestone stairs of the main house to
greet me. His flip flop s made themselves heard with each step in the
enshrined luxury. His bronze skin , that NY -casual outfit, his peak cap he
always wore to hide his thinning hair , that back swollen with authority ,
his lofty gait; it all seemed amplified in Mexico. | could tell he@ walked
those stairs many timesi it spoke of old-world luxury that had risen to
conquer the new. | opened my arms.

A kiss hello. His eyes panned across my face and body, like a tigés
would sizing some delicacy up. It was the promise ofa wild night to
come. Or was it an obvious warning sign | chose to ignore? His meaty
arm wove around mine and led me to an outdoor dining area on the other
side of the hacienda. A marble table had been set for two, with colorful
plates and serviettes preented as swars. Fans blew gently overhead on
the ceiling high above us. The table looked out onto a grove of trees
shooting out from a carpet of evergreen shrubs. High up in the canopy of
that menagerie, birds sang of winds and the seven skies. In the momats
of silence between Christian and myself, when the chatter of the birds
reminded me there are corners of the earth still lush with secret magic,
the poverty around the hacienda whispered a waming to me: Youde only
a grandiose wall away from misery. Fe w belong here.

The rest of the afternoon blended into swimming pools and bike
rides, drone-flying lessons and kissing adventures. Day folded into night
as the hacienda lit up with lamps, while the shrill cry of nature swarming
around its walls rose into a chant. The other humans i they were out
there i stayed quiet. They had nothing to gain from making any sound,
and not enough to lose to warrant making any. Even in the grabs and
twists of foreplay, | knew the hacienda was the tombstone of a bygone
era. Those who still existed around it were nothing more than grave
keepers.

Finally, we were in our room with some time to kill before dinner.
After showering we both stood in the bedroom with thick, white towels
around our waists. | pushed Christian up against a wall. He smiled and
struggled before pushing me back into the adjacent one, ripping my towel
off in one quick movement. | laughed and yanked his off, stepping back
quickly to wind it up and whip him with it. Christian yelped and jumped
away. | moved in swiftly to give him more of the same. He caught the
towel and pulled me towards him. Our right arms locked in a tug -of-war
over the weapon; his left arm slid around my waist and dug his fingers
into my obliques. Those tiger® eyes bored into mine as Christian started
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nudging me towards the bed. | walked back slowly on the wet floor,
unsure of exactly where the bed was. When he suddenly applied more
strength to pull the towel, | assumed he was pushing me onto the bed;

my foot slipped and my arms found noth ing to grab onto as | fell
backwards. My head smashed into the thick wooden frame of the bed and
shortly thereafter | felt my back hit the frame too. Flashes of black
followed. Then my head bounced off the concrete floor. A quick glimpse
of Christian & face in distress, and finally my cheek planted firmly into

the floor. When my sight returned, all | could see was a power socket. His
voice cried out faintly in the background.

My arms shot out and | pushed myself up off the floor. His eyes were
swimming in alarm. | smile d and laughed, trying to downplay the whole
thing. My back ached and my skull burned. | pulled him towards me and
threw us both onto the four -poster bed. A growing heat slithered across
my body. My mind raced towards my end, eloping with super stition,
leaving my uninhabited body to finish up on earth. We tossed and turned
and each time his lips locked with mine | tried to reel my mind back in, to
connectitwiththe present. Fi nd | oveéor die trying.

The next few days my head throbbed all day ar all night. | made one
or two jokes about it, but largely kept the magnitude of the pain to
myself. Why make a scene when yode rocking in a hammaock, with a
tiger lying in your arms? Or when you&e making whimsical videos with
him in an old Spanish chapel using the drone he loves to play with? We
stand at the altar holding hands i glowing with sweat and reincarnated
dreamsi and the drone backs out of the chapel slowly, the interior
turning black once the drone exits into the radiant sunlight outside. Why
make a scenewhen youdie both lying nude by the pool and he trying to
make a video using thedocketbsetting on his toy, or when heé brimming
with excitement as he tells you about the cactus being served in the
breakfast omelette? You dond make a scene. Not whenyou really like
someone. But in the moments where the tiger lay purring on my chest,
when the bright red flowers around the pool swayed in the light Mexican
breeze, the hacienda whispered to me once moreYou will not return
here. This is the best you will ever know. | chalked it up to years of self-
loathing, to garden-variety insecurity, and muted the whispers by
wrapping my arms tighter around Christian & chest, forcing him to
squirm and wheeze. I@ never smelled someonéds hair before and been
intoxicated by it, or felt the urge to bury my face in a man& neck, or lick
every inch of his body. As the weekend progressed and myead pounded
harder, so did my heart for Christian. Could it be? | hadn & died, so | must
have found love.
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Christian stayed on in Merida when | left. All the employees at his
company were permitted to work remotely, which people like Christian
fully embraced. Hed@ see me in New York in a weeks time, he promised.
Waiting for my flight, | called Jackson.

fBuenos Dias!o

That familiar d rawl greeted me. fiYessssss@

fiCOmo estasd

fi | @&sman. What makes you think | speak Spanish®

fiEverybody should speak Spansh.o

fil 6n surprised youde even coming home. Those pictures you sent
meét hat placé is gorgeous!

fl know right. He &7 0

fiA druglord. Yes, we all thought soo

fl don& care if he is. We could live happily ever after at that
hacienda.o

Jackson coughed, a dry, raspy smokefs cough.fiwell, | &n happy for
you. But did you get my text about picking me up from the hospital on
Wednesdayd

fil did, yes. What are you having fixed? That shredded throat of
yours? Do they just put a plastic pipe in?0

fiNooooo. My throat & a whole other story. This is for the bump.o

fAwhich bump?06

fiONn my penis.o

fl knew that. Just wanted to hear you say it.0

fl hope it & contagious and you get it from holding my hand. o

fisnd your throat more serious?0

fiA doctor is going to examine that as well and give me another
opinion. 0

fiHow did you get this appointment? | thought the doctors weren @
doing elective surgeries®

fAThis is serious. They doré know what it is. Could be a tumor.o

fildn sorry. | @n sure it& not. |8l be there to pick you up, dond worry. |
have a virtual appointment on Tuesday with a doctor too. Bumped my
head real hard in Mexico. Will tell you the full story when | wheel you
outta there on Wednesday 0

fi0kay Boo. See you soora

Monday was a mix of work and discreet text messagingi Christian &
name flashing on my phone made the pain in my head seem less. That
night | took three Advil pills to help me sleep. The virtual appointment
with my doctor on Tuesday morning was a waste of time. The connection
was poor and all he did was emphasize how serious a head injury can be,
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and advised that | should call back in a day or two if | suffered any
confusion, fainting or disorientation. | took two sleeping pills that night.

| left work at 10am on Wednesday to make my way to Jackson, who
was at Mount Sinai on the Upper East Side. The k95 mask swelled with
my hot breath as the cab driver breezed through the oncecongested
streets of Manhattan. It was my first time in a cab since lockdown
started. No honking, no pedestrians swarming the sidewalks like locusts.
The shadows of civilization seemed soothed. Tall grey buildings seemed
less hostile, almost as if they too knew he times were changing. My
phone rang.

fldn on my way. How are you®

fiyoudl never guess whato

fWhat?0

fiThey cut me open and then wouldn @ do anything.o

fWhy not?0

fiThey say it® an enlarged blood vessel and that ifs too close to my
nerves to operate ono

fWhat?! You just have to keep it?01a@ seen pictures: Jacksorts penis
was the camel of the shlong world.

fiBelieve mephe said loudly, to the benefit of the staff around him |
suspect,fl kicked and screamed about it. They@e not doing it. 0

fAnd the thr oat?0

fwell, we have news on that front. Finally, a diagnosis.0

fANd?!0

fBarrett & esophaguso

fWho? What? Where®

fiMassive acid refl uxola@seendagksanknocka nu
back ten vodka soddas in one sitting; the diagnosis was not surprising.

fiYoude a messbl yelled playfully.

fiYou say mess, | say in transitionoWe both laughed.

fiHang on lady. 18l be there in a fewo

Poor Jackson, | thought. So much character, in such a fragile body.
Unlucky.

fit & very common you know,0said the Indian driv er suddenly,
making no qualms about the fact that hed@ been listening to our
conversation. Since the outbreak, I@ taken to answering all my calls
using speakerphone in order to keep the cellphone from touching my
face.

fWhat is?0

fBarrett® esophagusd

fiReally? What makes you say tha? 0
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fiMy son also has ito

fiDoes he also drink too much vodka®

fiNooo sir. My son is fourteen.o

| laughed. iWell, tell him not to drink. It @l only make things worse.o

The driver& eyes met mine in the rearview mirror as he began to
speak.fiMy son is very good. He wouldi 0

AWATCH OUT!!!01 screamed, as my hand bolted outwards to point
at a cyclist jumping a light. The cab driver slammed on the brakes and
swerved to miss the bicycle. THUMP! The cab ramped up the curb and
cameto a screeching halt in front of a shop window.

He turned to face me and let out an incredulous gasp. My gaping
mouth i mask around my necki gave no response.

fiThis has never happened beforebhe protested. fiNever!o

fit & okay ol said. At least nobody got hurt. Is your car okay?0

The driver turned to face his dashboard, put the cab in reverse, and
backed out onto Park Avenue. Thirty seconds after moving in the right
direction again, he turned to me and said, fit & always better to be
moving forwards than backwards, dond you think? d Face the front! | just
grinned with sarcasm, annoyed that he would even consider turning
around to face me again after what had just happened.

| stared up at his rearview mirror to see where he was looking. Eyes
on the road; g ood. When the road ahead wen black and then
reappeared, | knew something was wrong. | turned to look out my
window and suddenly | could feel everything inside my head. A warm goo
was travelling, flooding places that were meant to be sealed. My sight
beganto wax and wane. | knew | was dying. Not here. Not like this. |
begged my heart: Please, show me something profound. My mother
appeared, her head bowed in church, her tired knees sunken into a pew
cushion. Then Christian stood above me at the pool, smiling; he asked me
to stay, and seemed sad when he realized that | couldrd. Jackson arched
his eyebrows like a benign villain, smirking, chuffed that | was the real
mess and that he was the Humpty Dumpty heading towards successful
reconstruction. My sisters waved apprehensively from the rustic farm
table of an old apartment none of us had lived in for years. My dad
ruffled my hair before setting off for a walk with his dog. An old friend
from my childhood, a boy | used to climb trees with, clapped his hands
with delight and beckoned to me to join him back in the trees. The
shadows around invited me to sleep, promising me rest and restoration
somewhere else, somewhere nothing like @il ever imagined.
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Not like this. In the back of a cab. | tried to laugh, but my tongue lay
unmoved. It & not so bad, | told myself. You always knew you @ die
before forty.

Christian & smile came to me again and this time covered my heart
with an afterlife salve. Fi nd | oveéor die trying.

When consciousness suddenly flowed through me with the weight of
concrete, | expected to be part of a new world.To be soaring through the
untouched corners of the ether, towards ancient truths and cosmic
treasures. But instead | saw Jackson in his baby blue hospital gown and
oversized mask, hovering over me like an overprotective mother. When
he was sure | was aware of his presence, Jackson glared at me and
whispered, with smoky disdain, fiYou selfish bitch. You would make my
operation all about you.0
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